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Again we delve into the life of Judith Lee. She is a strong and independent young woman with an unusual gift: she can read lips at a distance as well as she can hear the person next to her. Somewhat of a Miss Marple busy-body, she can’t resist helping people in distress, and foils murderers, robbers, kidnappers, and villains of all kinds.





*   *   *


Richard Marsh (12 October 1857 – 9 August 1915) was the pseudonym of English author Richard Bernard Heldmann. One of the most popular and prolific authors of the late-Victorian and Edwardian periods, he is best known now for his supernatural thriller novel The Beetle, which for a time outsold Bram Stoker’s Dracula. Marsh produced nearly 80 volumes of fiction and numerous short stories, in genres including horror, crime, romance and humor.



This book, first published in 1916, is in the public domain worldwide. 
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My Partner for a Waltz







I was introduced to him by Florence Emmett at one of a series of subscription dances which were held at the Kensington Town Hall. He put his name down for a waltz, the only one for which I was disengaged. He danced well, being that not too common person, a partner whose steps go with your own. We began at the first bar, and we danced right through. I quite enjoyed it. Then he brought me something cool during the interval, and as I was sipping it he said—


“It is not always easy to catch a name when you are introduced, but I believe yours is Judith Lee?” I acknowledged that it was. “I have heard a good deal about you.”


I looked at him. There was nothing unusual about his appearance. He was probably in the early thirties, of the average height, clean shaven, with dark brown hair, not bad looking, his weakest point being his chin, which receded, and which was smaller than it should have been. It seemed to me that there was significance in his tone.


“Yes; have you? I hope you’ve heard nothing very greatly to my disadvantage.”


“I am told that you have what I may call, for courtesy’s sake, a very singular power, Miss Lee.” I glanced at him, waiting for him to continue. I wondered what was the matter with the man; there certainly was significance both in his tone and manner. “I am informed that you act as – what shall I say – a spy on all the world.”


“Yes – who told you that?” He was eyeing me with what looked very like hostility, not at all as one expects one’s partner to do after an enjoyable dance. I wondered what I had done to him.


“Is it true that by merely looking at that man who is sitting with a girl over there you can tell what he is saying to her?”


“It is – perfectly true; I teach the oral system to the deaf and dumb.”


“Indeed! Is that all you teach?” He certainly sneered. “It seems to me that you ought to be labelled in order that innocent people might at least have fair warning of the inconvenience, to say nothing of the actual danger, with which your presence threatens them.”


He walked off without another word, in what seemed to me rather an amazing fashion. It is true that my partner for the next dance was advancing, but that was no reason why he should turn sharply on his heel and stride off as if I were some contemptible thing. What had induced the man to address me in that fashion I could not think – but it spoilt that dance for me. He put into words what I had often thought myself, that it was a dangerous gift I had; there were many occasions on which I wished that it was not mine. But then, what a moment to choose to tell me so – after a nice waltz, which he might at least have had the grace to tell me he had enjoyed – and he a perfect stranger! When Florence had introduced us I had not even caught his name – he seemed to have known mine beforehand.


I looked about for Florence, but when I found her she was so surrounded by other people, and so many persons kept worrying me, that I had no chance of asking her who the curiosity was. He did not stay very long; I doubt if he danced with anyone after that waltz with me.


Until he did go, wherever I was I seemed to see him, watching me with an intentness which I very much resented. I was on the point of telling him so, and was crossing towards him when, as he saw me coming, again he turned sharply round, marched to the vestibule, offered a check, for which he received in return a coat and hat, and strode out of the building.


“Well,” I said to myself as I watched him go, “what an agreeable gentleman you seem to be! Was it conscience which drove you to rudeness and made you run away? – I wonder!”


Two days afterwards I was walking down the Brompton Road when a masculine person took his hat off and addressed me.


“I believe you are Miss Judith Lee?”


I stood and looked at him; to the best of my knowledge and belief he was a stranger. I was asking myself who he was and what he wanted when I heard a little click, and, glancing round, perceived that another male creature was standing within two or three feet, with a camera in his hand, with which he had apparently just snapshotted me. Before I had quite realized what he had done, there was another click – and it looked as if he had taken me in a second position. Before I could ask him what he meant by such behaviour – because no one likes to be snapshotted against one’s will – without even so much as a recognition of my presence, he walked to the edge of the pavement, got into a taxicab which was waiting there, followed by the man who had accosted me, and off the vehicle went.


I felt rather wild – apparently I had been made the victim of a little trick. These gentlemen were hunting in couples; the business of the one was to accost me and induce me to stop, so that the other might bring his camera to bear, and make a photographic record of me at an unexpected moment. What did they mean by such conduct?


I asked this question of myself still more vehemently when, a few mornings afterwards, a registered letter was brought to me while I was still in my bedroom, and which I found, on opening the envelope, contained two mounted photographs, both of myself. I had no doubt whatever that they were prints of the snapshots which had been taken of me in the Brompton Road, and not bad likenesses they were, as far as the likenesses went, but conceive what my feelings were when I saw that on the top of each mount these words were printed: “Warning! This is the portrait of a public danger”; and at the bottom, “Judith Lee, Spy” – then, in the corner, in smaller letters: “This photograph will be circulated broadcast. If you see anyone at all resembling this portrait, shun her as you would the plague.”


For some minutes I really could do nothing else but stare; it was as though someone had unexpectedly struck me a violent blow and knocked the sense clean out of me. Of all the outrageous things! That I should receive such treatment! This was clearly a plot; brief reflection showed that it must be. Those two men were tools of the man with whom I had danced – they must be. Could he have gone to that dance expecting to meet me, intending to treat me in this remarkable fashion? It looked as if he had. What had I done to him? Why had he taken such means to get my photograph? What did his conduct mean? Above all, why had Florence Emmett introduced me to such a man?


I would have that question answered at any rate. Directly after breakfast I went across the park to Linden Gardens, where the Emmetts lived. Florence was just going out; she wanted me to go with her, but I declined. I told her there was something which I particularly wished to ask, and which, before she went out, she must answer. She took me into the morning-room.


“Good gracious, child!” she exclaimed. “What’s the matter? Has the Bank of England burst? You look at me quite oddly.”


“Florence, you introduced to me a man at Kensington Town Hall. What was his name?”


“Introduced a man to you at Kensington Town Hall? Did I? Oh, yes, I believe I did; but as for his name – what’s the matter with the man? Has he tried to borrow money?”


“What was his name? Please tell me, Florence. Was he a friend of yours?”


“A friend of mine? Good gracious, no! I never saw him in my life before. Someone introduced him to me. I can’t think who. Let me see, wasn’t he a bald-headed man, with a ginger moustache?”


“He was not.” I described the man. She seemed quite unable to recall him to her memory. “Do you mean to say you don’t even know what his name was?”


“My dear, you know how things happen at that sort of dance. Someone introduces you to a man who asks you for a dance, and he asks you to introduce him to someone else – and there you are. Sometimes I don’t know the names of half my partners, even in the houses of my most intimate friends. I do remember introducing some kind of a man to you, but what kind he was I do not remember. And as for your description – it leaves me cold.”


“But you must have introduced him by some name – I’m sure you mentioned some name – think.”


“I dare say; perhaps it was Brown. As Gus says” – Gus was her husband – “when in doubt about a man’s name, say Brown; there are lots of Browns; he might be one of them. Why are you so keen about this might-be Brown?”


I explained. I told her what he had said to me, how badly he had behaved; about the two men who had snapshotted me in the Brompton Road; I showed her the prints which had come to hand in the morning. She commented on the inscriptions which adorned the mounts in a way which was rather unexpected; they seemed to amuse her.


“Well, you know, Judith, of course, it’s perfectly horrid that anyone should have treated you like this, but still the facts remain that I have asked myself if anyone would ever dare to be so impertinent. I don’t know if you realize that there are people who are positively afraid of you – who fly from a room when you come into it.”


I had realized it, and I had suffered in consequence. More than once, when entering a room, I had felt a sort of blank silence descend on every creature in it. I told her so.


“But how can I help it? No one can say that I have ever made an unfair use of a conversation I may have seen.”


Florence rubbed her chin with the tip of her glove in rather an exasperating manner.


“My dear, I never said you did. I have always stuck up for you through thick and thin. But all the same, if I wanted to say something to a person which was intended for that person’s ear alone, I should take care not to say it while you were in the room. And, you know, there are lots of things, quite ordinary, innocent, funny things, which one likes to treat as secrets – what is life without its little privacies? And you know, you leave us none.”


“Florence, I’ve felt that over and over again; there are things which I’ve seen said which I could have kicked myself for seeing – though I saw them without ever meaning to. Since I can’t go about the world with my eyes shut, the only thing is not to go about the world, but to live the life of a hermit. This person, whose name you apparently never knew, has taught me a lesson which I shall not forget as long as I live. I will keep these photographs ever before me, so that they may become to me what the hair shirt was to the hermit in his lonely cell.”


I suppose something like two years passed. It was May in Paris; in Paris May is sometimes the most glorious month of the year – it was glorious then. The restaurants on the Champs-Elysée had their chairs out in the gardens – well filled chairs they were. I had been doing what I often do, giving lessons to would-be teachers of the oral system in an Italian city. On my way home I was staying for a few days in Paris. It was lovely weather; I thought I would lunch out of doors. I chose a restaurant whose name I did not know, not far from the Rond-Point. It had quite a nice garden. The chestnuts, which were already in full leaf, and of that delicious, delicate green which only lasts a few days, cast an agreeable shade. I looked about for a vacant table. In doing so, I passed behind one which was occupied by two men who were seated side by side. They were looking at something which one of them held in his hand. I gave but the most cursory glance in passing, but it was enough to show me that what they were examining was my photograph – one of the two photographs which had been taken by the ingenious gentleman in the Brompton Road.


The discovery gave me quite a shock. The memory of that photograph was still with me; I still regarded it as my hair-shirt. What could those two men be doing with it there? – so long after it was taken. I chose a table on the same side as theirs, but a little in front, so that I could not only see them, but they could see me. If they looked round and saw me, the recognition might be to them a pleasant surprise. But it gradually dawned on me, as I ordered lunch, that though they had seen me, and still had the photograph in their hands, they did not recognize the original. More, I gradually began to suspect that they believed that they saw me in an individual who was seated on the other side of the garden. Presently this individual got up and left the garden, and I saw one of them say to the other—


“Goodbye, Judith. May the lunch you have had poison you, and may you be run over by a taxicab just as you are in the act of dying.”


The speaker uttered these Christian sentiments in French, but as French was as familiar to me as my own tongue, even when I was a child, there was no mistaking what they were. He was a rather good-looking person, with one of those moustaches with waxed turned-up ends, which some young Frenchmen still favour. He turned to his companion, giving my photograph a little jerk in the air.


“Do you believe that anyone can do what he says she can?”


His companion replied – and I at once recognized my limitations. He was rather a big, fair-haired man, with one of those hirsute countenances which are so often seen abroad and so seldom at home. He had a long, square-cut, carefully trimmed beard, quite a foot long, and a voluminous moustache which, from the decorative point of view, was a triumph of the hairdresser’s art, and which effectively screened his mouth, so that, if it were open or shut, it was not easy to see his lips. Observing him as closely as I might, since his lips were to all intents and purposes invisible, by merely looking at him as he spoke, I could not get the faintest notion of what he said. I have sometimes thought that if all the people in the world were lip-readers, it would be necessary, for self-protection, to cultivate a beard and moustache. Here was a case in point. This man spoke to the other, who had arranged his moustache so that the whole of his mouth was visible – and I could not see a word he said. The other, laughing, answered him; there was no doubt about what he said.


“That is absolutely true – absolutely. I don’t know how long I’ve had this photograph. Pattison sent a copy to every one of us. I do not know what his notion was – I do not know if he thought that Judith Lee was all over the world at once, with an eye on everybody’s mouth. Between ourselves, I have thought that I have seen her more than once – in Vienna, Berlin, here in Paris, and in London – particularly in London. This is not an uncommon kind of face in London. I have compared this photograph again and again with women I have seen there, and I have said – well, it may be, or it may not be – as was the case just now. The lady who has just left – was she Judith Lee? Who can tell? What does it matter? I have come to the conclusion that if you have not seen the original a photograph, as a means of recognition, is of very little use.”


I had come to the conclusion that perhaps this lively gentleman did not make sufficient allowance for the change in feminine fashions. Since that photograph was taken everything a woman wears had been entirely altered – as it were, gone completely round. Then we dressed our hair quite differently; I certainly did – and in a photograph that makes all the difference.


The bearded man was speaking – he might as well have kept silence for all the information he conveyed to me. He seemed to have a trick of scarcely moving his lips at all, so that, confronted by that thatch of hair, it was impossible even to guess at what he was saying. When his companion spoke again it was quite another matter. I do not blow if my failure with his friend acted as a spur; I did seem to read his words with even unusual clearness.


“Two hundred and fifty thousand francs in five-franc pieces; a hundred thousand francs in franc pieces; two hundred thousand ten-sou-pieces – that was a pretty large order; it is for you to place them, to deal with them – I have to hand them over to you. There, so far as I am concerned, the matter ends.”


The bearded man said something – this time his companion’s words gave me an inkling of what it might have been.


“My friend, the production is enormous, immense, altogether beyond what might be supposed. And it is all good money, mind you – standard value.” He took something out of his pocket and held it out to his companion. “There are two five-franc pieces; they are in every respect precisely alike. No assayer, by the most delicate tests, could tell one from the other – because there is nothing to tell; so far as he is concerned, they have both come from the French mint. But the expert at the mint, he can tell; that is to say, perhaps three, perhaps four, men in France – that is because they have a way of their own of distinguishing. It is like the man at Sèvres – two pieces are placed before him, exactly alike; no dealer could tell one from the other, but he can. He knows that he made the one and did not make the other – that is all he does know. He knows because of certain minutiae, so minute that to an uninstructed eye even a microscope will not reveal them.”


Again the bearded man spoke – again the other’s answer gave me a clue to what he said.


“What the exact profit is I of course cannot tell you. We let you have money – good money, at fifteen per cent, less than the face value. You are content, you ought to be; we also are content – so you see there must be something in it.”


Once more there was what I can only describe as an interruption from the bearded man – then again his friend with the uplifted moustaches.


“Of course this sort of thing cannot go on, though it has already continued longer than you perhaps think. But that is where the great idea comes in – the idea of the great coup. Produce an enormous quantity at one time – silver coins, mind you, of all countries; flood the world with it before anyone has a suspicion of what is in the air, and then, before discovery is made, retire from business – with what really, if all goes well, should prove to be a comfortable competence.”


The bearded man nodded, as if there was a good deal in the other’s words; as he uttered what appeared to be a brief sentence, I dare say he said as much. The other, drawing quite close to him, as if he whispered in his ear, waxed eloquent.


“You see there is no fraud in it, not a particle. If you give this five-franc piece to the waiter here, he cannot say it is a bad one – it is not a bad one; there’s nothing wrong about it; it is in all respects exactly like every other good five-franc piece.” In his ardour he struck his right fist against his open palm. “If he took it to the mint they would not dare to refuse it, because, if they did, the whole monetary system of the world would be disorganized – all the silver currency. No one would be able to tell what pieces had come from where – from our mint or theirs. The result would be that there would be a tendency everywhere to refuse silver pieces altogether. No, my friend, there is not the faintest suggestion of anything, in the true sense of the word, irregular about the business from first to last. The only thing is that ours is the manufacturer’s profit instead of the Government’s – why shouldn’t it be? Why shouldn’t there be competition in this sort of business as well as in any other? It seems so me that echo answers ‘Why?’”


I fancied that the bearded gentleman glanced round him rather anxiously, as if he were conscious that very private things were being said. I imagine he dropped a hint to his friend.


“My good Philippe, no Judith Lee is here – what do you fear? I speak in a whisper; there is no one near us. However, time goes; business calls; I must leave you. It is understood – tonight, at nine o’clock, 4, Rue Saint-Herbot.”


The pair shook hands in that demonstrative fashion which is common with their compatriots; the man with the upturned moustaches departed, the bearded one remained. He seemed in no hurry to go. Lighting another cigar, he ordered a waiter to bring him a liqueur and, taking a small notebook from his pocket, proceeded to make what was possibly a series of calculations.


The situation struck me as being rather humorous – in its way, so humorous that I was at a loss what to do. Here was a gentleman armed with a photograph of Judith Lee, so that he might be peculiarly on his guard against her, fancying he sees her again and again, all the while incredulous of the existence of the powers with which his principal has credited her, proving himself so unobservant, or so irresponsible, or both, that under her very nose he makes statements of the most delicate kind. As a matter of fact I had heard something about silver coins which had never seen a mint only a few days before at Milan. I was buying some trifles in a shop. An Italian friend who was with me, who was in the Government service, had asked me to let him look at a five-lire piece which I was tendering to the tradesman. I had done so. With a smile he had asked if I would exchange it for another – to which I, of course, agreed.


When we had got out of the shop he asked me where I got the coin from. I informed him that I had not the least idea; it was one of a number of others which I had got from someone somewhere. I inquired what was wrong with it. Then he told me, after some hesitation, what seemed to me to be rather a curious thing.


He said that there were silver coins in circulation which, while as regards the materials used in their composition they were good, at the same time were technically bad, since they had never been coined by the mint. That five-lire piece of mine was one of them. I could see that he was reluctant to say more than he could help, so I did not press him, but he left me with the feeling that there was something at the back of the business which was distinctly queer. This conversation, with one side of which I had been made so unexpectedly acquainted, threw a lurid light upon what my Italian friend had told me. These two men seemed to be trafficking in coins like that five-lire piece. From what I had gathered they were dealing with them in very large quantities. The bearded man was to take fifty thousand five-franc pieces, a hundred thousand franc pieces, two hundred thousand ten-sou pieces, which had been coined goodness alone knew where, and he was to take this immense amount of specie just by way of a single deal. I reckoned it up; it represented eighteen thousand pounds in English money. He was to have it at a discount of fifteen per cent., which meant a profit for him of two thousand seven hundred pounds. He must see his way to getting rid of it at a comparatively early date, or he would scarcely undertake such a risk. If other deals were taking place upon these lines in the currency of other countries, as that incredulous gentleman had hinted, before long the world would be flooded with what, let him phrase it as he liked, was really spurious coinage – and then what sufferings might not ensue? If what he had hinted was true, there must somewhere be a great factory, equipped with all the most modern appliances, which was about to let loose an ocean of bad silver coins, which it would be impossible to tell from good ones, which might play havoc with the monetary systems of the world.


The question for my consideration was – what was I to do? I did not want to be mixed up in affairs of that kind. I was not a thief-taker; I was not a detector of crime. I just wanted to enjoy a few days’ holiday in Paris in this glorious May weather. If I were forced into relations with the French police, that would be the end of my holiday. I should probably find myself associated with unpleasantness of all kinds from which I might not be able to disentangle myself for ages to come. I did not at all relish the prospect. Still—


I will be frank – those photographs rankled. They did; it is no use pretending they did not. And then, that this moustached gentleman, with my photograph in his hand, and no doubt what his associate had told him in his head, should treat me with open contumely – for that I felt that I should like to give him a rap across the knuckles. I am a woman, and sometimes women are almost as illogical as men, though not often – and perhaps that is one reason why I felt bound to see the matter through.


I left the bearded gentleman still struggling with the figures in his notebook, and I went for a stroll. Inquiring my way to the Rue Saint-Herbot, I was told that it was not far from the Gare de l’Ouest – so, as that is some way from the Champs-Elysée, I commenced my stroll by taking a taxicab. Alighting at the station, I did the rest of the distance on foot. It proved to be one of those wide, old-fashioned streets which are still to be found in that quarter of Paris, occupied by a nondescript population – shops, private houses, warehouses, maisons meublées, all mixed up together, and none of them very high class.


As far as I could see, part of No. 4 seemed to be some kind of warehouse; a great gate was at one side, a big board ran across the entresol, on which were painted the words: “Barrucand. Fournisseur. Gros et Détail.” “Fournisseur” is what I call an india-rubber word; it can be pulled this way and that; it may mean any one of a dozen things – it may mean them all. In this case it seemed that it might mean that silver coins, stamped and struck in some private mint, were supplied in quantities. There seemed to be not a soul about the place just then. I was making up my mind to knock at the door and put some innocent question, when the great gate swung back and a man came out. I had just time to escape him by retreating into the establishment of a charcutier, which stood on my side of the way.


A meeting would have been awkward; he might have recognized me, as he was the individual who had snapshotted me in the Brompton Road. His face was stamped very clearly on my memory; once seen, never to be forgotten. He was rolling a cigarette as he walked, stopping at the door of the shop in which I was to light a match. I bought a sausage – I had to buy something; as it was being put into paper, I asked if Monsieur Barrucand lived at his warehouse. The effect of my question was rather unexpected. The oily person who was enveloping my purchase paused in the operation to stare at me with what struck me as startled eyes.


“Monsieur Barrucand? What do you know of Monsieur Barrucand?”


Possibly it was the oddity of the man’s manner which caused me to say something which was not exactly true.


“I used to know a Monsieur Barrucand at Lille. I wondered if the one over the road was a relative of his.”


“You used to know a Monsieur Barrucand at Lille? What Monsieur Barrucand was that?”


“You know the Monsieur Barrucand who is your neighbour? In what does he deal?”


The man stared at me for some seconds in silence. Then he finished rolling up my sausage, saying, as he handed it to me over the counter—


“I know nothing of Monsieur Barrucand; I am but lately come here. I wish madame good day.”


I took the hint and departed, conscious that the oily man had come to the door of his shop, and was watching me as I walked down the street. Looking round as I turned a corner, I saw a small boy coming out of his doorway. I had not gone very far before I began to entertain the suspicion that it was the intention of that small boy to keep me in sight. That charcutier knew more about Monsieur Barrucand than he had chosen to say; if he got five-franc pieces for fifteen per cent, less than their face value, he might have sound reasons for wishing to keep his knowledge dark.


An idea struck me. I had given him a louis for that sausage, having no small money. He had given me three five-franc pieces, besides other coins, by way of change. I immediately resolved to shake that small boy off, and with that intention dived into the Gare de l’Ouest, picked my way through the throng of people, and passing into the Place de Rennes, jumping into the first taxi, bade the driver take me to the Café de la Paix. Going into the interior, after first assuring myself that that small boy was nowhere in sight, I chose a seat at a table facing the door, and taking out the coins which that charcutier had given me, subjected them to a minute examination.


There was nothing peculiar about them so far as I could see. They were of different dates – 1888 was on one of the five-franc pieces; none of them were of very recent coinage; and yet – I wondered.


The appearance of that snapshotting gentleman through Monsieur Barrucand’s gate had enlarged the field of my doubts. Was it possible that my partner at the Kensington Town Hall had anything to do with this competitive mint? The man with the upturned moustaches had my photograph, which he could only have got from him; if he were connected with such a business as this, no wonder he resented the idea that anyone could read what was being said by merely watching the lips. With agents of all sorts and kinds spread over the globe, the chance that one of them might encounter Judith Lee was not such a remote one as it might seem. One encounter with that dangerous creature might play havoc with the whole business. He was therefore but taking a simple precaution in making it his business to see that his associates were armed with a photograph which would serve as some sort of defence against this pestilent woman. Before I committed myself, if he had a finger in this pie, I should like to make sure of getting him. That would be a lesson to him not to go out of his way to be rude to his partners at a dance – even if she did not happen to know his name.


I had an acquaintance who was in the Paris office of a London newspaper. He was the brother of a girl with whom I had been to school; she had laid special injunctions on me when I was in Paris to look him up. So I looked him up, going straight from the Café de la Paix to do so. When I got to his office he seemed to be rather full of work. I explained that I had come to him at that busy hour of the day because I rather wanted to ask him a question.


“Do you know anyone connected with the Mint here?”


“The Mint? You know the Mint here is at the Hôtel de la Monnaie – it’s a sort of museum. As for the part in which the coining goes on, anyone may get a ticket to view by applying to the director.”


“That’s not exactly what I mean. Do you know anyone connected with the part of it in which coins are struck?”


“I’m afraid I don’t, but there may be someone about the place who does. I’ll go and see.”


He went, and presently returned with a grey-headed man of distinguished appearance, whom he introduced as Monsieur de Brionne.


“De Brionne knows everyone – it seems he knows just the very person I should say you wanted.”


It appeared that Monsieur de Brionne did. He wrote a few lines on the back of his visiting card, put the card into an envelope, and addressed it to Monsieur Théodore Duglère.


“Monsieur Duglère,” he explained, “is in the assaying department. He knows as much about the Mint as any man living. If you hand him this, I feel sure he will give you any information you may require.”


I found that the Hôtel de la Monnaie was on the Quai de Conti, next door to the Institute. Addressing myself to an official in some sort of bureau which was in the vestibule, I entrusted him with my envelope to take to Monsieur Duglère. Within ten minutes I was being ushered into an apartment on the first floor, the windows of which looked out upon the Seine. A short, wiry man, perhaps fifty years of age, with shrewd eyes and a clever face, bowed to me from the other side of a large table.


“Miss Judith Lee? In what way can I do myself the pleasure of serving you, Miss Lee?”


“I am afraid, Monsieur Duglère, that it may turn out that I have come to you on a very foolish errand; before I touch on it, may I take it that anything I say to you will be treated as confidential?”


“You wish to speak to me on official matters – connected with our work here? What is it you wish to ask me?”


“You have not answered my question, Monsieur Duglère.”


He looked at me with his shrewd grey eyes, and then he smiled.


“You understand that you may say certain things to me that it would be impossible for me to treat as confidential. I occupy an official position. I take it that it is not on suchlike points you wish to touch? I have been in this place nearly all my life, Miss Lee. Monsieur de Brionne, who introduces you, would tell you that I am likely to be a pretty good judge of what may be regarded as confidential. I keep silence until I am forced to speak.”


I considered him for some further seconds; he standing up on the other side of the table, Monsieur de Brionne’s card in his hand, considering me. Then I decided not to try to make conditions. I took some coins out of my bag and laid them in front of him on the table.


“I want you to look at those three five-franc pieces, Monsieur Duglère.”


He continued to look at me; then looked down at the coins – then back at me. He delivered himself of a monosyllable.


“Why?”


“Please look at those five-franc pieces first, Monsieur Duglère; ask questions afterwards.”


He picked up the coins and examined them one by one: peering at them through a jeweller’s glass, weighing them in the palm of his hand, feeling them with the tips of his fingers. Then he laid them down again and resumed his former occupation of considering me closely.


I thought that he was never going to speak; it was quite a relief when he did.


“Where did you get these coins, Miss Lee?”


I returned him question for question; there began a sort of verbal fencing match, each of us, as it were, remaining on guard.


“Is there anything wrong with them?”


“Have you any reason to suppose that there is?”


“I have come to you for information, Monsieur Duglère.”


“Not to give it?”


“I give you the honour – precedence.”


“With us, Miss Lee, the rule is – ladies first.”


I pretended to sigh.


“Then in that case I’m afraid I must go.”


“I’m afraid, Miss Lee, that I can’t allow you to go just yet.”


“Then there is something wrong? I thank you.”


“That is rather neat – you score – touché. Now, Miss Lee, it is your turn. What do you suppose is wrong?”


“I merely wondered which of those pieces was struck in your mint, Monsieur Duglère.”


“Sit down, Miss Lee; allow me also to sit.” He sat on one side of the table, I on the other. “I have but to touch this button, Miss Lee, and this room will be filled with police. I am sure you would not wish for that.”


I laughed outright – when I had recovered from my first shock of surprise.


“I should not mind that in the least; I should find it very amusing.”


“You would not find it amusing – afterwards. The police are not so sympathetic to ladies as you may suppose. Two of these three coins, Miss Lee, are forgeries. Clearly you are aware of that. From whom did you get them?”


“They are part of the change I received for a louis.”


“Indeed? Do not imagine for an instant that I doubt you; your manner tells me that you will be able to point out the person from whom you received these coins. That is not the point. These five-franc pieces are exactly like other five-franc pieces – exactly. Not one person in a million would be able to tell that there was a difference – how come you to know that there is a difference? – that is the point.”


“Tell me what the difference is.”


“I think, Miss Lee, that you know what the difference is – don’t you? Do not fence with me, please. This matter is so serious that any attempt at trifling with it is inconceivable. Tell me frankly, do you not know what the difference is?”


“I know absolutely nothing, but I guess something.”


“What do you guess?”


“I guess that those coins were manufactured in a private mint – from standard silver.”


“Who are you, Miss Lee?”


“I am teacher of the deaf and dumb.”


“You are what? You are trifling with me again.”


“I am not; that is exactly what I am.”


There was a considerable interval before he spoke again. It tickled me to see what efforts he was making to find out by ocular inspection what kind of creature I really was. He failed; I puzzled him; he might have a wide knowledge of more worlds than one – I was in none of them. He recognized that I was something new in the way of specimens.


“You probably realize, Miss Lee, that nothing is easier for us than to find out who and what you are – what you do not adequately recognize is that this sort of thing” – he touched the coins – “might, quite conceivably, shake the whole fabric of society, and even destroy its foundations. You are an honest woman, I believe. Will you not be candid with me and tell me what your presence here means? These two coins represent a danger to the body politic which might bring injury to numbers of innocent people. Are you not aware of that?”


I reflected for an instant, and then I said: “I believe I am.”


“In that case, Miss Lee, will you not now show the candour which I invite from you?”


Again I considered. He continued to watch me with an intensity which almost suggested that he could not have moved his eyes from my face if he had tried. Then I told him all about it – as well as he would let me with his questions. When I came to the incident of the two men in the restaurant gardens, he checked me with a movement of his hand.


“One moment, if you please. It is only right that I should tell you that everything which has taken place since your coming into this room has been both heard and seen by another person as well as by myself. There is the push piece of an electric bell under this carpet; when I press it with my foot someone opens a door which is on the other side of this wall and enters a little cupboard, which is divided from us by so thin a partition that every word which is spoken here is audible to the unseen listener, while he can see all that takes place through some peepholes which are specially provided – as I will now proceed to show you.”


He did something to the wall with the tips of his fingers; part of it falling back, a short, squat man came into the room – and the wall was as it was. Exactly where that unsuspected door was it was not easy to perceive with the naked eye, though I had only a second before seen it open and shut. Monsieur Duglère introduced the newcomer.


“Monsieur Barron, one of the chief officers of our police. As you are aware, Monsieur Barron, Miss Lee has been favouring me with some very interesting statements.”


“If Miss Lee will go on,” was all that Monsieur Barron said.


I went on – under what I felt were disadvantageous conditions. I rather wished that I had not made use of Monsieur de Brionne’s introduction. Events were marching with a haste, and taking a form for which I had not bargained. However, I told the rest of my story, having at the end an uncanny feeling that those two elderly Frenchmen had me between their fingers and thumbs, and that, at a signal arranged between themselves, they could squeeze me to nothing.


They heard all I had to say, exhausting me with questions, some of them of the most inconvenient kind, but they gave me very little information in exchange. When I left that room, two facts had been impressed upon me; the first was that a raid was to be made upon No. 4 Rue Saint-Herbot, that evening at nine o’clock; the second that I was not to breathe a word touching on any part of the affair to any living creature. And as I crossed the quay towards the Pont-Neuf, it was with a feeling strong upon me that until I had left Paris behind me I should never be out of sight, except in the privacy of my own apartment, and quite possibly there might be in the wall of that a peep-hole of some agent of the police. I had spoilt my holiday.


I dined at my hotel that night, looking curiously about me to see which of the other diners suggested association with the police. I did not glean the slightest hint; yet that I was being watched I was as sure as that I was seated at that table. I lingered in the public rooms after the meal was over, gaining no information. I should have liked to treat myself to a trip to the Rue Saint-Herbot to see the fun, but I simply did not dare. I had a notion that I might spend a night in most uncomfortable quarters if I ventured on an escapade of the kind. It was borne in upon me that the Paris police had ways of their own. I realized this still more clearly when, soon after ten, my nerves a little on edge, tired with the silly book which I was trying to read in the deserted salle de lecture, I retired to my own apartment, and had only been there a few minutes when there came a tap at the panels, and, without any invitation, two visitors came in, both of the masculine sex. It was not my habit to lock my bedroom door, but I felt, when those two gentlemen came in, just as I was beginning to undress, that during the rest of my stay in Paris it was a habit which must be changed. The visitors were Monsieur Duglère and Monsieur Barron. Monsieur Duglère’s greeting was, to say the least, unusual.


“Well, Miss Lee, what next?” He put the question as though he shot it at me. I was not flattered.


“What next? I should imagine, Monsieur Duglère, the door. Is it the habit for gentlemen in Paris to enter a lady’s bedroom uninvited?”


He made a little contemptuous movement with his fingers, as if anything I might say was not worth noticing. He was a most unceremonious person.


“No stupidities, if you please, Miss Lee. Do you know what has happened?”


“It has happened that you two gentlemen have come into my room, and if you will not retire it will be necessary for me to ring the bell and have you shown out.”


Monsieur Barron spoke in the smoothest, softest undertone, which was much more menacing than bluster.


“If we go, Miss Lee, we take you with us – as a prisoner.”


“Certainly,” snapped Monsieur Duglère. “You pretend not to know what has happened; I will tell you. We went to your Rue Saint-Herbot, not only at nine; we have been there ever since you left us this afternoon. Nothing has occurred which you led us to expect. We have searched the shop of your charcutier: every coin we found was a good one; you will now have to prove that you obtained your two five-franc pieces from him. As for Monsieur Barrucand, he is a wholesale dealer in delicacies for the table – sardines, anchovies, – all things of that kind. We shall expect you, in the morning, to give us a further explanation of that singular story of yours, Miss Lee. There is nothing about Monsieur Barrucand’s premises which is in the least degree suspicious. Monsieur Barrucand will require an explanation from you, and so will the charcutier.”


Monsieur Duglère opened the door; both he and Monsieur Barron stood on the threshold, observing me; then, with no more greeting than they had offered on their coming, they went and shut the door behind them. After what I had taken to be Monsieur Barron’s threat, this abrupt departure was, as it were, another link in the chain of surprises. I concluded that the police of Paris had indeed ways of their own.


I spent a sleepless night. For one thing, I kept wondering if anyone was stationed outside my door, and if I was virtually a prisoner in my bedroom. I cordially wished, as I turned and twisted between the sheets, that mine was not the gift of lip-reading. I called myself names for ever having gone with those two five-franc pieces to the Mint – by the way, Monsieur Duglère had kept them, so that at the best I was ten francs out of pocket. Could that man with the upturned moustaches have been fooling me? Had he recognized me as the original of that photograph all along, and in what he said to his companion, had he been amusing himself at my expense? I did not believe it – he had not detected me; he had not been acting; he had meant every word that he had said, showing a frankness bordering on simplicity.


It was the charcutier who had found me out, how I could not say: possibly because my questions had roused his suspicions, he had set that small boy to watch me, and he had watched me better than I knew. It looked as if he had followed me to the Café de la Paix, then to that newspaper office, and lastly, to the Mint. If he had seen me enter the Mint he had, no doubt, got all the information he wanted; warning had been given; that charcutier got rid of his questionable silver; that appointment had never been kept – the result of which things was that Monsieur Duglère, and his friend, Monsieur Barron, suspected me of they alone knew what.


When, at last, as daylight was already beginning to peep through the curtains, I did go to sleep, I was roused after, as it seemed to me, I had only just closed my eyes, in a most singular and unpleasant fashion. I woke with a start, with the feeling strong upon me that something unusual had just been taking place in my room, though what I could not imagine. It was broad day; the sun was streaming in through the window; there was nothing to be seen; yet that there had been something a few minutes before I felt convinced. I got out of bed. After my experience with my uninvited visitors I had taken care to secure the door; it was as I had left it, both locked and bolted. No one – nothing – could have come in that way. I glanced at the window; then I understood – in part. It is my invariable custom to leave my bedroom window nearly wide open; someone had taken advantage of the fact to make me a present. On the dressing-table, which stood close to the window, was something which certainly had not been there the night before – a copy of one of the photographs which had been taken of me in the Brompton Road – mount, inscription, and all. It was fastened to the wood of the table by a knife which had been driven through the centre. Attached to the knife was a scrap of paper on which were the words, written with a pen in printed characters, “For the spy a knife.”


There was no more sleep for me. That the photograph had been slipped through the window was clear. How the person who had put it there had gained the window was also clear. A narrow balcony ran nearly right across the back of the building. The different rooms were divided from each other by spiked iron partitions. Although the ordinary person would have found them difficult to pass, whoever had put that photograph on my dressing-table had come that way, whether from the right or from the left there was nothing to tell. Quite possibly what had woke me was the noise which he made as he drove the knife through the photograph into the table. I saw by my watch that it was just after six o’clock. I rang for the chambermaid. I asked for a cup of coffee, and for my bath to be prepared. Before seven I was out on the street, no one having attempted to stop me on the way.


Yet I had an uneasy consciousness that though, apparently, my movements were unimpeded, it was not because they were unobserved. My hotel was near the Place de l’Étoile. The feeling was almost like a nervous affliction. As I moved up the Avenue du Bois I kept giving what I was quite aware were silly glances in front and behind, and all about me, in search of I knew not what. It was perhaps because the weather was so fine that so many people were abroad.


When more than half-way up the avenue I decided to sit down. I chose a chair under a great chestnut tree. In front of me was one of those big houses which are a feature of the avenue. It had been recently repainted. Boxes filled with flowers decorated all the windowsills; what seemed to be some armorial bearings on the iron gates had been regilded. I wondered who lived there. A woman alighted from a taxi, within a few feet of where I was, and walked quickly towards the gilded gates – and I stopped in the middle of my calculation to stare at her.


Could it be Florence Emmett? Something seemed to have happened to her if it was; perhaps it was the weird motor attire which obscured her from head to foot which lent her that appearance. I was on the point of jumping up from my chair and rushing after her, on the off chance that it might be she – when something occurred which caused me to do nothing of the kind. A man was coming rapidly up from the other direction, who, in spite of his huge overcoat and a cap the flaps of which hid his ears, I recognized at once – it was my partner for that waltz at the Kensington Town Hall. I had often told myself that if I ever did see him again I would favour him with a few candid observations; but his appearance at that moment was so unexpected, and what immediately followed so amazing, that I forgot all about what I had meant to do, and sat motionless.


The man and the woman were moving from different directions. They were evidently not only old acquaintances, but they had arranged to meet – they were even on such terms of familiarity that formal greetings were not necessary. He spoke to her as they met, and I could see his lips moving.


“Be careful – she is there; our friend the spy.”


It seemed that the woman said something from behind her motor veil, to which he replied—


“Be easy; I’m not afraid of her; it is she who had better beware. If she had nine lives she’d lose them all before she finds us once.”


The woman spoke again. He laughed, saying—


“Let them come in their battalions; we shall move quicker than they – behold our flying machine.”


As he spoke a motorcar drew up in front of the house I had been observing. It was a big, covered car, and, as if its owner were afraid of its paint being damaged, it was enveloped in what seemed to be a loose, canvas cover. My partner for that waltz held the door open and the woman entered; he followed – they were both instantly hidden from me. As they entered the car on the one side, the great iron gates of the house I had been observing swung open, and a man, coming through, entered the car, which was drawn up within three or four feet of the gates, so quickly that I had no chance of seeing what manner of man he was. Instantly the car, beginning to move, went bowling down the avenue towards the Bois.


The entire episode had been like a happening in a dream; it had only occupied a dozen or twenty seconds. It left me in a state of confusion – what did it mean? Of the identity of the man who had greeted Florence I had no doubt – but was she Florence? Under ordinary circumstances I should have unhesitatingly said yes, but it was difficult to reconcile what I knew of her with her presence there. Then a thought, as it were, came sweeping over me.


What was Florence’s husband – Cecil Emmett? Was he not, of all things in the world, a silversmith? Had not Emmett and Stacey some of the largest silversmith’s establishments, not only in London and the big provincial towns, but also in Paris and other continental cities? Cecil Emmett would be in a position to handle large quantities of raw silver and to use them for practically any purpose without arousing the least suspicion. If my partner for that waltz was connected with this business of minting silver, as the man with the uplifted moustaches had put it, on competitive lines, and he knew Florence – was it not possible that Cecil Emmett, one of the greatest buyers of virgin silver, had a finger in the pie? Then, in that case, Florence herself – I tried to keep my brain from working; my thoughts, if I gave them rein, would perhaps lead me – where I very much did not want to go.


I was still glued to that chair; I was conscious that the motor was vanishing from sight; I was observing, with unseeing eyes, the gilded gates through which that other man had come, wondering hazily what manner of man he was, when something struck me sharply on the side of the head, so acute a blow that I sprang up with an exclamation of pain. For a second or two I could not imagine what had struck me. I looked down; at my feet was a shining strip of metal, the key to a Yale lock. Could it have been that which had struck me? I picked it up. A label was attached to it, on which was written, “The key for the spy.”


What did it mean? Had it been thrown at me? By whom? I looked around. As I did so, a man came running up, who, if I had permitted it, would have snatched the key from my hand, and who seemed unabashed as I drew it back.


“I insist,” he exclaimed, “upon mademoiselle giving me that key.”


“You insist!” I retorted. “Pray what right have you to insist? Who are you? Is this your key?”


“I am an agent of police, and I insist upon mademoiselle giving me that key at once.”


I was conscious that other persons were advancing, both male and female; quite where they were coming from I was not sure, but I had more than a suspicion that they were all friends of the man who had accosted me.


“Where did this key come from?” I demanded.


“It was thrown at you by a young lad who took to his heels the moment he had thrown it, and who is now being pursued by an agent of police.”


How long that agent kept up the pursuit I cannot say – he never caught that young man, so that I have never seen him except with the eyes of imagination. I wonder if he was any relation of the young gentleman who followed me from the charcutier’s. Why was the key thrown at me at all? I can only imagine that it was as a mark of contempt, and because it was taken for granted that I would inform the authorities of the episode of the motorcar, of the man who had been my partner for that waltz, of the woman I took to be Florence, and of the man who had come through the gates on which were the gilded armorial bearings; and that because of my information inquiries would be made at the house on the other side of those gates – to which the presentation of the key in that ignominious fashion could make no difference whatever. However that may have been, the key which that young gentleman had thrown at my head proved to be the key of the house which I had been observing.


Monsieur Duglère and Monsieur Barron arrived on the field in an extraordinarily short space of time. Messieurs les agents were rapidly very much in evidence. I approached the door of the house with Messieurs Duglère and Barron and a select number of their satellites. As we advanced we saw that something was on the centre of the door. When we came close to we realized that it was my photograph, one of those famous two which had been snapped in the Brompton Road – with the legend at the top of the mount, “Warning! This is the portrait of a public danger”; and at the foot, “Judith Lee, Spy.” The lock yielded to a touch of the key which had scarred my cheek, and we entered the house. It was empty – save for the furniture.


There were cellars in the basement. In one there were many bottles of wine, in bins which covered the walls. At one point part of one of these bins had been drawn back, showing where it swung on hinges. Behind it was a door which stood open. On the other side of that cellar door was the mint in which silver was coined on “competitive lines”: the up-to-date, well-equipped establishment of which the man with the uplifted moustaches had spoken to his bearded friend.


It certainly was a remarkable place; I know that my companions stared about them in speechless amazement. There were all sorts of what were to me strange machines, but which were familiar enough to them. How they ever came to be erected in that place was a complete mystery. They were, I believe, machines the secrets of which were supposed to be known to Government mints only.


In one respect that visit was a failure – the stocks of silver coins which my associates would have been glad to find were not in evidence. There were specimens of nearly every current silver piece in the world, which had, no doubt, been coined on the premises, bearing all kinds of dates at which they certainly had never been struck. They were actually laid out upon a table as if to enable us to admire the perfect art with which they had been fashioned.


Of the persons concerned in that “competitive” mint, nothing, so far as I know, has been discovered. It is true that the police authorities in Paris are in a position which enables them to keep silence when they choose. It is also true that the authorities of the various mints have what they might judge to be sufficient grounds for wishing to say as little on the matter as they can help. Still, I think if anything had been learned I should have heard of it by a side wind – especially as a side wind did blow one or two facts in my direction. It was discovered afterwards that there had probably been large stores of silver coin kept in the cellars of that house in the Avenue du Bois, which it was not unlikely had been removed the night before. The owner of the house was supposed to be a Monsieur Alvirez, a South American millionaire. He was supposed to have been giving a party the night before we came. From certain facts which leaked out, it seemed likely that motorcars which were presumed to be bringing guests left the house laden with cases of specie.


Another little waft of that side wind told me of a discovery which had been made at the establishment of Monsieur Barrucand in the Rue Saint-Herbot. The warehouse was stored with cases packed with sardines in tins, and other comestibles. When these tins came to be opened by curious French policemen, it was learned that while there certainly were sardines in some of them, there were silver coins in nearly all, and in many practically nothing else.


Some time after I returned to London I met Florence Emmett at the house of a mutual friend – at what the cards of invitation called an “At Home, with Music.” She was coming out as I went in. At sight of her I rather quailed, but she seemed perfectly at her ease. She said as she went by—


“Why, wherever have you been hiding? I haven’t seen you for ages.”


I replied – on the sudden impulse of the moment—


“And you? I haven’t seen you since I saw you in Paris.”


She stood still, staring at me with raised eyebrows.


“In Paris? Why, when did I see you in Paris?”


“Don’t you remember that morning in the Avenue du Bois?”


“In the Avenue du Bois? When?”


“Oh, perhaps two months ago.”


“Two months ago? Why, my dear child, I haven’t been in Paris for close on two years; and I’ll give you exact particulars of how I have spent every hour of every day for a good deal more than the last two months – when you come to see us in Linden Gardens.”


I never have been to see them in Linden Gardens; I do not suppose I shall ever go. She would probably be able to give me all the particulars of which she spoke; all the same I have my doubts, and I fear that those particulars would not entirely clear them away. It was certainly the man to whom she had introduced me, pretending afterwards that she did not know his name, and the woman was very much like her. I am looking for the man still. One of these fine days he and I may meet again. In the meanwhile I seldom see a piece of silver money, whether English or foreign, in my hands or in those of another, without wondering where it was coined – especially since I have learned that in England sixty-six shillings are coined out of twelve ounces of silver which cost the Government just over a pound.







Curare







It commenced on the steamer “Norse.” We were a party of tourists on an excursion to Norway. We had pleasant weather nearly all the time, and we were, on the whole, a sociable party; the whole thing was a success from beginning to end. One morning, on the homeward journey, I was taking it easy on deck, when I noticed Mr. Bellasis and Mr. Tracey talking together at a little distance from where I was. I could not hear their voices, but I could hardly help seeing their lips. Mr. Tracey had a small, round, metal box in his hand, and was showing the contents to Mr. Bellasis.


“Do you know what that is?” I saw him ask. Mr. Bellasis was stooping over the box, so that for the moment I could not see his mouth, but apparently his reply was in the negative. Mr. Tracey went on—


“That’s something which you won’t find in Europe, except after a great deal of looking – I don’t know where you’d begin – and then only in very small quantities. I’m told that it’s used by doctors – or, at least, by some of them – in cases of tetanus; but I doubt if they use it in this form; it would be a little bit too risky. They probably have a pharmacopœial preparation of their own.”


I saw Mr. Bellasis ask a question: “Is it anything very remarkable? It looks rather like powdered ginger.”


Mr. Tracey laughed. He was a grizzled bachelor of about fifty, who had been in all sorts of out-of-the-way places, from which he had brought some curious odds and ends of knowledge.


“I got that in South America, from a native who was piloting me in a dug-out on the Orinoco. When we parted he presented it to me as a mark of esteem. I don’t suppose it weighs half an ounce, but I’ve been told since that it’s worth quite a lot of money. I don’t know what use my pilot thought I should make of it; so I’ve made none. I have thought more than once of throwing it overboard, or of destroying it somehow – it’s such a very dangerous thing to have about one. I just found it in the leather pocket in my Gladstone bag. I don’t know how it got there. This box contains enough to kill every soul on board this boat, and probably half a dozen other boats as well.”


“You haven’t yet told me what it is.”


“It’s curare.”


“And pray what’s curare? I’m no chemist.”


“Very few chemists would be able to tell you. Curare is the arrow poison which was once commonly used by the aborigines in certain parts of South America. Smear the tip of an arrow with that stuff: it has only to graze a man’s skin and he is dead.”


“What a very pleasant kind of article to carry about with you!”


“I didn’t know I was carrying it about with me. I think, when I get to town, I’ll see if I can sell it. I believe you could swallow quite a lot of it and suffer no especial inconvenience; but if you’d got a sore place – a scratch, a broken bruise – you’ve only got to touch it with this; you would almost instantly become rigid, incapable of motion, and you’d die of something very like suffocation. The fellow who gave it to me said that it was not seldom used by husbands who wished to rid themselves of troublesome wives. He said that he knew a gentleman who had been bereft of nine wives in succession. I thought that Providence seemed to have been unusually kind to him; but that is what he said.”


Mr. Tracey, replacing the lid on the round tin box, slipped it into his jacket pocket as three or four people approached with what turned out to be a suggestion to get up some sort of game. It is amazing what games one does play on board ship.


The next day I was again the witness of rather an odd little scene between the same two gentlemen – Mr. Tracey and Mr. Bellasis. It was after breakfast. I was taking the air on the hurricane deck, and Mr. Bellasis was leaning over the rail, looking down on the crew below. Mr. Tracey, coming up the companion, looked about him, as it seemed to me, a little anxiously. Seeing Mr. Bellasis, he strode over towards him and touched him on the shoulder. What he said I could not see, but I saw the other’s answer, because he tinned right round.


“Speak away, man. What’s up? Another lovely day.”


The first part of Mr. Tracey’s rejoinder again I did not see; then, leaning sideways against the rail, he confronted Mr. Bellasis, and also me. I dare say he spoke in undertones, because the expression on his countenance suggested that he was speaking in confidence. But, willy-nilly, I saw quite plainly what he said.


“You know that stuff I showed you yesterday morning – that curare? You remember I put it in my jacket pocket? I left it there all day. It was there when I changed last night for dinner. This morning it was gone.”


“Perhaps you dropped it out. I am always dropping things out of my pockets.”


“This is the jacket I wore. It was in this pocket when I hung the jacket on a nail before getting into my dinner suit. Of that I’m sure. I couldn’t have dropped it out in the night; and yet it’s gone.”


“You’re not suggesting a thief? Surely no one would take a thing like that – a tin full of poison?”


“I’m not so sure. Some people might find it useful.”


There seemed to be significance in the speaker’s face; probably also in his tone. Mr. Bellasis appeared to be struck by it. He raised his eyebrows.


“What kind of people? Good gracious, Tracey, are you hinting that there’s someone on the ‘Norse’ who might find it useful on board this ship?”


“I never ought to have brought it on board with me. Someone may have taken it for a lark: some petty pilferer may have laid hands on it without knowing what it is. Think of the damage that might be done if it got into the hands of some ignorant fool. It makes me shudder. I think I shall go and report my loss to the captain. He would at least be able to let its present holder know that he’s in possession of something much more dangerous than dynamite.”


I take it that Mr. Tracey did report his loss, because the captain announced at table that Mr. Tracey had lost a small tin box which contained a very deadly poison, and that therefore the finder was requested to return it with the least possible delay. A similar announcement was, I believe, made in the steerage and posted on the notice-board. Yet, when the time of parting came, I travelled with some of my fellow-passengers in the same train to London, and as we were bidding each other farewell on the platform of King’s Cross Station, I saw Mr. Tracey whisper to Mr. Bellasis—


“Never found that curare; so if you come across a case of mysterious poisoning, we may chance upon the finder.”


He smiled as he spoke, but I fancied that his mood was not merely jovial. There was a suggestion in the glance which he bestowed on Mr. Bellasis which I noticed but did not understand.


When people travel together, as it were, in one large party, they are apt to make acquaintances, some of which develop into friendship. I liked a good many of the people I had met on the “Norse,” and was quite willing to see more of them. Among these were a Dr. and Mrs. Ferrers – or, rather, the latter was not Mrs. Ferrers when I met her on the “Norse,” because the doctor fell in love with her during the trip and married her afterwards. I was present at the wedding, and we became, after a fashion, quite good friends. He has a practice at a watering place in the South of England, within easy reach of town, and at which I occasionally spend weekends. When I do I not seldom join the doctor and his wife at their evening meal on the Sunday.


This was the case one Sunday in June. We had finished supper – they dined early on Sunday – and Helen and I were settling ourselves in the garden – it was a warm, lovely moonlight night – when the doctor announced that he was going out.


“What, again!” exclaimed his wife. “My dear Stanley, you’ve been out all day. Can’t you be allowed a little rest on Sunday evening? Where are you going to?”


“I’m going to see Mrs. Bellasis. That woman worries me.”


“Bellasis!” said his wife. “I thought you saw Mrs. Bellasis this morning. Is she so ill as that? I thought you said it was nothing of any consequence.”


“Superficially it seems to be. So far as I can see there is little or nothing the matter; and yet – well, there are features about the case that I don’t understand, and that’s what bothers me. When I’m treating a patient I hate to be puzzled.”


“Has your Mrs. Bellasis,” I asked, “any connexion with the Mr. Bellasis who was on board the ‘Norse’?”


“She is that man’s wife. Perhaps you remember he used to speak of her? They’ve taken a furnished house here. Last week they called me in, without knowing who I was, and I am still in attendance.”


The next morning, as I was sitting on the front listening to the band, I saw Dr. Ferrers on the roadway above; and when he saw me he came down.


“Miss Lee, you are the very person I’m looking for. Do you think it would be regarded as very scandalous if you came for a drive on my car? I haven’t brought my man this morning, and there’s room for you.”


I smiled.


“I shouldn’t care if it was scandalous; only I’m sitting here expecting to meet someone, so I’m afraid I can’t come. Is there anything particular which you wish to say to me?”


He placed himself on the next chair. I had grown to know him rather well, and it struck me that he was not quite his usual self.


“There is, rather; and that’s where it is. Quite a number of these people know who I am; some of them will expect me to speak to them. I can’t sit here and talk to you with an air of mystery, to say nothing of the fact that there may be a Judith Lee on one of those seats with her eagle glance fixed on my lips – and then the fat would be in the fire. Very inconvenient persons, sometimes, are Judith Lees.”


“In that case,” I told him, “rather than that you should run any risks from such an impossible person, I’ll come for a little way in your car. Then you can bring me back here; and let’s hope you’ll get me back before my friend arrives.”


Dr. Ferrers had the usual two-seater which is patronized by the young general practitioner who has not as yet a very large and lucrative practice, so that when he was in it, and I was in it, there was not room for anyone else. He took me slowly along the south cliff and towards the golf links; and as we went we talked. He did most of the talking, while I listened.


“You remember,” he began, “that man Bellasis on the ‘Norse’? We said some free-and-easy things about our fellow-passengers now and then. Do you recollect someone once saying, in a spirit of jocularity, that he’d hazard a guess that his wife was a tartar, and that was why he had left her at home?”


I nodded.


“I remember very well. I remember also that he made a confidant of someone who passed his confidence on to me. Mr. Bellasis had more than hinted that he was not the happiest of husbands.”


“Well, I fancy he isn’t. And that’s it.”


“What’s it? What do you mean?” I asked, because the doctor had stopped. He appeared to find it difficult to make a fresh start. When he did start he was apologetic.


“You understand, Miss Lee, that I have no right to talk about my patients at all, but I’m rather in a peculiar position, and you’re a peculiar person—”


“Thank you.”


My interpolation was not received in the spirit I had intended. He only emphasized his previous remark.


“You’re a very peculiar person, indeed; and that really is my excuse for saying to you what I’m about to say.” As if spurred by my silence, his pace grew a little quicker. “I’m going to tell you all about it in as few words as I can. Mrs. Bellasis is years older than her husband. In his way he seems fond of her; and in her way I dare say she’s fond of him. But her way is not a nice one. I had not been with her ten minutes before she informed me that she had all the money, that her husband had none, and that my bill was to be sent in to her. I have had that sort of communication made to me before; but not quite, I think, so brusquely. When a man marries for money he doesn’t know what he’s letting himself in for. He’d often do much better for himself if he went in for stone-breaking. That woman must give Bellasis the devil of a time. How he puts up with her I can’t understand. I should have cut her throat long ago. But, then I’m of a homicidal bent.”


“You are. A doctor naturally is.”


He looked at me; but I looked straight ahead. I believe he smiled.


“Thank you. Now we’re even.” There was a pause. When he spoke again his tone was graver. “It’s the consciousness of what I should have done had I been in Bellasis’s position which makes me uneasy.” He paused, as if seeking to clothe his thoughts in just the right words. “When I was called in to Mrs. Bellasis I was not sure that hers was not simply a case of malingering. Like most selfish and self-indulgent people, she is by way of being a hypochondriac. If anything really was the matter, I set it down as some form of indigestion. But the mischief is that it gets no better. If anything, it gets worse. There is either some remote functional derangement which escapes my diagnosis, or there is something else. And that’s why I want your help.”


I stared at him.


“Of what possible use can I be to you in finding out what is the matter with one of your patients? I have had no medical training.”


“I don’t want medical training. I want eyes – your eyes.”


I stared at him, if anything, still harder, which was not so easy, considering that I had to turn nearly half right round to do it.


“Pray, haven’t you any eyes of your own?”


He did something which caused the car to make a little spurt. His whole manner showed that there was something on his mind of which he found it difficult to be rid. His tone was quite irascible.


“Have you ever considered how difficult a doctor’s position is in a case of suspected poisoning?”


“You don’t mean to say—” I stopped. I began to see what he was after, and it startled me.


“I want to say as little as I possibly can; I want you to use your eyes. You would possibly be able to find out more in five minutes than I should in five months. You have met Bellasis. I want you to renew the acquaintance. I want you to pay a visit or two to ‘The Deodars’ – that’s his house. Mrs. Bellasis, after a fashion of her own, likes my wife, and she’d like you. I want you to report to me anything unusual you may notice. Bellasis knows nothing about your parlour tricks, so you’ll have a fair field.”


“I see. You want me to play the spy. That’s very nice of you.”


We were on the road which runs across the links. There was a thicket on one side, a rising hill on the other. He stopped the car. He could hardly have chosen a more sheltered spot; and screwing himself round, spoke to me with sudden heat.


“I’ll put the case to you. There’s nothing the matter with that woman; yet she not only continues ill, she keeps on getting worse. When I got there last night she was just recovering from a sort of fit. She has had another this morning, before I came. Lately she has had several, always in my absence. They leave her in a state of curious weakness. Unless, I’ll put it, someone is playing tricks with her, I haven’t the faintest notion what they’re caused by. She never had a fit in her life until I was called in. She’s not the sort of person who is likely to have fits, and there’s nothing in her condition which explains them. I have been reading up certain articles on poisons. Luckily, the average doctor doesn’t have much practical experience of them. I have never seen a person under the influence of one; but, of course, the books give me a general idea of what to expect. Those fits of Mrs. Bellasis suggest to me a neurotic poison. They might be caused by one of a dozen things. What actually is the cause I cannot tell you. And that’s why I’m appealing to you for help. I can’t say straight out that I believe the woman is being poisoned. It quite possibly might turn out that she isn’t; and, in any case, directly I said that the process of dosing her would most probably cease.


“I haven’t a scrap of what the law calls proof. So where should I be? I should lay myself open to an action. I quite possibly should be ruined. People don’t want to employ a doctor who, when he can’t make out what ails a patient, hints at things of that sort without being able to prove it. So I’m in a cleft stick. If I hold my tongue the woman will very likely die; if, as things are, I say a word I incur a risk for which I have no liking. Now you understand why it is I wish you to use your eyes.”


“I’m beginning to. But I should like to understand a little more. You have been so far frank; you may as well be franker. Whom do you suspect? Any particular person or persons?”


“That’s a question to which I would rather not give a direct answer. But I will tell you what I know. I know that Mr. and Mrs. Bellasis had a serious quarrel. Theirs is a cat-and-dog life at the best of times; but this was something out of the common. From what I can gather the woman was in the wrong. She behaved like a female fiend. She drove Bellasis to such a pitch of exasperation that he was heard to declare that he would like to kill her. He said so in so many words. Two days afterwards I was called in. Mrs. Bellasis has attacks of a sort which I don’t understand, which always come to her in my absence, and which may be caused by any one of a dozen neurotic poisons. There’s the whole position for you so far as I’ve grasped it. Think it over while I take you back to the front.” We had just emerged from the shadow of the thicket when he gave an exclamation. “Hallo! there’s Bellasis crossing the links.”


“Who is the lady with him?”


“That’s Miss Orme. She’s a sort of neighbour. In her way, I believe she is also an heiress. She owns the place she lives in. There are eighty or ninety acres of ground which one day will be worth a lot of money.”


“She seems to be quite a pretty girl, and to be only a girl.”


“That’s all she is; she can’t be more than twenty-two or three. My wife says she’s the prettiest girl in the place.”


“Your wife says that, does she? I see.… Do you know what they’re saying to each other?”


They were coming down a slope which was at a distance from us of perhaps rather over fifty yards. They were so absorbed in each other that they looked neither to the right nor to the left, and were quite oblivious of our presence. The sun shone full on their faces, so that I could scarcely have seen them plainer had they been seated with me in the car. I was conscious that Dr. Ferrers was glancing at me sharply.


“You don’t mean that you can see what they are saying from where we are?”


It was my turn not to give him a direct answer. When I spoke I was aware that, in spite of myself, something had happened to my voice. My tone had changed. Something had disturbed me.


“Now I am playing the spy. Would you mind driving on? I have seen all I want to see – and rather more.”


The car progressed. The pair coming down the slope must have heard the noise it made; but if they did, they never glanced in our direction. We had gone right past them before my companion spoke again.


“What’s up? I see there’s something up. You may as well tell me what it is. You surely couldn’t make out what they were saying from where they were.”


“I wish that were so. I am sorry to say that I made it out only too plainly. We came at what was for them a very unfortunate moment. Dr. Ferrers, if Mr. Bellasis and that girl are not lovers they are something very like it.”


In his surprise he did something to the car which made it give a little jump.


“Lovers! Bellasis and Miss Orme? You say that simply because you saw them alone together. I confess that they seem very much interested in each other; but to draw such an inference—”


“I will tell you what I saw them say. It’s a trespass on their confidence which, in the face of what you have just been saying to me, I am inclined to think is justified. You’ll be able to draw your own inference. When I first caught sight of them she was in the middle of a sentence. I saw the end of it. ‘I— truly mean it – truly, Frank?’ That was the tag end of her sentence. He replied – I saw every word he said – ‘If Poppy dies— Of course, that’s rather a large “if.” When she dies, I’ll marry you the day after – or after what you consider to be a sufficiently decent interval.’ ‘I’d marry you the day after,’ she answered, ‘if you’d have me.’ ‘Madeleine!’ he rejoined. ‘If I’d have you!’ It was at that point that I ceased to look at them and asked you to drive on. I did not know what he might be going to say next, and there are limits even to espionage such as mine. Now, before you speak, permit me to make a remark or two, lest you should doubt that I actually saw what I did. He used the name ‘Poppy.’ I don’t know who Poppy is. Do you?”


“That’s the name he calls his wife. I believe her name is really Florence; but I have heard him call her Poppy.… But that you should see him say it at such a distance!”


“That is nothing. Distance doesn’t count – nothing counts – if I can see at all. I saw him call her ‘Madeleine.’ Is that her name?”


“I have no idea. I shouldn’t wonder.” He gave a sort of little gasp. “No one’s safe. I shall have to give Helen a tip to try even to stop thinking – lest her thoughts should shape themselves on her lips – while you are about.”


“You tell me about the curious case of Mrs. Bellasis; you ask me to use my eyes. When I use them you talk like that. I think, Dr. Ferrers, you had better call in the assistance of another medical man. I’ll return to town this afternoon.”


He seemed to be alarmed.


“Don’t do that, for goodness’ sake! See what you’ve done already. Don’t you see how much more serious the position becomes in the face of the discovery you’ve just made? There was motive before. Bellasis was on bad terms with his wife; he was heard to threaten to kill her. But when he talks to that girl about marrying her directly his wife is dead, I’m afraid, Miss Lee, that things look even uglier than I thought.”


That afternoon, instead of returning to town, Mrs. Ferrers took me to call on Mrs. Bellasis. I do not think Helen had any idea of the suspicions which were in her husband’s mind, or of the purpose which really took me to “The Deodars.” The maid kept us waiting in an empty room for a moment or two, then told us that Mrs. Bellasis would be very glad to see us in her bedroom. Hers was rather a pleasant chamber. I took in all of it I could directly I entered. There were four windows in the room, one of them a French window. They were all wide open. It was a glorious day. The patient’s bed stood by one of the open windows. The blind was drawn, screening the sun from her face. Mrs. Bellasis was sitting up in bed with an arrangement of cushions behind her – a thin, grey-faced woman, with a wisp of hair twisted tightly on the top of her head. She looked as if she were not very far from sixty. I should have put down her husband as barely thirty. I could not help feeling that when he married her Mr. Bellasis must have been in a very tight place, or that she must have a very great deal of money.


We did not find her unpleasant. She seemed very weak. She said she had just recovered from one of her attacks. I pricked up my ears at this, getting her to tell us what form it had taken. She said that they generally came on when she was dozing, before she was quite asleep. All at once, as she put it, something had seemed to happen to her. She tried to wake, but couldn’t; she ceased to breathe, her muscles became rigid. She did not think she ever quite lost consciousness, yet she could neither speak nor move nor see. How long the attack would last she could not say; it seemed to her that if someone did not come to her assistance soon she might be dead. As it passed away she would break into a profuse perspiration; she trembled all over, as again she put it, inside and out; she would begin to cry simply because she could not help it.


Mr. Bellasis came in while we were there. He had not altered since I had met him on the boat; but it struck me that he was nervous and flurried. He was very friendly to me. I wondered what he would have felt like if he had known what I saw that morning. And his manner towards his wife was excellent – much better than hers towards him. The woman was self-conscious, jealous, irritable, as well as ill. She was too clearly aware of the difference between them in years, in looks, in health – in all those things in which youth triumphs over age. She did not say a word to him which was not intended to sting. He could not help wincing now and then – else he would have been more, or less, than human. But on the whole he bore himself very well.


Helen Ferrers said to me as we left the house—


“I hope you won’t be very shocked, but if I were in Mr. Bellasis’s shoes I doubt if I should offer up very earnest prayers for his wife’s recovery. However came he to marry such a woman? The mystery seems greater every time I go there. Unless he was actually starving, I do not see how he ever could have done it.” She added, after a momentary interval, as if she had been reflecting deeply: “If anything did happen to her, I wonder if he would marry again?”


There came a note from “The Deodars” soon after Helen and I had returned. Helen read it first, and then passed it to me.



“Dear Mrs. Ferrers,” (it ran) “will you and Miss Lee come and dine tomorrow night? I shall not be able to be present at the actual meal, but I shall be with you in spirit, though upstairs. Two sisters of mine are coming, and I must do something to entertain them. I am sure they will be very glad to see you. Mr. Bellasis has been telling me what good company he found Miss Lee on that Norwegian cruise of his. I am sure he will be delighted to see her, so tell her she must come – and you also; and, of course, the doctor. Don’t suppose because I am an invalid in bed that I will take a refusal from either of you. I shall expect you all three. – Yours sincerely,


“Florence Bellasis.”




Helen eyed me as I read it. She said, when she saw I had finished—


“Don’t you think that’s rather a curious epistle? Let Jack see it.” I handed it to the doctor, who had just come in. She went on: “I suppose you won’t feel like going to the house of a perfect stranger, with the hostess in bed?”


“I’m not so sure.” I was regarding the doctor. “My inclination is to go.”


I do not know if the lady was aware of it, but her husband and I exchanged glances.


“I also am disposed to accept,” he said; “that is, Helen, if you don’t very much mind.”


Helen seemed puzzled, which I did not consider surprising.


“I can’t quite make you two out. However, if you’ve any special reason for accepting this very singular invitation, don’t let me stand in your way. I’ll come with you; though I think it will be the first time I ever had dinner in a strange house when I knew beforehand that my hostess was ill in bed.”


I exchanged a few words with Dr. Ferrers as I was going to dress for dinner – we met on the landing.


“Did you find out anything this afternoon?” That was the question he put to me.


“That depends upon what you call ‘anything,’” I replied. “By the way, you and I had better understand each other. What do you want? Do you want your patient to get better and run no risk of ever falling ill again from the same cause? And having satisfied yourself as to the patient’s recovery, will you take my word for it that there is no danger of a recurrence, and ask no questions? I have my own odd ways of doing things. I am going to try to do this thing on lines of my own. I promise you, on my part, to do my best, and all that I feel you ought to know I’ll tell you; but you, on your part, will have to promise that you’ll use no effort to make me speak when I’d rather not, that you’ll let me keep silent when I want to, and – as I said just now – ask no questions.”


He looked at me very hard and very straight.


“I want no scandal, if that’s what you mean.”


“That’s what I do mean; and I may have to take steps to produce the result which we are both of us aiming at of which I’d rather not say anything to you.”


He smiled; he eyed me so steadily that I feel sure he thought he knew what was passing through my mind. If that was what he did think, I fancy he was wrong.


“I certainly want to know nothing about any course of proceeding which is not in the strictest order. I think you can be trusted to be reasonably discreet; and on the understanding that you are responsible for your own actions, that whatever you may do has nothing to do with me, you may count upon my being absolutely dumb.”


It was very kind of him. He seemed to think that in allowing me to do his work in my own way he was condescending, but I did not mind – men are such queer things. I was prepared to accept responsibility.


The next evening there was quite a party at “The Deodars.” Mrs. Bellasis’s sisters proved to be two bustling, elderly spinsters, full of life and go, and, at least on the surface, very much pleasanter than their married sister. When Mrs. Ferrers began to talk of how strange it seemed to come to dinner when the mistress of the house was in bed, they pooh-poohed her altogether. They said that their invitation to “The Deodars” was of long standing, that Mrs. Bellasis had promised them a good time, and they did not see why they should be destined to dine alone with Mr. Bellasis every night because his wife chose to stop in bed. The elder Miss Wetherell – their name was Wetherell – whispered to Helen, it seemed to me rather gratuitously, that it was just as well, sometimes, that Florence should stay in bed.


There were also there as guests a Mr. and Mrs. Sydenham, a Mr. Sewell, and Miss Orme.


The latter young lady looked lovely, and she was beautifully dressed. She seemed to be without a chaperon, and under the circumstances I could not understand her being there at all, but since Mr. Bellasis was given an opportunity of comparing her with his lawful wife, I did not wonder that in the comparison Poppy suffered. As I looked at the girl’s face it seemed difficult to believe that the relations could exist between her and her host which I more than suspected; she seemed so flowerlike, so sweet, so pure, so innocent.


At dinner I sat at my host’s left, facing Mrs. Ferrers. The Misses Wetherell were at the other end of the table on either side of Dr. Ferrers. Miss Orme sat between Miss Wetherell and Mr. Sydenham. So far as I could see, she talked chiefly to her feminine neighbour, who had clearly fallen in love with her at sight. Mr. Bellasis talked to me. He recalled incidents of our trip on the “Norse.” I asked if he had seen anything more of Mr. Tracey, and I kept my eyes on him as I put the question. He said that he had not; that he and Mr. Tracey had exchanged cards, that he had meant to continue the acquaintance, but that somehow he had not.


“He was a very decent fellow,” he observed; “I liked him. The fact is, I don’t know what became of his card – what does become of all the cards one gets? If I ever come across it I shouldn’t wonder if I asked him to look us up.”


Mr. Tracey had given me his card; I knew where it was. I should not wonder if I looked him up. I had at that moment a certain incident with which Mr. Tracey was connected very much in mind.


“It’s very unfortunate,” I said, “that Mrs. Bellasis should be unwell; I feel quite guilty coming to her house while she’s in bed.”


“It is unfortunate,” he agreed, “and the worst of it is that I don’t know what’s the matter with her; and between ourselves” – he leant towards me – “I doubt if the doctor does, either.”


I hardly knew what to answer. I could scarcely tell him, right out at his own table, that certain suspicions were entertained. I changed the subject suddenly.


“What a lovely girl Miss Orme is.” I was mistaken if I expected him to change colour, or to show any sign of discomposure. He just glanced at her and smiled.


“Isn’t she? And she’s as good as she is lovely. Some men have all the luck!” I did not ask him what he meant. I fancied I could guess.


After dinner there arose a not unusual difficulty of how to entertain the company. Helen played; Miss Orme sang, not very well; then there was an interval, in which nothing was done. There was talk about bridge, about a round game – no one seemed keen on either. Mr. Bellasis got out a pack of cards and did some tricks; then Mrs. Sydenham volunteered to tell fortunes – and told them very badly; I could have done it much better myself. It was while she was making an exhibition of her incompetency to do what she pretended that a rather brilliant idea occurred to me.


“I don’t know if anyone here is aware,” I observed when the lady had got herself into a hopeless muddle, “that I am by the way of being a witch, a magician, a kind of hereditary dealer in magic and spells.”


“No, are you really?” asked Miss Orme, her beautiful eyes seeming to have grown all at once to twice their usual size. “Oh, do do something, please.”


“Do all of you know,” I continued, “that my name is Lee, and that the Lees are the greatest family of gipsies in England, perhaps in the world – the purest Romanies still surviving are Lees? My father’s father was a pure Romany; my father lived under canvas till he was a well-grown lad – I heard him say so; my mother was of Romany extraction. When I was young my parents taught me many things which I don’t think are taught to ordinary English children. Although my father and mother were two of the most intellectual persons I think I have ever met, they had, both of them, what it is the fashion to call superstitions. My mother used to say that if she had been born two hundred years ago she would have been burned as a witch. To my knowledge she had what people would call some very singular powers. I won’t say anything about myself, but, is anyone here a spiritualist – if it is not asking an impertinent question?”


“A spiritualist!” exclaimed Miss Orme, with her eyes still opened to their widest. “Why?”


“At any rate, does anyone here know anything about table turning, or believe in it? I have produced some very singular results from a table, even in the presence of unbelievers; and as this room contains what seems to be quite a suitable table, I’ll give some demonstrations with it now if you like.”


I fancy that the people hardly knew how to take me. There was at one side of the room a round, old-fashioned table, which was attached to a sort of pedestal which served as a support.


“Mr. Bellasis,” I said, “do you mind our having this table somewhere where we can all sit round it? As a repository of Romany wisdom I think I might be able to show you something rather curious.”


The table was brought out; we all of us sat round, resting our extended fingertips upon the top. Most people have at some period of their lives been present at a stance of table turning, and know what the preliminaries are.


“Now,” I observed when everything was ready, “I must ask you to keep silence, and not to press upon the table – just rest the tips of your fingers. This is such a heavy table that I doubt if we could move it by any amount of pressure on the top; but, anyhow, I don’t want the results I may have to be produced by any sort of pressure.”


I spoke so seriously that the company had grown serious also – at least, outwardly. If the Misses Wetherell showed an inclination to giggle, I fancy it was because they were unwilling to be impressed.


“Perfect silence, please.” And everyone was silent. Miss Orme’s eyes seemed to be almost as large as small saucers; the Misses Wetherell ceased to simper. There was a perceptible interval, and then I asked, in what I imagined to be portentous tones: “Are the spirits present?”


The words were scarcely out of my lips when the table began to tremble, as if it had the ague; there was an odd sound like the rending of wood – thrice repeated. The company seemed startled. I spoke again—


“Do you hear? The spirits are present; those three raps mean yes.”


“Oughtn’t we,” inquired Mrs. Sydenham in a mysterious whisper, “to have the gas lowered? I thought that these sort of things were always done in the darkness.”


“Not by me,” I informed her. “By me they are done in the light. I wish to be suspected of no trickery; to have everything open and above board.”


“Do you really think,” asked Miss Orme, with a most singular look in those wonderful eyes of hers, “that there are spirits present?”


“You must judge for yourself; I say nothing. Suppose someone puts a question, you will be able to judge from the answer if any occult force is present. I’d better explain to any force that may be present that when a question is put I will repeat the alphabet aloud, so that all of you can hear, and when I come to the proper letter we shall esteem ourselves favoured if the fact is signified in the usual way. Is there a sheet of paper and a pencil handy? Perhaps, Mr. Sydenham, you wouldn’t mind taking down the letters in order as they come, then when the answer is finished we shall be able to see if anything can be made of them. Now what would you like to ask, Miss Orme?”


The girl hesitated; then a faint tinge of colour came into her cheeks – I had no doubt that she was serious enough. When she spoke there was a little tremor in her voice.


“I should like to know if the dearest wish I have in the world will ever be fulfilled.”


It might have been my imagination, but my impression was that as she spoke she and Mr. Bellasis exchanged glances; they were such flitting ones that perhaps it was only fancy.


“That,” I remarked, “is a question which can be answered by a mere negative or affirmative. Miss Orme wishes to know if her dearest wish will ever be fulfilled. Force that is present, please tell her.”


Again there was an interval of silence – rather tense silence, then the table began to tremble. “Oh-h-h!” The exclamation came simultaneously from Miss Orme and the elder Miss Wetherell.


“Hush,” whispered Mrs. Sydenham, “that means that it’s going to speak.”


“When a question has been asked,” I observed severely, “will no one speak until it has been answered. Force that is present, please tell us if Miss Orme’s dearest wish will be fulfilled.”


The table wavered more and more; all our fingers were shivering; then there came two loud insistent crackling sounds, and the wavering ceased.


“I’m afraid, Miss Orme, that that’s a negative; it looks as if your dearest wish were not to be fulfilled. You had better wish for something else instead, something not so utterly out of reach, something which every girl has a right to wish. Has anyone else a question to ask?”


The girl said nothing, but an odd change had taken place in the expression of her beautiful face. She looked as if she had just received some dreadful tidings and was unable to conceal the fact.


“Don’t believe a word of it,” said Mrs. Sydenham; “these sort of things always tell lies.”


Still the girl said nothing. She seemed all at once to have become incapable of speech.


“Suppose,” cried Dr. Ferrers, as if to break through the uncomfortable feeling which had all at once settled on the company, “I ask a question – if I may, Miss Lee.”


“You may ask anything you please; the answer doesn’t come from me.”


“Is that so? Well, then, I’ve got a patient upstairs in whom I am naturally very much interested, and whose condition I find rather puzzling; can your friends, the spirits, tell me exactly what ails her? I should like to know, on good authority, wouldn’t you, Bellasis?”


“I should, very much indeed.”


If, as he spoke, a shadow of what might have been anxiety passed across the speaker’s face, it was capable of a quite simple explanation.


“That’s very interesting,” cackled Mrs. Sydenham. “Now let the spirits tell us what’s the matter with Mrs. Bellasis. I shall have a much better opinion of them if they do.”


Miss Orme kept her glance on the table. Her long, slender fingers were twitching as if she were suffering from an attack of nerves.


“Spirits,” I said, with all the solemnity of which I was capable, “Mrs. Bellasis is ill; can you tell us, please, what is the cause of her illness? Silence! and listen.”


They were silent; for some moments there was not a sound. Then again the table began to waver, to shake, to tremble – I scarcely know how to describe it – so violently that it gave one an odd sensation to watch the shivering hands. I began to go through the letters of the alphabet, aloud, in the orthodox fashion. When I came to “M” there rang through the room that strange, tearing, rending sound which seemed to proceed from the very heart of the wood out of which the table was fashioned.


“The first letter, Mr. Sydenham, seems to be ‘M’; kindly put it down.”


And so I went on, until Mr. Sydenham had a long line of letters on his sheet of paper. Every now and then there came a double sound, signifying that the word was ended. Then, at last, three sounds, signifying that the answer was complete. The cracking sound ceased, the wavering died away; all was still, till Mrs. Sydenham spoke, in tones of awe.


“How very extraordinary. I never saw anything like that before.”


The elder Miss Wetherell asked, in a shaky whisper: “Can there really be something supernatural present? Are you in earnest, Miss Lee?”


I left her question unanswered and spoke to Mr. Sydenham.


“Can you make anything of what you have written down?”


I had noticed that the expression on his face was growing more and more peculiar. My inquiry seemed to add to his mental disturbance.


“This is most unpleasant. I am sure I have got the letters as you gave them me. I think, Miss Lee, I had better give you the paper and see what you make of it.”


“What have you got?” twittered the elder Miss Wetherell. “What is there strange about the answer?”


“I will read it to you, and then you’ll be able to judge for yourself. I asked what was the cause of Mrs. Bellasis’s illness. This, according to Mr. Sydenham, is the answer that has been given: ‘Mrs. Bellasis is being poisoned.’”


“What a horrible thing to say.” This again was the elder Miss Wetherell. There were several rather awkward moments. I did not like the look on our host’s face at all. He seemed to me to have had a sudden scare. Miss Orme had raised her eyes and was positively glaring at me. One might almost have said that her bearing was intended to convey defiance.


“And pray,” she asked, as if she were daring anyone to answer, “by what is Mrs. Bellasis being poisoned?”


I put her question then and there. I think that my promptness rather took her aback. Silence had returned; on all the faces was a suggestion of gravity; people were taking the matter much more seriously than they had meant to. The tremulant movement of the table recommenced. I recited the alphabet, again and again, up to a certain point, till I was stopped by that mysterious sound, which was all at once thrice repeated.


“The answer,” I observed, “seems to consist of a single word. What have you got there, Mr. Sydenham?”


“I presume I have got it correctly,” replied the gentleman addressed. “I took down the letters as they came, but if I have got it right, I don’t know what the word means. It seems to be ‘Curare.’”


I imagined that the word was as strange to the larger part of the company as it was to Mr. Sydenham; if the word was unknown to Miss Orme her singular behaviour became the more inexplicable. Rising from her seat she gave the table a push; she must have exerted considerable strength, because she almost knocked it over.


“Lies! Lies!” she exclaimed, apparently in quite a paroxysm of rage. “Nothing but lies! I won’t stop here and listen to your silly, wretched stuff. It’s an insult to our intelligence. I’d sooner play blind man’s buff. I think, Mr. Bellasis, that it’s time I went home. Good night, everyone.”


Her movements were so rapid that, before we could realize her intention, she had not only reached the door, but had gone through it, having included us all in one curt farewell greeting. We were, all of us, I fancy, a little troubled, but our host’s agitation seemed almost painful, as if he found it difficult to express himself coherently.


“I – I must go and see – what’s the matter – with Miss Orme,” he stammered; he also passed through the door as if he fled from the room.


“What does it mean?” gasped the elder Miss Wetherell. “What is the matter? Surely – surely—” She stopped to raise her hands as if in an appeal to Heaven. “I don’t like to think— I never did hold with trying to find out what we were never meant to know. This should serve as a lesson to us never to countenance this sort of thing again.”


I looked at Dr. Ferrers; the expression of amazement and distress on his face struck me as almost comical. But then, I was not so much taken by surprise as he was. While they were all talking together, I, in my turn, slipped from the room. As I had half expected, I found Mr. Bellasis standing in the open doorway which led into the garden. He turned to me as if bewildered.


“I can’t find Miss Orme,” he exclaimed. “She must have run away.”


I went into the garden; he followed me. The moon was so bright that I could see how the muscles of his face were working. I saw that he was in the frame of mind to suit my purpose. I did not beat about the bush, I went straight to the point.


“Mr. Bellasis,” I said, “can there be anything in what has just now happened? Mrs. Bellasis told me this afternoon a strange story about the kind of attacks she has; and – curare! Do you remember the curare which Mr. Tracey lost on board the ‘Norse’? Surely – surely—”


I purposely left my sentence unfinished; he completed it for me.


“I found it – yes, I found it; and – I’ve lost it again, and that’s the trouble. I can’t think who can have found it.”


“Are you sure that you lost it?”


“Am I sure? What do you mean by asking if I’m sure? One would think from the way in which you look that you were accusing me. What do you mean? It isn’t possible that you think—”


It was his turn to leave his sentence incomplete, and for me to finish it.


“You tell me that you found the tin of curare which Mr. Tracey lost. But I happen to know that you did not tell Mr. Tracey so, and that he went away under the impression that no one had found it. If, as you say, you did find it, when did you find it, and why did you not return it to its owner?”


“I did not know until after I had left the ship that it was in my possession – that I had found it. It was contained in an ordinary round tin, very much like those used for tooth-powder. I dare say once it had been used for tooth-powder. My impression is that whatever he may have thought about having left it in his jacket pocket, he must have dropped it in one of the bathrooms, because I took away from one of them a tin which I thought was my tooth-powder. When I got home I was about to dip my tooth-brush into what I supposed to be a tin of powder, and found to my surprise that it was nothing of the kind, that it was a tin full of resinous-looking stuff; and then all at once it jumped to my mind that it must be Tracey’s curare; it gave me the cold shivers when I thought how near I had been to using it as tooth-powder. I told you at dinner that I had mislaid Tracey’s card and didn’t know his address. I’ve been hoping to come across him someday so that I can return him his property.”


He seemed to be earnest enough; I believed him to be speaking the truth.


“And you say that it is now no longer in your possession, that you’ve lost it? Knowing what dangerous stuff it was, how came you to do that? Did you speak of it to anyone – your wife, for instance?”


“Not to my wife, but” – he seemed to add it with difficulty – “I did mention it to someone.”


“To whom?” I hazarded a guess. “To Miss Orme?”


“Yes, to Miss Orme. How did you know it?”


“I didn’t; I – just wondered. Under what circumstances did you mention it to Miss Orme?”


“I told her the story of what a narrow shave I’d had – the same morning on which I came across it. I did as Tracey said he did, I put it in my jacket pocket – that was in the evening. I went indoors to change for dinner, hung my coat on a peg, thought next morning when I was going to put it on what an ass I’d been to copy Tracey, felt for the tin and it was gone.”


“How long ago was that?”


“That was two days after I’d left you all in town. I made what seemed to me all possible inquiries, but I’ve seen nothing of it ever since.”


“And have had no suspicions?”


“Miss Lee, I believe you have a suspicion.”


“Mr. Bellasis, I believe your wife is being poisoned by curare; I fancy you believe it also.”


“It is impossible, absolutely impossible. I don’t believe it; I can’t believe it.”


“Yet you do believe it, and you suspect Miss Onne.”


“Miss Lee!” The way in which he glared at me. “How – how—”


I shaped his question for him. “How do I know that? Because your manner betrays you; as her conscience has betrayed Miss Orme. Tell me on what you base your suspicions?”


He hesitated; he seemed to be undergoing a mental struggle; then he asked me a question which did take me aback.


“Miss Lee, do you believe that insanity is hereditary?”


“Under certain circumstances, undoubtedly. Why do you ask me?”


“Because—” He seemed as if he could get no farther; there came a look upon his face which it was not nice to see – a look of agony.


“Is there insanity in Miss Orme’s family?”


I had hit on it. Again his manner betrayed him. He spoke as if the words were being wrenched from him.


“Her mother is in an asylum – dreadful story; her mother’s mother died raving mad; they are called ‘the mad Ormes.’ But I see no sign of anything of the kind in Madeleine, never; not one. I don’t believe – I am quite certain—” I interrupted him.


“Then I am not quite certain; I have the gravest doubts. I am beginning to understand. Where does Miss Orme live?”


“The drive to her house is just outside our gates, but there is a short cut across the garden here, you know.”


Just then Dr. Ferrers came out of the open doorway.


“I thought I heard the sound of voices,” he explained. “What are you two people talking about out here? Everyone is wondering what has become of you.”


“Dr. Ferrers,” I cried, “Mr. Bellasis and I are going to call on Miss Orme; will you please come with us? Come quickly, just as you are. I am afraid it is a matter in which we ought to make as much haste as we can. I’ve a feeling that it is.”


I was right; although we could hardly have moved more quickly, we arrived too late. A footman told us, when we arrived at the front door of the young lady’s house, that his mistress was not in. I pushed past him.


“Are you sure of that? I think you are mistaken. Is there no other way into the house beside the front door by which she may have entered without your knowledge?”


The man eyed me as if bewildered, which was quite excusable. Our eruption must have been unlooked for, and my manner probably seemed strange.


“Miss Orme may have come in through the conservatory, or by the drawing-room window; there are several ways into the house. I will make inquiries.”


He was not put to so much trouble. There was a sound above of a woman screaming. A maid appeared at the head of the staircase; at sight of the footman she screamed again.


“Jackson, Miss Orme has had a fit. I believe she’s dead.”


She was dead. But the fit had not come in the ordinary course of nature. A tin box was beside her, which was familiar both to Mr. Bellasis and to me. With the aid of a curious form of hypodermic syringe, which it almost looked as if she must have had manufactured to her special order, having first torn open her bodice, she had injected some of the contents of that tin into the region of her heart, and must instantly have died.


Her conscience, roused by the cracks emanating from that round wooden table, had sent her to her death.


Mrs. Bellasis recovered. The presumption is that, having obtained possession of that deadly little box, Miss Orme had injected minute doses of the poison, whose potency – with the cunning peculiar to the mentally unsound – she had probably previously decreased, into her intended victim while asleep – her attacks always occurred just after she had been roused from slumber, especially when she had been dozing in the daytime. It was quite easy for the girl, who was regarded as an habitué of the house, to gain admission, and there was more than one way of reaching Mrs. Bellasis’s bedroom unnoticed.


Possibly one day the dose would have been made stronger, with fatal results; the explanation would quite conceivably have been that the patient had died in a fit. Probably because – at least to some extent – of the pranks which were played with that table, at the present time of writing she still lives. I doubt if she has ever heard the word curare, or knows anything of the contents of that tin box. Those contents no longer exist. They were not returned to Mr. Tracey. I took upon myself the responsibility of their destruction. I burned them in the presence of Dr. Ferrers and of Mr. Bellasis, feeling strongly that it was the part of wisdom, since they had already been lost twice, to take care that they should not be lost a third time.







Lady Beatrice







I was occupying a penny chair in Hyde Park one fine June morning, when there approached from the right one of the most beautiful girls I had ever seen. She was tall, slight, and stately; if her face had a defect, it was that her features were too perfect. She reminded me of what Galatea might have been – a triumph of the sculptor’s art come to life. Her dress was as perfect as her appearance. She seemed to know numbers of people, and as she strolled she nodded to this one and to that. As she neared me a man was approaching from the right – a tall, well-built man, broad-chested, head erect, who walked with a certain stiffness suggestive of a drill sergeant. His hat was set just the slightest shade on the side of his head, his moustaches were waxed. As this man neared the girl he eyed her with what struck me as an impudent stare. She did not glance in his direction at all, but was in the act of nodding to some friends who were on the other side of the railing; yet, as they passed each other, I saw her lips move and form the word “Clarice.”


Each continued to stroll. No greeting had been exchanged; there had been nothing in their demeanour to show that they knew each other; yet I felt pretty certain that the girl had conveyed a message to the man – “Clarice.” I wondered what the message meant, who Clarice might be; above all, why they wished the world to regard them as strangers.


A rather odd light was suddenly thrown on the little scene I had just witnessed. Among the usual loiterers leaning against the railing were two men, almost immediately in front of me. They seemed to be gentlemen, and to be there, like the rest of the world, to see the people and take the air. I saw the elder say to the younger—


“You saw that fellow who passed just now? That’s one of the biggest blackguards in Europe.”


His companion asked—


“Do you mean the man with his hat on the side of his head and the padded shoulders?”


“That’s the fellow. He calls himself the Vicomte d’Aubry. He is one of those semi-demi-professional gamblers whom you always find taking the bank at baccarat at the Continental casino. He was suspected of funny little practices for years; then they nailed him at Aix, and I believe somewhere else a little later. Still, I fancy, he plays the banker at places where he isn’t known, or where little peculiarities are overlooked. A friend in the Paris police told me two or three years ago that they were after him for chantage [blackmail] – and they got him, too; but the thing was hushed up, as those sort of things so often are. All the same, I believe he got the fright of his life. I wonder what the blackguard is doing in town?”


I also wondered. If what the speaker said was true, I could quite understand why that girl had been unwilling to advertise their acquaintanceship. Since she was so young, and seemed to be, every inch of her, a person of the great world, I wondered how she came to be on such intimate terms with him as to convey to him a secret message as she strolled through the park.


I had in my handbag at that moment a letter which the post had brought me that morning from a correspondent with whom I had some slight acquaintance – Lady Sarah Crawley. I had taken the letter with me so that I might have it at hand for further consideration – it told such a queer story, and contained such a singular request. Lady Sarah said that, for some time past, a series of petty thefts had been taking place in houses of her acquaintance. It was feared that the thief must have been one of the guests who, because exposure had not followed, had grown in boldness, since the articles stolen were increasing in value; until matters reached a climax a few days ago, when she was staying with her father, the Duke of Horsham. It was discovered, as one of the guests was about to leave, and her maid was packing, that a pearl necklace was missing from her jewel-case which had been there when she arrived. Lady Sarah went on to say that practically the same party was going to spend the weekend at a great house near London. Would I come down as one of the guests? If I exercised my gift, I might find out what no one else could. In other words, would I act as a sort of private detective? Lady Sarah was pleased to add, as delicately as possible, that my services would meet with a handsome reward.


The proposition did not commend itself to me in the least. I never have done that sort of thing. I never want to. The adventures I have had in that direction have been more or less in the way of casual accidents; I have very seldom set out, from the very beginning, with the deliberate intention of conducting an investigation. I did not know what to say to Lady Sarah Crawley. I owed her more than one kindness. I did not wish to say, point-blank, “No”; yet I wished she had not written.


The presence of Lady Sarah’s letter in my handbag was recalled very forcibly to my memory by the incident between that young and high-bred English girl and the foreign scamp of which I had been a witness. He had been accused of chantage. hat meant blackmail. A simple, innocent, English girl might easily get herself sufficiently entangled with such an adventurer to enable him to make use of her in a manner which she had never dreamed was possible. I kept asking myself, over and over again, who was Clarice? Why had she, with such secrecy, breathed her name?


Tired of my penny chair, I joined the strollers. When I reached the corner by the statue, there, the centre of a group of persons who were chatting together like old friends, was the girl of whom I had been thinking. A superintendent of police with whom I had some acquaintance was standing a little way off.


“Can you tell me,” I asked him, “who that young lady is?”


He looked at me with a twinkle in his eye.


“Got anything against her, Miss Lee? She’s not in want of lessons. I don’t think she’s deaf and dumb.”


“No,” I admitted, “I don’t think she is. She’s chattering away just now. She’s so very beautiful that I thought I’d like to know who she was – if you know, and it’s not a breach of confidence to impart your knowledge.”


“Oh, yes, I know. She’s this season’s débutante, the prettiest of the lot. She’s Lady Beatrice Dacre, the youngest daughter of the Marquis of Putney.”


I lunched that morning at the club. After lunch I had my coffee in the reading-room. On the table was one of those silly ladies’ fashion papers which are nothing but a combination of advertisements. My eye caught a paragraph in one of the columns—



“We hear great things of that well-known professor of the recondite art which professes to see such wonderful things in the lines of the palms of our hands – Clarice. We hear Clarice spoken of on all sides. The names of those who consult a palmist are never breathed in public, or we might mention some very great names whose owners are among Clarice’s most constant consultants. Rumour has it that Clarice’s studio at No. 37, Airedale Street, which is not a stone’s throw from Bond Street, is crowded whenever it is open, and yet that room can always be found for more ardent inquirers after truth.”




It was the name, I take it, which caused that paragraph to, as the French phrase it, “jump to my eyes” – Clarice. It was the name which Lady Beatrice Dacre had breathed to the Vicomte d’Aubry.


Did that mean that the palmist’s was to be made the scene of a rendezvous? I had heard of such places being used for such purposes; yet Lady Beatrice Dacre would have to be careful, or she might find herself in serious trouble. I wondered if she had no near and dear relative or friend on whose advice and discretion she could implicitly rely. She would need one if she had much to do with the Vicomte d’Aubry.


I felt interested in M. le Vicomte. It is perhaps not generally known that there are in London certain sources of information open to the initiated, where something may be learned about almost anyone. I gleaned no actual facts about that illustrious foreign nobleman, but certain suggestions were made which induced me that evening to pay a visit to a much-frequented restaurant within a hundred yards of Piccadilly Circus.


It was, as usual, pretty full when I entered; there was only one vacant table within reasonable distance of the door. I looked carefully round before I seated myself. So far as I could see, if he was coming, the vicomte had not yet arrived. I ordered a cup of coffee. There was a solitary individual at a table nearly fronting me, with that unhealthy sort of complexion which marks a certain type of Frenchman – at least, to my mind. The man might have been made of wax; he could scarcely have seemed more inanimate if he had been. I had brought an evening paper. I held it up in front of me as a screen. My vis-à-vis, in spite of his immobility, was impatient; he kept glancing at his watch as if waiting for someone who did not come. I began to have an idea that I had seen him somewhere before; but I decided that the fact was that he was the croupier type of man, that machine-like creature in whom humanity seems dead, who is such a familiar figure in France in places where they gamble.


My cup of coffee was drawing to a close. The waiter was eyeing me; he would swoop on it in a minute. I should either have to order something else or go. So I ordered a crème de menthe – one can linger over a crème de menthe for an indefinite period. As the waiter was pouring the bright green liquid into a tiny glass I saw the Vicomte d’Aubry come through the door. I held up my paper. He looked about him; then came striding towards my vis-à-vis.


He sat down on the red plush seat beside the wax-like individual, so that both men fronted me. The greeting they exchanged was not particularly warm.


“You think I am your plaything that you keep me waiting as long as you please? You ought to have been here half an hour ago.”


It was the waxen man who spoke. As might have been expected, his lips barely moved; but they moved enough for me. Both men spoke in French. Precisely what the vicomte replied I was not sure. His face was sideways to me, so that it was not easy to be certain of the movements of his lips. That he was volubly apologetic was clear from the other’s answer, which was frigidly contemptuous—


“You excuse yourself always. We all know your excuses. You will please to understand that the time has come when something else is required – something solid.”


Again the vicomte’s exact reply was lost to me; again the other’s rejoinder threw light on it—


“We do not require you to do what you call your best; we desire from you a certain thing – that only. Nothing else in substitution. Above all, no excuses.”


Again the hiatus formed by the vicomte’s answer. I began to wish that he would turn his face round, so that I might not have to guess at his words from the other’s reply. The waxen man said very coldly, very dryly—


“You have the presumption to suggest it. You are under a bond to pay ten thousand pounds at least. You give me instead a necklace in which there are not a dozen pearls worth anything. You pretend that that shows the sincerity of your desire to pay. It won’t do. We must either have the money or its equivalent before next Monday evening.”


Then the vicomte did look round, all warmth, gesticulation.


“It is impossible! I give you my word of honour, it cannot be done.”


“Your word of honour! That also is not required. As for impossible, I know better. Attend to me.”


There was something in the waxen man’s fashion of speaking which recalled a mechanical figure. He kept his tired, expressionless eyes fixed on the face of the Vicomte d’Aubry.


“You have a certain lady friend. I wish to mention no names; you understand – we also understand. She goes to a certain house on Friday for what here they call the weekend. To the same house are going two Americans, whom again I will not name.”


“How do you know?” The vicomte asked the question with an eagerness which was in odd contrast to the other’s phlegm.


“We do know; that is enough. The American woman is taking with her her jewels, among them her rubies. You have heard of her rubies? You know who I mean? I see you have heard of them. You do know who I mean.”


How he had learned this from the other’s face I could not tell. He moved his lips so slightly that while he was speaking, for fear of losing some essential word, I dared not move my eyes to observe the other. He continued—


“You may put pressure upon your lady friend, as you have done before; and before this time on Monday you will hand me those rubies. I will give you a quittance in full and five thousand pounds in cash. You will be a rich man.”


I could now see the vicomte’s face quite plainly. He seemed to gasp.


“But,” he explained, “I have heard that those rubies cost a quarter of a million sterling – that there are no others like them in the world.”


“Americans often pay more for their jewels than they are worth. These things are exaggerated. I have explained that we require from you ten thousand pounds by Monday, or—” He paused; the vicomte winced. “I need not continue. I offer you an alternative – for us the rubies, for you a quittance and five thousand pounds. From no one else would you get so much; to say nothing of an assurance of absolute safety. You understand? It must be either one or the other. Nothing will be accepted in substitution; and certainly no excuses.”


The vicomte sat up straight, breathing heavily, as one might do who is threatened with something he feared, yet could not escape. The waxen man had had a tiny glass of brandy in front of him ever since I entered. He took from it the tiniest sip; it was still half full. The vicomte had nothing in front of him. The waiter took advantage of the pause in their conversation to address him.


“What is it that monsieur desires?” He also spoke in French.


“Desires?” The vicomte looked at him with angry eyes. “I desire nothing; when I desire something I will let you know.”


I was conscious that, a few moments before, a woman had entered – alone; that she had looked round her, and was now sailing towards the table at which the two men sat. Something caused me to glance at her; something caused the vicomte to glance at her also. When he saw her he uttered an exclamation and half rose. What he meant to do I could not say; she was on to him before he had a chance of doing it, whatever it was. Planting herself in front of him, she exclaimed in French, in a voice which was audible all over the restaurant—


“So, pig, wretch, thief, liar, cur, beast, it is you! It is you! It is you!”


She had in her hand a whip of some sort, with which, each time she said “It is you!” she struck at him. The first time, taken unawares, the lash caught him right across the face; the second and third times he warded it off with his hands. I never saw a man so utterly taken aback by the mere presence of a woman. He made not the slightest effort to snatch the whip, or to prevent her striking him. He did not even show any sign of resenting the volume of her abuse. When she had struck at him three times, still in the same very audible tones, she went on—


“I have paid you this little visit to tell you that I know where you are to be found, and that presently you will hear from me again – for the last time.”


She stood confronting him for two or three seconds, then, turning, walked straight out. The place was in confusion; people had risen all over the room; persons in authority were hastening forward. But when it was seen that the incident was closed calm returned. The vicomte remained standing; he pressed with his handkerchief the place where the lash had touched him. Then, when he presently sat down, the waxen man observed—


“I think that makes it still plainer how necessary it is that before this time on Monday we should have the rubies.”


I waited for no more. I had an idea. I hurried after that woman. When I got into the street I saw her some twenty or thirty yards away, walking leisurely. I hastened after her, caught her up, and fell in by her side.


The next day I called on Lady Sarah Crawley, instead of writing to her. When I had listened to all she had to say I accepted her invitation for the weekend on the understanding that I was not to go as a professional, with an honorarium of any sort in view, but as a simple guest. On the Friday, however, something occurred which would have rendered it very inconvenient for me to leave town. I telegraphed my excuses. On the Saturday, when I was nearly overwhelmed by the work which had come crowding in on me, demanding my immediate attention, a telegram was brought to me, with the intimation that file reply was paid. I tore it open. As my prophetic soul had warned me, it was from Lady Sarah Crawley—



UNLESS ABSOLUTELY IMPOSSIBLE, PLEASE COME AT ONCE. SOMETHING VERY SERIOUS HAS HAPPENED. UNLESS YOU CAN HELP, THE CONSEQUENCES MAY BE DREADFUL. I IMPLORE YOU TO LET ME KNOW BY WIRE THAT YOU ARE COMING AT ONCE.
 – SARAH CRAWLEY.




I read the telegram three times over. I considered for some seconds what it might mean; then, with a groan, I admitted that that work with which I had longed to deal after all would have to wait, and that I should have to go to Morebridge House. I could not easily forgive myself if dreadful consequences resulted because I refused to render such help as was in my power. All that part of the world which knows the upper reaches of the Thames knows Morebridge House. It stands in a prominent position on a treeless expanse of flat grass land which, when the Thames is in flood, is not seldom under water, close to the banks of the river. Possibly hundreds of thousands of people pass it and stare at it every year.


I arrived at about five o’clock on that Saturday afternoon. As I approached along the uninteresting carriage drive it struck me what a great barrack of a place it was. Architectural pretensions it had none; it was simply a huge, bare building. I felt that if I had been the Duke of Horsham I would have at least tried to make it outwardly more prepossessing.


But when the great doors were passed everything was changed. Within it was a fairy palace of delight; the beauty and splendour which are born of wealth and taste were on every side. I passed through three sets of doors before the hall proper was reached, and when it was I stared about me in amazement. The sun streamed through great windows of lovely painted glass on what seemed to me to be a crowd of people. Lady Sarah Crawley advanced to me with outstretched hands.


“I am so glad to see you.” This she said out loud; then she added beneath her breath: “If you only knew how anxiously I have waited for you!”


I had tea; everyone was having tea. Then Lady Sarah herself showed me to my room. The instant the door was closed she began—


“Oh, Miss Lee, if you only knew how glad I am to see you, and how earnestly I trust that you will be of help. I suppose no one ever was in a more unpleasant situation than I am. Mrs. Baxter-Raeburn’s rubies have been stolen.”


I was not a bit surprised. Lady Sarah seemed hurt because I showed that I was not.


“Of course, it doesn’t matter in the least to you; but consider what it means to me. The Baxter-Raeburns have been most civil to us. My father was under actual obligations to them. They are his guests. As a compliment to him, Mrs. Baxter-Raeburn brings her famous jewels. She is not twelve hours in the house before her rubies are stolen.” Lady Sarah sank on to a chair, as if distress had robbed her of the use of her legs. “They do say that Mrs. Baxter-Raeburn’s rubies cost a quarter of a million sterling.”


“That sort of thing is often exaggerated,” I remarked.


Lady Sarah stared. She did not know that I was a plagiarist.


“Even if they did cost less, it is quite certain that they cost an enormous sum and are immensely valuable. Quite apart from their value, the dreadful thing is not that they have been stolen, but that they have been stolen in my father’s house. I almost feel as if I had taken them myself; while the duke told me this morning that, unless they were recovered, he would never again be able to look the woman in the face.”


“As I don’t suppose, Lady Sarah, that you have taken them, or your father, either, if you will tell me all about it I will see what I can do, though I warn you at the start, as I have warned you already, that I am no thief-catcher.”


She told me all about it, at much greater length than it is necessary that I should use; the strength of her feeling was the cause of continual diversions. Mrs. Baxter-Raeburn was a very foolish woman, as so many very wealthy women are. She had worn her rubies on the night of her arrival, which was the night before I appeared upon the scene. When the house was supposed to have retired for the night, she had a sort of party in her bedroom; some of the feminine guests went to view those precious rubies at closer quarters. When they had departed, and she had retired to bed, Mrs. Baxter-Raeburn herself admitted that she had left them lying on her dressing-table. The next morning, when her maid appeared, they were gone.


“And if you don’t mind my speaking plainly,” I remarked, “I should say, Lady Sarah, that it served her right. A woman who leaves such valuable jewels lying about her room, without any sort of protection, deserves anything.”


“I agree – in a sense, I quite agree; and if it had happened in anybody else’s house I should have told her to her face that it did serve her right. But in my own house it’s different. When a guest comes to visit me it is on the tacit understanding that she is not coming to a den of thieves, and that while she is beneath my roof she need fear nothing, either for herself or for her belongings.”


“Who were the ladies who visited Mrs. Baxter-Raeburn in her bedroom?”


“Here is the list. You see, there were five of them.” A glance at the paper she handed me showed that Lady Beatrice Dacre had not been one of the five. “It is impossible to suspect either of them. You see who they are. In fact, I have not dared to tell them that the jewels have been lost.”


“Have you told anyone?”


“No one as yet.”


Lady Sarah betrayed the anxiety she felt by the manner in which, coming close up to me, she lowered her voice to a whisper, as if she feared that the walls might have ears.


“Not a soul – not one. I have induced Mrs. Baxter-Raeburn to keep still – luckily, she told me before she told anyone else – by virtually promising that her rubies shall be returned to her before she leaves the house. You must perceive for yourself the scandal which the mere announcement that they were gone would make; it would be in every paper in the world, to speak of nothing else. I assure you that neither Mr. nor Mrs. Baxter-Raeburn is the kind of person to keep silent in the face of such a loss, and, for my part, I really can’t blame them. I have heard so much about the wonderful things you do, Miss Lee, that I dare to count upon your assistance in getting me out of the most uncomfortable position a woman was ever in.”


I thought that, considering all things, it was pretty cool of Lady Sarah. I did not, however, hint at what I felt, if only because just then I happened to be looking out of the window. A telegraph boy was going down the drive on his bicycle. A voice hailing him, he stopped. Someone ran towards him across the grass. It was Lady Beatrice Dacre. When she reached him she handed him what I had no doubt was a telegraph form. Possibly the message it contained had been scribbled with a pencil. To make sure that it would be understood, she apparently asked him to read it out to her, which he did, I staring at him with all my might. He stumbled over the first words, which were probably the address; I could not see her lips, but she probably helped him out. Then he got on better. I distinctly saw him say three words: “Clarice – four – Monday.” That was all, but for me it was quite enough. Lady Sarah turned to see what I was looking at.


“The girl,” she said, “is Lady Beatrice Dacre. She is only just out, and she is already engaged to Mr. Douglas Forrester – a most charming fellow, and, of course, from a monetary point of view, he is all that could be desired.”


“She is engaged, is she?”


“It has not yet been announced, but it is just going to be. She, of course, has not a penny, but she has everything else which a man can want to have in the woman he marries.… Say that you think you can help me.”


I had moved away from the window, and was turning things over in my mind. Lady Sarah watched me.


“I may observe,” I told her, “that I don’t think you are entitled to take it for granted that I can work miracles more than anyone else; but it so happens that I think, by the merest chance, I may be able to help you. But we must understand each other at the start. My wish, Lady Sarah, is always, if possible, to keep matters out of the hands of the police.”


“Miss Lee, I had really sooner almost anything should happen than that we should have to call in the assistance of the police. That is the one thing both my father and I wish to avoid.”


“Then in that case I may be able to do something for you. What you want are the rubies?”


“That’s all I want – the only thing. Place me in a position to return them to Mrs. Baxter-Raeburn before Monday, if possible, and you will make me your debtor for life.”


“Suppose the thief, in carrying them off, had dropped them in the park, and we were to find them.”


“What do you mean?”


Lady Sarah’s eyes were open at their widest.


“You must ask no questions. If, as I say, you were to find them in the park, would you undertake to ask no questions, but be content with your find?”


“Am I not to know who took them?”


“You are to show no curiosity of any sort or kind.”


“But these thefts, on a smaller scale, have taken place before. At least I think I ought to know whom I can trust and whom I cannot. I cannot ask my friends to form one of a party which contains a thief whose identity is unknown to me.”


“I think I can undertake, Lady Sarah, that in future you will be able to trust every member of your present house-party as implicitly as yourself – if you will ask no questions.”


I am not quite sure if, when Lady Sarah went, she had not at the back of her mind vague suspicions of me. That she was thoroughly mystified was obvious; but for that I cared nothing. I had her assurance that she would make no inquiries of any sort or kind, but would leave matters entirely in my hands. With that I was content. Before she left I had made her give me a sort of plan of the house, on which were the names of the guests, the rooms they occupied, and how they were approached. She had left me perhaps half an hour when I started on a little voyage of exploration. The plan showed that on the same floor on which I was, and not very far away, was an apartment occupied by Lady Beatrice Dacre. Having first made sure that the coast was clear, I went straight to it. I tried the handle; the door was locked. Then the lady was inside. I rapped at the panel sharply. A voice inquired – “Who’s there?”


“Please open the door at once. It is someone who wishes to see you on very important business.”


Not nearly so much celerity was shown as I had requested. Two or three minutes elapsed before the door was opened five or six inches and a girl’s face looked out.


“Who are you? What do you want?”


For answer I pressed the door farther back, entered, shut it behind me, and turned the key. The girl stared as if in speechless amazement. I thought she looked more beautiful even than when I had seen her in the Park, if only because the absence of a hat enabled one to realize how lovely her hair was. We fronted each other in silence for several seconds before she exclaimed—


“Who are you? What do you mean by this extraordinary conduct? How dare you come into my room like this?”


I saw that she was even more of a child than I had imagined – she spoke with a child’s impetuous heat. I also saw that somewhere inside her was an uncomfortable something which made her heart beat faster. I spoke coldly, allowing no sign to escape me which would show how much I was affected by her girlish loveliness.


“When I tried your door just now, and found it locked, I think you were trying on Mrs. Baxter-Raeburn’s rubies.”


She had more courage than I had expected. She gave one violent start; then made a great effort to recover herself. She was not so successful as she would have liked to be. She was shivering, as it were, both inside and out.


“What – what do you mean?”


“Give me Mrs. Baxter-Raeburn’s jewels at once; you were hiding them while you kept me waiting outside the door.”


The chance shot had found the mark. She repeated herself with a piteous stammer—


“Who – who are you? What – what do you mean?”


“Last night – or, rather, early this morning – you entered Mrs. Baxter-Raeburn’s room when she was asleep; you saw her rubies lying on the dressing-table, and you stole them.”


She had fluttered back against the wall, like some hapless thing at bay. She tried to gasp out a denial—


“It’s – it’s—”


I stopped her.


“Don’t say it is a lie, or I shall hold you to be a more despicable thing than I do already, because you know it is true. The other afternoon you met the man who calls himself the Vicomte d’Aubry at the rooms of the disreputable creature who calls herself Clarice, and who is an associate of his. He suggested that you should take advantage of your friend’s hospitality to steal jewels belonging to a fellow-guest. You stole them. They are in your keeping now; you were trying them on when I came to your door; you propose to hand them over to him, in the palmist’s rooms, at four o’clock on Monday afternoon.”


She was, perhaps, at an age when one is easily impressed by what seems to be the marvellous. I fancy that she imagined herself to be in its presence then, and that I was a representative of the supernatural. Certainly, for some instants she was nearly paralysed by actual terror. She knew that what I said was true; she could have had no notion how I had acquired my information, and was terrified when it came, with what must have been such awful unexpectedness, from my lips. She stood close up against the wall, eyeing me as if I had been some terrible spectre. For nearly a minute she was incapable of giving utterance to an articulate sound. I was not going to help her out. Then all at once an idea seemed to come into her head and force from her a question—


“Are you – are you anything to do with the police?”


“That depends on you – upon whether there’s anything in you which makes for good.”


“Did he tell you – the Vicomte d’Aubry?”


“I have never spoken to him, nor he to me.”


“Then how did you find out – what you have found out? Tell me who you are. Does anyone – anyone else in the house suspect?”


Before I could answer she was seized with a new and still greater fear—


“You won’t tell – you won’t tell Douglas? Please, please, please don’t tell him. I’ll do anything – anything you like – if you won’t tell him.”


“You are engaged to one man, yet at the dictate of another you play the thief. What sort of person can you be, Lady Beatrice?”


“I’m not so bad as you think. I’m not – I swear I’m not. Only – only I’m in a terrible mess, and – and I had to do what he told me.”


“You wish me to believe that you had to play the thief – and such a mean thief – at the command of such a man as that? Pray, why?”


“It was – it was three years ago. I was – I was sixteen years old. I was sent to a school at Tours – at least, it wasn’t exactly a school; it was supposed to be a private family. Father wished me to learn French. The Vicomte d’Aubry was a friend of the person who kept the house. He paid attentions to me, and— Oh, I was a fool! I was only a child – a silly simpleton. He pretended to care for me, and I thought I cared for him. I wrote him four letters – silly, idiotic, rotten letters. Then father took me away; he didn’t like what he heard of the place. I wish he’d never sent me there. I forgot all about the Vicomte d’Aubry directly I got home; I never heard or thought of him until – until about four months ago. Then he came up to me in Hyde Park. I tried to cut him, but he wouldn’t let me. He reminded me of the letters I had written to him. You see, I had forgotten all about them. I swear I never meant a single word I said in them. Don’t you know what an idiot a girl can sometimes be, what romantic rubbish she can get into her head, and how in moments of absolute lunacy she can put it down on paper? That’s what I did. I never dreamt that he would keep the letters. I thought he was a gentleman; I had no idea that anyone ever did such things. When he told me that he still had my four letters, and that if – if I didn’t do something for him he’d send copies of them to Mr. Forrester, I – I was terrified out of my life.”


“Were you engaged to Mr. Forrester at the time?”


“Of course I wasn’t. I – I knew that he was – rather fond of me, and when that man spoke like that I knew that I was fond of him. I told the vicomte quite frankly that there was nothing I wouldn’t do to keep Mr. Forrester from finding out that I had written such letters.”


“You couldn’t have said to him a more foolish thing. If you had told him that it was a matter of complete indifference to you what he did with the letters, he might not have thought it worth his while to waste his time in threatening you.”


“I see that now – I saw it directly afterwards; but there it was. I – I did tell him, and never since has he left me alone. He’s – he’s been making me do all sorts of things which I – which I hate to think of. Oh, if you knew what I have gone through because I was such a simple-minded fool as ever to think that he was an honourable man! Then the other day Douglas asked me – asked me to marry him; and, of course, I said ‘Yes,’ though I was frightened half out of my life to think what the vicomte would do when he found out. So you can imagine what were my feelings when he told me that I must give him an interview at once. I knew what an interview with him meant. But what was I to do? I didn’t dare to make him angry. So, as you seem to know, I met him at Clarice’s rooms. And he told me that Mrs. Baxter-Raeburn was coming here with her rubies, and that if I got them for him he would give me back my letters.”


“Rubies which cost a quarter of a million for four letters which are not worth the paper they are written upon! Does that strike you as a good bargain – for you?”


“Do you take me for an utter idiot? Of course it isn’t. But he made it quite clear that if the rubies weren’t in his hands by Monday the copies of the letters would reach Douglas that day. And that might have meant the end of everything to me – of everything. Douglas thinks that I’m the most perfect saint that ever lived, and, you know, no girl who ever lived was that. And if he found out that I was the kind of creature who could write such letters he – he wouldn’t let me explain; I couldn’t explain even if he’d let me. I doubt if he’d ever speak to me again. And – and if things came to be like that – between Douglas and me, I’d – I’d commit suicide. I would!”


“Doesn’t it occur to you that you have committed suicide?”


“Does that mean that you’re going to tell him? Then – then—”


Rushing to the dressing-table, she took a tiny bottle out of a handbag. I had her by the wrist the instant it was out of the bag; and the bottle passed into my possession.


“You wicked girl! You admit that you have behaved like a simpleton, and something worse. Do you imagine that you will prove your wisdom by this sort of thing?”


“You may take that bottle from me, if you like, but there are plenty of ways of killing myself. If you do tell Douglas—”


She left her sentence unfinished. I had very little doubt that she would find out one of those ways, if the truth were ever told. I resolved then and there that, if I could help it, it never should be. After all, she was but a child; she was still more of a child when that scoundrel laid the trap in which he caught her. It was not difficult to understand how desperate her position must seem to her. I was not excusing her, but I made up my mind that it should not be my fault if she had not a chance to prove that in her there was the making of a good woman.


“First of all, Lady Beatrice, you will hand me those rubies.”


“What are you going to do with them?”


“I am going to hide them in the park. An anonymous hint will reach Lady Sarah which will result in her discovering their hiding-place. She will never learn from whom the hint came, or in whose possession the rubies were. Not a word will be whispered which will point to a thief having been concerned in the matter. You will come with me to that palmist woman’s rooms on Monday.”


“Without the rubies? I daren’t – I dare not! You do not know what he’s like, what – what a brute he can be.”


“It’s not a question of daring. I say you will come with me. I know what the Vicomte d’Aubry is like a good deal better than you do. He will hand you over your letters in my presence. You will find that he will not even attempt to expostulate. That will be the last time in your life that you will either see or hear of him.… Give me those rubies, please.”


She did not give them to me at once, but she did in the end. She clung to me when I left, imploring me not to breathe a word to Douglas. It was only about him she seemed to care. I doubt if she altogether believed me when I assured her that she need fear nothing. After she had gone I went downstairs and said a few words to Lady Sarah. I begged her to excuse me from appearing among her other guests, especially as I should manage things much better if nothing were seen of me. She stared.


“But I thought you had to watch people’s mouths, and that sort of thing, to see what they were saying. How can you do that if you can’t see them?”


“It’s a queer world, Lady Sarah; it is possible that I did all the watching of people’s mouths that was needed before I came to Morebridge.”


“But however could you? I don’t understand.”


“Our bargain was that you were to ask no questions and show no curiosity; perhaps in the course of tomorrow you will understand a little better.”


I dined alone, and I spent the evening alone, and I did some of the work which I had brought with me. There was a project on foot for founding, at The Hague, an institution for teaching the deaf and dumb by the oral system. I had been honoured by being consulted in the matter; certain papers had been laid before me on which my advice was required. Until I had thoroughly mastered those papers I knew perfectly well that I should not know a moment’s peace of mind. I had brought some of them down to Morebridge House. I set about studying them then and there.


The next morning I was witness of rather an odd little scene which took place in the breakfast-room. Breakfast seemed to be a go-as-you-please meal in that establishment. I was having mine at a little round table, all by myself, when Lady Sarah Crawley came bustling in, and, crossing to Mrs. Baxter-Raeburn, whispered in her ear. The pair went together to a window. I saw both their faces.


“The most extraordinary thing has happened,” began Lady Sarah. “Look at that!”


She handed Mrs. Baxter-Raeburn what I saw was a typed sheet of paper.


“What does this mean? However did you get this?”


“It came just now by the morning post” The lady read the paper through and stared at Lady Sarah. She spoke with what was evidently considerable warmth.


“Someone, by way of giving me a lesson on the imprudence of leaving my jewels about, has taken them, by way of a practical joke, and hidden them. Do you know the tree indicated?”


“Not in the least; but the description is so precise that we ought to have no difficulty in finding it, if the thing exists.”


“Precisely – if the thing exists, which, until it is proved, I shall take leave to doubt. Have you any idea who this comes from?”


“Not the vaguest. What we have to do, my dear, is to go and see if this is a hoax.” She touched the sheet of paper. “If it isn’t, and we do find the rubies hidden in the tree, what we shall have to consider is whether it wouldn’t be wisest for us to keep our own counsel – to say nothing. You don’t want to be made a laughing-stock of, and I’m sure I don’t. If ever I do discover the identity of this practical joker, he and I will have an account to settle.”


As Lady Sarah was leaving the room she perceived that I was there. I beckoned to her.


“I think,” I told her, “I must return to town this morning. As I explained, I have work which must be done, and, frankly, I shan’t be happy till I’ve done it.”


“I suppose—” She had the typed sheet of paper in her hand which she had just been telling Mrs. Baxter-Raeburn had come by the morning post. I did not let her get beyond those two words.


“The understanding was that you were to show no curiosity and ask no questions.”


“It’s the most extraordinary thing of which I’ve ever heard,” she said.


I believe she thinks so still.


I went back to town, did my work; and during the intervals, which will occur even when one is working one’s hardest, I made certain arrangements. On the Monday I met Lady Beatrice Dacre at a point we had agreed upon, and together we went to 37, Airedale Street, the advertised address of the fool-snaring Clarice. I explained the programme I had arranged. Her lips quivered, but she only made one comment—


“I feel as I used to do when I was a small child and was going to the dentist’s.”


“It isn’t all joy going to have a tooth extracted, even when one knows it’s a very bad one, and that one will feel much better when the operation is over. Yet the dentist is not such a formidable figure, after all.”


“But you don’t realize,” she said, “that during the last few months I’ve never thought of the Vicomte d’Aubry except with fear and trembling, and that night after night I have lain awake shivering at the thought of him.”


“After today you will never be afraid of him again; you will presently be pinching yourself at the thought that you ever were.”


When I rang at No. 37, Airedale Street the door flew back, opened by an invisible hand. A neat young woman ushered us into a room which was at the end of a passage. A big, flaxen-haired woman rose from behind a table. I addressed her—


“You are Clarice? … I am Judith Lee. You will go behind that curtain, and remain there until I tell you to come out. I have no doubt that you or your accomplices have played the listener there many and many a time before. After I have finished my business you will have twelve hours in which to leave England; if, after that time, you are still on English ground, the consequences will be on your own head.”


The woman withdrew behind the curtain to which I had referred without a word. Lady Beatrice seemed to be amazed. Almost immediately an unseen gong was sounded twice. The sound had not died away when the door opened and the Vicomte d’Aubry entered. At sight of me he stared; there was something in his eyes which suggested to me that he was not so easy in his mind as he would have liked to be. I just looked at him, and an uneasy something rose up within him which made him bluster—


“What is the meaning of this person’s presence here? I have told you on more than one occasion that it is always absolutely essential that I should see you alone.”


He spoke in French; I replied in English – plain English.


“This is an occasion, my man, on which you will not see this lady alone.”


I touched a bell which stood upon a table. A second man came through the door by which we had just entered, who simply came into the room and stood with his back to the door. The vicomte’s concern clearly increased.


“Who is this man? Where is Clarice? This room is privately engaged by me. Lady Beatrice Dacre, I require from you an explanation.”


I replied for Lady Beatrice—


“This, my man, is an inspector of police, of Scotland Yard. You have in the breast-pocket of your coat four letters. You will be so good as to hand them to me at once.”


He answered in English which, although it was spoken with an accent, was almost as plain as mine was—


“So this is what you call a plant, is it? You think you have trapped me. We shall see. This is a conspiracy of which you will hear again, Lady Beatrice Dacre.… Stand away from that door, sir, and let me pass.”


The vicomte ignored me utterly; I was more attentive to him—


“You will either hand over those four letters at once, or I will have you arrested. I will give you five seconds in which to make up your mind.” I glanced at the watch at my wrist. “One – two – three – four – five. Inspector Ellis, arrest this man.”


The thing was ridiculously easy. He meant to rage and to bluster and to shout defiance. Instead of which, the moment the inspector moved he crumpled into nothing. He tore his coat open, took an envelope out of his pocket, and threw it on the table.


“Here are your letters. What is all this fuss about them? I would have given them up long ago if I had been properly approached, if I had been treated with that courtesy which to a gentleman is due. It is to hand them over that I am here.”


I said nothing to him; I spoke to the girl—


“Will you be so good as to open that envelope and see if it contains what you require?”


She opened the envelope with fingers which I could see were shaking. She took out some sheets of paper which were covered with writing.


“Yes, they’re – they’re my letters.”


“You are sure of that?”


“Quite – quite sure.”


“This man has nothing else of yours? You are absolutely certain?”


“He – he can’t have.”


There was a stand full of matches on the table. Striking one, I held it out to her.


“Had you not better—”


Taking it from me, she applied the flame to the corner of one of the letters. When they were all alight she laid them on a metal plaque which was on the table – for what purpose Clarice used it I cannot say. The letters made quite a little bonfire.


“That,” I said, “is, I think, the end of them, and of Act I.” Again a gong sounded twice. “That, I fancy, is the signal for the curtain to rise on Act II.”


The vicomte’s uneasiness increased; he moved to the door.


“You will now please permit me, sir, to pass, since this little matter is ended. I have business which requires my immediate attention.”


I interposed—


“If you will have a moment’s patience, my man, I fancy that you will find this a friend to see you.”


“But I do not wish to see him. I do not desire—”


Before he could conclude his sentence there came into the room the man with the waxen face whom I had seen conversing with him at that restaurant within a hundred miles of Piccadilly Circus. Although he did not move a muscle, it did not need a very keen perception to see that he found himself in the presence of the unexpected. He said, in French, in tones of perfect suavity—


“It seems that I have made a mistake. A thousand apologies.”


He turned to withdraw. Inspector Ellis blocked the way. I addressed him – in my usual plain English—


“I saw you the other night conspiring with this man to force a certain person, by means of threats, to commit felony. I need not tell you that this is a very serious offence; so serious that, for the common safety, I thought it wise to ascertain if anything was known of you. I found that a great deal was known.” Again I touched the bell. Two men came in. When he saw them he almost changed countenance. “These gentlemen, who are members of the police in Paris, know a great deal about you. They are anxious to renew with you an acquaintance they have already had.”


“Have I to thank you for this?”


The bitterness which the man with the waxen face put into the question!


The vicomte blustered.


“Upon my word of honour—” he began; but he did not finish. The other cut him short with vitriolic scorn.


“Your word of honour!” He turned to the agents of the Paris police. “You will find me, gentlemen, at your service. I believe you have been looking for me some little time.”


“That,” I observed, “completes the second act. Now for the third, and last.”


I struck the bell again. Two women entered. One was the woman who had struck at the vicomte with her whip in the restaurant. She was cool with a coolness which was deadly. The other was a big, unwieldy female who was in a state of hysterical agitation. Behind them were two policemen. At the sight all the vicomte’s bones seemed to turn to jelly; he became a mass of invertebrate pulp. Inspector Ellis moved towards him.


“I arrest you, among other things, for bigamy. I have a warrant in my pocket which will be read to you when we get to the station.”


In another instant the Vicomte d’Aubry had a pair of handcuffs on his wrists, and stood between the two policemen, a pitiable wretch.


“Clarice!” I exclaimed. The woman came from behind the curtain. A pretty picture she presented. “You have now twelve hours in which to get out of England.”


She went out of the room so fast that I am very much mistaken if she did not leave England by that night’s boat. As we were leaving Airedale Street, Lady Beatrice said to me, with a sound which was rather a gust than a sigh—


“And to think that I was ever afraid of that man; and, what is much more awful, that I should ever have treated him, even in the days of my most childlike simplicity, as if he were a decent man, and written him those four letters!”


I quoted Paul—


“‘When I was a child I spake as a child, I understood as a child, I thought as a child.’” Then I paraphrased him. “Now that you have become a woman, I should recommend you to put away childish things, and try to be that sort of good woman who makes a good wife.”


She looked at me, and she said nothing; but I think she thought a good deal.


The waxen-faced man was the head of a gang of jewel robbers who had been wanted by the French police for some time. He was sentenced in Paris to a long term of imprisonment. The Vicomte d’Aubry met with the same fate in England. He was charged with marrying an amazing number of women, not only in England, but in most of the civilized countries of the world. He had swindled each of them in turn.


The day after he was sentenced there came to me an invitation to be present at the wedding of the Lady Beatrice Dacre to Mr. Douglas Forrester.


In the envelope which contained the invitation card was a scrap of paper on which was written, in a sprawling handwriting with which I had lately become familiar—


“I have just been reading the verdict and sentence in today’s paper. To think that I ever could! At the thought of it I writhe! Shall I ever forgive myself? Mrs. B.-R. told me the other day about the amazing manner in which she and Lady Crawley found her rubies in a tree in the park at Morebridge House. Shall I ever be able to repay you the debt of gratitude which I owe you?”


It was a question which I was incapable of answering. I felt, as I burnt it, that it was rather a dangerous scrap of paper to enclose with a card for her wedding; and I caught myself wondering if she would ever learn to be quite discreet in the use of pens, ink, and paper.







The Finchley Puzzle







As I cut the string, and, unfolding the brown paper, saw what the little package contained, some trick of memory bore me back to an incident which had happened nearly two years before. I had been with a girl friend to the theatre, and had come back alone in an omnibus which put me down at the corner of the road in which I then had rooms. There had been a promise of rain all day, and just as I descended from the vehicle, something seemed to happen to the clouded heavens which caused water to descend in pailfuls. I was lightly attired; owing to some stupidity I had omitted to take an umbrella. I had to take refuge somewhere; I found it in the entry to a mews which was at the beginning of the street.


It did rain! I wondered what would happen if it kept on. I was only a couple of hundred yards from my dwelling-place, but if I had to approach it in that downpour I should be drenched before I got there. All at once I heard footsteps coming along the pavement from the direction in which my rooms were. Presently a man came quickly past. He had no umbrella; his billycock hat was pressed close down on his head; his coat collar was turned up to his ears – he must have been soaked. Just as he passed the entry in which I stood a man came rapidly across the road, who wore a waterproof and carried an umbrella. At sight of him the other paused. There was a lamp-post on one side of the mews; in spite of the deluge they paused under its glow to exchange a few sentences, standing in such a position that both their faces were visible to me. I heard nothing, but I saw quite plainly what the newcomer said.


“Did you give it her?”


The other shook his head. “She wasn’t in. I said to the girl who opened the door, ‘Give this to Miss Lee directly she comes in.’”


“If the girl does and we have any luck, Miss Lee will be where there are no deaf and dumb in the morning.”


The man with the umbrella held a part of it over the other, and the two went striding off as if they were walking for a wager, leaving me to wonder. I was quite certain that they had mentioned my name, and, though I had heard nothing, something in the expression of their faces convinced me that it had been in no friendly fashion. I was sure that they were strangers to me. The wet man was an undersized, pale-faced, mean-looking youth, whose appearance did not appeal to me at all; the other was a scarlet-visaged, bloated individual, who looked as if he might have been a publican. What had he meant by saying that if they had luck I should be where there were no deaf and dumb in the morning? I was quite sure that those were the precise words which he had used. I am not a supersensitive person, but – something made me shiver.


When at last I did get in – I could not wait for the rain to cease entirely, but so soon as it showed signs of slightly slackening, I made a dash for it – among other matter lying on the table in my sitting-room was a small, oblong-shaped package, addressed in a bold hand, “Miss Judith Lee.” In those rooms a maid always sat up to let in latecomers; she had admitted me. As she commiserated with me on the state I was in – I was rather damp – I asked her, since it had clearly not come by post, how that packet had got there. She said that a young man had brought it who said it was most particular that she should give it to me directly I came in.


When the maid had gone I looked at that parcel for some moments before I even touched it. Although to the superficial glance it was the most commonplace-looking little parcel, there was something sinister about it to me. Had its contents anything to do with that red-faced man’s observation about my being where there were no deaf and dumb in the morning? I opened my other letters first, and left that parcel to the last. Then, telling myself that my hesitation was absurd, I took a pair of scissors, clipped the string, removed the wrapping, and there was an ordinary, white cardboard box within, bearing the imprint of a well-known manufacturer of sweet things. I opened it. It was filled with chocolates; on the top was a scrap of paper on which was written, in the same bold handwriting: “To Miss Judith Lee, from an Humble Donor. This Little Present Long Overdue.”


Nothing could seem more innocent. I did receive presents at times from anonymous givers, to whom, I presume, I had been so fortunate as to render services for which they felt they would like to make some sign of recognition. Had I not seen those two men under the lamp-post I should probably have put one of those chocolates into my mouth at once and scrunched it thankfully; but I had seen them, and I did not wish to be where there were no deaf and dumb in the morning.


I took one of the chocolates out of the box. I could hardly receive any hurt from the mere touch. It was a good-sized chocolate, looking as if it might contain a walnut. I was really curious as to what it did contain, and was regarding it attentively when some slight noise behind caused me to look round. I suppose I started; the sweetmeat fell from my fingers, and as it reached the floor there was a blinding flash, a sudden, extraordinary noise, a most unpleasant smell. I was left in a state of doubt as to whether I was alive or dead.


The advent of the maid made it clear that I was still alive. In a few seconds the whole household was there to learn what was the matter. I could not explain; I was myself without information, and actual, tangible information I have remained without until this day. Who sent that box I have never learned; what was the secret of the construction of that toothsome delicacy I do not know. I sought light from a friend who was a famous chemist; he declared that that seeming candy was a bomb in miniature, and that if I had put my teeth into it it would have blown my head off; so it was lucky I had refrained. It was the only candy in the box about whose construction there was anything peculiar; it had been so placed that it was nearly certain that it would be the first I should take. Analysis showed that all the other contents of the box were simple, albeit excellent chocolates, manufactured by a well-known maker, and were in the exact state in which they had left his hands.


Someone had tried to murder me. I caused inquiries to be made on lines of my own, but since nothing came of them, and for reasons of my own I was unwilling to place the matter in the hands of the police, the affair remained “wrapped in mystery”; and now, nearly two years afterwards, under altogether changed conditions, there had come addressed to me another seemingly innocent package – whose innocence I gravely doubted.


Two or three evenings before I had been with some friends in a box at a popular variety theatre. Glancing round the crowded house through an opera-glass, the lenses had rested for a moment on two men who were leaning over the partition in the promenade, and in that brief instant I distinctly saw one of them shape my name upon his lips, “Judith Lee”: just those two words. The lenses passed on before he had a chance of saying more. It was a curious sensation – to see my name being uttered all that distance off. I brought the lenses back again, just in time to see the second man asking a question, rather a full-flavoured one.


“Who the blazes is Judith Lee?”


I had been right; no doubt the first man had pronounced my name, because here was his companion doing it also. I allowed the glass to rest upon his companion’s face. He was in evening dress, a crush hat was a little at the back of his head; he had a cigar between his lips, which he took out to answer the other’s inquiry. I saw as clearly what he said as if he had been in the next box.


“Judith Lee is a young woman who calls herself a teacher of the deaf and dumb; in reality she is the most dangerous thing in England. The police aren’t in it compared with her: they make blunders, thank God; she doesn’t. If she catches sight of your face at a distance of I don’t know how many miles, and you happen to open your lips, you are done. The other day she saw – I won’t mention his name; he was talking business to a friend; before he knew that she was there he said something – only in a whisper, to his friend, you understand – which, when dealing with a sharp young devil such as she is, was enough to give himself clean away. He’s had the fidgets ever since, and I’m bound to say that I think he’s right. I shouldn’t like her to have half that hold on me.”


“What’s he afraid of? Is she connected with the police?”


“Not ostensibly; one would know where one was if she were. She has spoilt more good men and more good things by not being connected with the police than I should care to talk about. There has been more than one try to get her out of the way; now there’s to be another. It’s her or – him; and it’s going to be her. She’s going, and she’ll never know what struck her.” The other man looked round. “Take care, there’s a chap behind who seems to be all ears. Let’s stroll.”


They strolled, or, at least, they moved away from the partition and passed from my sight leaving me not at all in a suitable frame of mind to enjoy that variety show. That I should have lighted on such a conversation in such a place and in so odd a fashion was amazing. By what fortuitous accident had my opera-glass rested on that spot at just that moment? What would that speaker’s feelings have been had he known that quite unintentionally I was watching him from below, and that he was furnishing an illustration of his own words, that I had only to catch a glimpse of a man’s face, though only from afar, and if he opened his lips he would give himself away.


Whom the speaker had in his mind when he spoke of the man whose name he would rather not mention, and to whom I was supposed to have given the fidgets, I had not the vaguest notion. I have an idea that since more people know Tom Fool than Tom Fool knows, I might often give the “fidgets” to persons who might suppose that I had obtruded myself upon their confidence without my having, actually, done anything of the kind. Possibly the speaker, being himself a person of doubtful character, had acquaintances like himself; if I had given one of them a scare it served him right; only – I did not relish that reference to getting me out of the way. As he said, there had been “more than one try,” though I did not know how he knew it, and I did not desire that there should be another – just yet awhile.


Nearly two years before someone had tried to “get me out of the way” by means of a bomb in the shape of a chocolate bonbon; a shiver would go all over me when sometimes I thought of how narrow my escape had been. It was not the sort of thing one is likely to forget, so when I received that little package, of which I have already spoken twice, I hesitated before I inquired into what it contained.


It had come by post, the address was typed, the postmark Fleet Street, the wrapping coarse brown paper, within was a box of stiff brown cardboard. In the box there were four roses, arranged so as to form a small bouquet. Whether they were real I was not sure, imitations are, nowadays, so exquisitely done. They looked like four lovely Maréchal Niel blooms which had just been taken from the bush, deep golden yellow. It might seem very silly, but I was reluctant to take them out of the box. I raised it to enable me to eye them more closely. They must be real, imitations could not be so perfect. I had a strong impulse, as any woman would have had, to take them out and smell them; it was absurd to be afraid of roses.


I took them out and was advancing them towards my nose, when I saw something gleaming in the very heart of them, something which sprang out towards me. I gave the roses a swift twirl, and something went whirling out of them to the floor, a curiously coloured something which lay for a moment as if stunned, and then began to move across the carpet. About a week before someone had given me a Pomeranian puppy, the queerest, daintiest morsel of living jet. It had been asleep on a cushion. The noise of that thing being thrown to the ground disturbed him. He jumped up. Seeing the thing wriggling across the floor, imagining, I take it, that it was some new plaything, with its funny little bark the puppy dashed towards it. The thing on the floor reared itself, leaped at the puppy, not once or twice, but again and again.


It all happened so quickly that I hardly grasped what was taking place. Then all at once I realized that that simple-minded puppy was being attacked by that hideous little snake which had been contained in my bouquet of roses. When I rushed to its assistance it was already too late. I struck the creature with a poker I had snatched up, and with that one blow killed it; but the puppy was dead.


That was one of the most dreadful moments I have ever known when it was borne in on me that the puppy was actually dead, and how easily its fate might have been mine. I am not fond of snakes; to die from the bite of one – that is not the sort of death I would choose at all. If I had advanced those roses only a few inches nearer that creature would have struck me in the face – the puppy’s fate might have been mine. This was the second time I had been saved from attempted murder by what seemed very like a miracle. If I had not seen through the opera-glass those two men talking in the promenade I should have known no hesitation, I should have at once advanced those roses to my face, as most women would, and I should have been dead.


The whole episode, as may be imagined, set me furiously thinking. When something of the same sort had happened before I had not taken any special pains to discover the guilty party. But this time I had a feeling that it was a sort of challenge, that I was on my mettle; I had got off scot free, but my puppy had been slain, and for that someone should pay dearly. The question I had to put to myself was – who?


As I was casting about in my mind to find an answer, I had what seemed to me at the time to be almost an inspiration, though, as I realized afterwards, it was open to the most commonplace interpretation. I recalled a fragment of a conversation I had seen when crossing on the boat from the Isle of Wight. Two men had been walking up and down, talking together, apparently in undertones and very earnestly. I had been seated. I glanced in their direction while they were still at some distance, but were coming towards me along the deck. One was a shortish man with very fair hair and pink-and-white complexion. It was he who was speaking. He had a slight moustache, which was so fair as to be almost white, and which did not prevent my seeing his lips distinctly; his words came back to me from some forgotten cell in my memory with a vividness which – as I surveyed that dead puppy – almost frightened me. I had paid scarcely any attention to them at the moment; how they had got themselves stored in my brain I had no notion. Now they seemed so apposite.


“Get a man asleep, or unconscious, introduce the proper kind of snake to the proper part of his body, and that man will be dead inside sixty seconds, and I doubt if half a dozen doctors in the world would be able to tell you what had happened. Look at Finchley—”


I remembered that at that point he looked towards me, and, seemingly for the first time, saw that I was there. As he did so he brought himself up with a sudden jerk, put his hand in his companion’s arm, turned him right round, and led him off the upper deck somewhere down below. At the time I was idly amused. The man was a stranger to me; I had no reason to suppose that I was not a stranger to him. Perhaps, conscious that he was talking in rather a curious strain, unwilling to be the object of a stranger’s observation, he had taken himself and his friend away. If I thought about it at all, that was the hazy conclusion I arrived at. But such episodes are so common. I endeavour not to look at people’s faces, since I suffer from a sort of obsession which suggests that, becoming conscious of my glance and the revelation of self which it portends, they remove themselves to where I cannot see them. I more or less vaguely took it for granted that this fair-haired man might be a case in point. I do not remember seeing him again on the boat, or when we landed. I never thought of him again until, all at once, he and his words came back with such terrific suddenness as I was looking at my dead puppy.


He had been speaking of how very easy it was to kill with the proper kind of snake. I had seen that fact illustrated. I wished he had not seen me; I might have heard more. Could the man in the promenade at the music-hall by any chance have been alluding to him? Could he have been the man to whom I had given the fidgets? Experience had taught me that coincidences are the rule rather than the exception, but what an astounding one that would be! And, in any case, why should he have been fidgety because of me?


Then, with the same odd suddenness, something else occurred to me. What was the word he had pronounced when, at sight of me, he stopped short? Was it not Finchley? I was sure that it was Finchley. But if that were so – again, how odd! Were not the newspapers still referring to what they had christened “The Finchley Puzzle”?


A Mr. and Mrs. Le Blanc had lived in a house called The Elms, in Hill Avenue, Finchley. They were elderly folk, of rather eccentric habits – he was a naturalized Frenchman, and she was a Frenchwoman who had not been naturalized. One morning both of them were found dead in bed, each in a separate bedroom. They were alone in the house. They generally kept a French maid, but were for the moment without one. The question was how they died; it came out at the inquest that nobody was able to give a clear explanation. They had died, said the doctors, of shock, but of what sort of shock, and how it chanced to visit them simultaneously, there was the puzzle. The vital organs were fairly healthy, they had no congenital disease, they had been seen together the night before, they were supposed to have retired to bed about ten o’clock; according to the medical evidence about two hours afterwards they were dead. The medical theory was that while they lay asleep in bed something had happened to them of so astounding a nature that both of them were smitten with death. Eminent authorities were called, not one of whom was willing to bind himself to an exact definition. The inquest had dragged on, and finally the jury, acting under the coroner’s direction, had returned what he called an open verdict.


I regretted that that fair-haired man’s discovery of my presence on the boat had caused him to cut his observations short; he might have added something about Finchley which would have shown that the Le Blanc tragedy was not in his mind. I did not say, even to myself, that it was. I picked up that snake, put it back in the box in which it came, concealed in those Maréchal Niel roses, and paid a visit to the Zoological Gardens. I went straight to the snake house, and made inquiry of an attendant if there were anyone about who might be regarded as an authority on its occupants. The chief authority, it seemed, was not there, but I was introduced to an elderly gentleman who, I was told, knew probably as much about snakes as I wanted to know. Opening my box I showed him what was in it. He regarded it with considerable interest, took it out, turned it over and over, examining it closely from tip to tip.


“Where did you get this from?” he asked.


I told him it had come to me that morning through the post.


“Alive?”


“Very much alive,” I said. “I killed it after it had killed my puppy.”


“Your puppy? It might have killed you. I can’t tell you exactly what it is, because I have never seen one quite like it before. There are probably a large number of snakes of which we have no record; I fancy this is one of them. But I can tell you it is one of the Viperidae, and possibly West African. I have never seen one anything like so small before, but I have no doubt that it’s one of that family, and I should say all the more dangerous because it is so small. But I can tell you who might be able to give you information, that’s Dr. George Evans. He is not only an authority on snakes in general, he has made the Viperidae his special study. He doesn’t live very far from here; he is always in and out. Here is his address.” He wrote something on a card. “Although it may seem odd to you, snakes are the things he chiefly lives for, and he’s always glad to see anyone who wants to know something about them.”


I called on Dr. George Evans then and there, with the snake in the box. His house was within a quarter of a mile of the Zoological Gardens. He was at home, and came to see me at once: a big, burly man, with a quantity of grey hair which hung over one side of his forehead like a sort of mane. I told him what I had come about, showing him the snake, and asking what it was. The sight of it affected him in a manner which, by me, was unexpected. His naturally sanguine countenance turned purple.


“Good God!” he exclaimed. “Where did you get that from?” I told him. His surprise seemed to grow. “That thing came to you by post? But, my dear young lady, how came it to do that?” I told him that that I hoped shortly to find out. “You don’t know? What object could an anonymous person have had in sending it to you? I don’t know your name, but, my dear young lady, are you aware that if that dreadful creature had bitten you it would certainly have killed you on the spot?”


I told him how I had escaped being bitten, and how it had killed the puppy. He dropped on to a chair and seemed positively gasping for breath.


“It’s one of the most terrible things of which I ever heard. It almost looks as if someone had designed to do you mischief; but what a terrible means to have chosen!”


I had already felt that myself; as I listened to him I felt it more strongly every moment.


“This is a hitherto quite unknown member of the Viperidae family. It is the smallest I ever met, and what is worse, I believe one of the most deadly. Until a little time back I was the owner of what I supposed to be a unique specimen. It was brought to me from the West Coast of Africa. It killed a native, and then, while trying to escape, got entangled in a quantity of calico which lay upon the ground, in which it was made a prisoner. The man who captured it was a friend of mine, who, knowing my tastes, and being aware that it was something unusual in snakes – although he knew the district well, he himself had never seen one like it before – refused to have it killed. At considerable risk to himself he transferred it to a metal case, in which he brought it home, and in due course presented it to me, and in my keeping it has been until a month ago last Sunday. I had it on the Sunday evening, but on the Monday morning it was gone; and do you know I am half inclined to suspect that the one you have here in this box is the one I had. I cannot see any other solution, since I am convinced that mine was the only specimen of the kind which has been seen in England.”


“How do you account for its getting out of your possession, since it was clearly a very dangerous thing to handle? Do you think that it escaped?”


It struck me that Dr. Evans seemed to be very curiously distressed.


“My dear young lady, that’s – that’s the trouble. I – I’m afraid that it was stolen.”


“Stolen? A thing like that? For what purpose – by whom? I should have thought that an attempt to steal it must have meant death to the thief.”


The doctor got up from his chair, he brushed the mane of hair off his forehead; his manner became what I should have judged to be more normal.


“Exactly; you put the case correctly. Under ordinary circumstances it would have meant sudden death to the thief. Have you no idea who can have sent it to you, not even a remote suspicion? I have not your name. May I ask who you are?”


“I am Judith Lee.” He stared at me hard.


“Not the – the young lady of whose lip-reading capacity I have heard so many tales which seem to me to border on the miraculous?”


“The same. I don’t know what tales you may have heard, but I assure you that there is nothing about me which is in the least miraculous.”


Then I told him all about it – about two men whom I had seen talking in the promenade. He stopped me at once.


“My dear Miss Lee, you say there’s nothing about you that’s the least miraculous, and then you tell me that you followed a conversation between two men who were removed from you by the whole auditorium of a great theatre, and that without hearing a word they said. That seems to me to be a miracle to start with.”


I laughed. “I assure you it is nothing of the kind. I assure you it is simply a question of constant practice. Given ordinary perception, and as much practice as I have had, with the greatest ease you would be able to do just the same.”


“I doubt it. I very gravely doubt it. However, that is by the way; that is a matter about which I should like to have a long talk with you presently. In the meantime, do I understand you to suggest that from what you saw those two men saying you draw the deduction that they may have had something to do with this?” He touched the box in which the snake was.


“Dr. Evans, I am making inquiries. I do not like to draw deductions, I prefer to deal with facts. Will you please to tell me, so far as you can, just how that snake came to pass from your possession? You see what importance anything you may say may have for me, and under the very peculiar circumstances of the case you must have your suspicions.”


“I don’t like suspicions any more than you like deductions, Miss Lee.” He turned quickly towards me. “Do you know anything about snakes?”


“No more than the average person, and you know that that is practically nothing. A little while ago I saw – not heard – a man say something on a boat about a snake, which was news to me. He seemed to hint that an artist in murder might find one rather useful.”


I told him precisely what I had seen. It seemed to me that the doctor’s eyes opened wider as he listened.


“What sort of man was this you saw – not heard?” I described him as well as I could. The doctor’s eyes grew more expansive. He plumped down on his chair again. “And yet you say, Miss Lee, that you are no dealer in the miraculous. What you saw I have heard him say. Because of him I have been suffering what I really believe to be much more than I deserve.”


The doctor looked furtively about the room as if in search of an unseen listener. He went to the door and looked outside; closing it carefully he came towards me with what was very like an air of mystery. He even lowered his voice as if he feared that the very walls had ears.


“Miss Lee, what I am about to say to you I perhaps ought not to say, and in any case I must beg you to let it go no farther. Have I your assurance?” He looked at me with an odd sort of disquietude.


“I tell you quite frankly that I would rather give you no assurance till I know what you are going to say to me.” Perceiving that he was about to speak, I stopped him. “Permit me to explain. You say you know this man who was on the boat; you are probably thinking of telling me something about him. Is it not possible that it may have something to do with this?”


I placed the tip of my finger on the box which contained the snake.


“Well, that was not at the moment in my mind; at least, not quite in that form.”


I had one of those inspirations which do come to me every now and then.


“Has it anything to do with Finchley?”


The bow had been drawn at a venture, but the arrow hit the target; he obviously started. He positively glared at me.


“With Finchley? What – what do you mean by ‘Has it anything to do with Finchley’?”


“I mean what you mean, Dr. Evans. Is it not odd that the same embryonic thought should have taken root in both our minds? That snake was meant to kill me; is it not possible that it killed someone else before it was sent to my address, two persons, say, at Finchley?”


“Miss Lee, what a horrible thought; how you jump at conclusions! I thought you liked to deal with facts?”


“So I do. I am about to deal with them. With your permission, Dr. Evans, we will deal with them together. The same thought in embryo is in both our minds; let’s leave it there. Now, tell me, please, all you know about the man I saw on the boat. I have only to go to the police – I have had a good deal to do with them in my short life – and tell them my suspicions. You will find it more agreeable to answer my questions than theirs. You must see for yourself that I have been in danger of my life, probably from your snake; I think I am entitled to ask you to help me from running a similar risk again.”


When Dr. Evans and I had said all we had to say to each other – and it took us an unconscionably long time – I paid a visit to The Elms, Hill Avenue, Finchley, the residence of the late Mr. and Mrs. Le Blanc. There were certain theories which I wished to test by an actual inspection of the premises. Hill Avenue proved to be a broad, old-fashioned road, in which private houses were interspersed with shops. I walked straight past The Elms – I saw the name on the gate-post as I went – because, just as I reached it, a young lady alighted from a taxicab which had stopped at the gate. There were four more houses, and then a stationer’s shop. As I stopped to look at the window I kept one eye on the young lady who had descended from the taxicab. She was a distinctly pretty young person, about eighteen or nineteen years old, with something about her which told me that she was probably French. She appeared to be in a state of much agitation. From my post of vantage I saw her say to herself, in French—


“Why is the gate locked?” She had tried the handle and found that it refused to yield. “I have never known it locked before. And all the blinds are down. What does it mean?”


An elderly woman came out of the adjoining house.


“Why, Miss Le Blanc,” she exclaimed, “so you have appeared at last? I have been wondering what had become of you.” She stood on the pavement in front of the house with her mouth sufficiently visible to enable me to see what she said. The girl turned towards her; I could see her plainly.


“Oh, Mrs. Green, what is the matter?”


The woman turned more towards her so that her lips were hidden. I had to guess at her words from the other’s reply.


“Dead!” said the girl. “My parents dead!” She seemed to reel. “Since – since when are they dead?”


Again I had to guess at Mrs. Green’s words from her answer.


“How could I know? I have been staying with my friends in different parts of France. My parents do not often write, they are not fond of writing, but when I had no letters from them at all I supposed they had gone astray because of my so often moving about. But when I could get no answers, not even to my telegrams, I began to wonder if anything were wrong. I hurried back to see. I have been staying in a little village where there come no news at all. It is now more than a month since I heard from them, and when I did last hear they were both well. I could not guess that they were dead, I only imagined it was too much trouble to write. I knew they did not like writing, especially when they had nothing to say.”


The girl’s distress was evident; she seemed bewildered by the sudden shock of the news which she had learnt from Mrs. Green, too bewildered to know what to say, think, or do. Mrs. Green said something. I fancy she was urging the girl to come into her house, but before the girl could reply another taxicab drew up in front of the house, from which still another woman alighted. This was a very gorgeous person indeed, very tall and big, dressed in the very latest fashion. The fact that she wore a veil rather obscured her mouth, but I saw enough of it for my purpose. She was all warmth and enthusiasm.


“My dear Freda,” she began. I could fancy the affectionate emotion which was in her voice. “Of all the lucky things, to have come on you like this. You poor, dear darling, to think that you have only just come home – to this! – without the slightest warning of what you were coming to.”


It was, perhaps, small wonder that the girl burst into tears. There was quite a little scene on the pavement. Mrs. Green was apparently urging her to go into her house, a suggestion which the newcomer did not endorse.


“My dear Freda,” she said – if here and there I missed a word because of that veil of hers, I did my best to fill in the hiatuses – “you must come home at once with me. A little bird whispered that you would be here today, so I simply had to come in the hope of catching you. And now that Providence has brought me here in the very nick of time, I am not going to lose sight of you for a single instant. I will tell you everything there is to tell when we get home. If you only knew how anxious Harold has been. Have your luggage put on my cab and we’ll start at once.”


“But can’t I get into my own home?”


“My dear, I believe the police have the keys and they’ve locked the whole place up. When you’ve heard what I have to tell you, you’ll know what it will be best for you to do. Come, let’s lose no more time. Driver, put the young lady’s luggage upon my cab.”


The driver did. The cab, with the gorgeous lady and the girl in it, departed. The other was about to start when I hailed it. The position was developing along unexpected lines. So far as I could recollect there had been no mention at the inquest of a daughter. It seemed terrible that she should come back in this haphazard way from a pleasure jaunt to find both her parents dead, and her own home shut by the police against her. I could quite understand how news from London might never reach a remote French village. I wondered who the lady might be who had turned up at such a very opportune moment. I thought, as I was making investigations of my own, that it might be worth my while to see where that fine lady was taking her. I asked the driver of my cab to keep the other in sight. He did. The vehicle in front took us right across London, but we never lost sight of it; my driver did it very well.


The cab ahead led us to Warwick Gardens, Kensington, stopping before an old-fashioned, detached house, guarded in front, as it were, by lofty iron railings. My cab drove on; the occupants of the other cab got out. My driver took me home. I, at that time, had a flat in Sloane Gardens. I had made a note of the address of the house at which that other cab had stopped. I looked it up in the directory. According to that encyclopaedia of knowledge the tenant’s name was Harold Cleaver. I found the news a little startling. According to Dr. George Evans that was the name of the fair-haired man whom I had seen saying how easy it was to use a snake as an instrument of murder while crossing on the boat from Ryde to Portsmouth. Matters were beginning to take rather a peculiar shape. My search for the person who had sent me that specimen of the Viperidae was taking me where I had never expected to go. I had to collect my thoughts, to put two and two together, from such facts as I had collected to draw – in spite of what I had said to Dr. Evans – my own deductions.


On a certain day Dr. George Evans missed a snake which, the night before, had been in his possession – a very deadly snake. Only a few persons knew that he had it; they knew what a very dangerous thing it was to handle. A few days before, Mr. Harold Cleaver, a well-known taxidermist, had brought back a case of stuffed snakes which he had been preparing under the doctor’s direction for exhibition in a museum of natural history. The doctor had shown him the West African snake. Mr. Cleaver had regarded it with singular interest. It appeared that he knew more about it than the doctor himself. He spoke of some of its peculiarities, pointing out that though it was a very deadly creature, whose bite was instantly fatal, yet it scarcely left any mark, and the poison it had injected into its victim’s body vanished almost directly it had done its work, leaving practically no traces behind


How the snake was taken the doctor was unable to determine. He kept it in a glass case; the case was left, the snake was gone. He thought at first that in some inexplicable way the creature had escaped, and had some very anxious minutes while searching for its whereabouts. After a while he came to the conclusion that its escape, unassisted, was impossible. It is true that the case was found open, but the creature was so small – less than ten inches long – and so slender that it could be concealed in a bouquet consisting of four roses, that the idea that, unaided, it would force the case open was absurd.


The doctor’s ophidians were housed in a sort of conservatory, which was heated by hot air. Close observation led him to suspect that the door which opened into the garden had been tampered with. Since it was extremely unlikely that a thief would care to enter a building which contained such singular inmates, he was content, at night, simply to turn the key in the lock of the outer door. When he looked into the matter he found that the key was missing. He could not remember if he had locked it the previous night, which was Sunday. What had become of the key he could not learn – he never learned. The door was locked; he had to summon a locksmith to open it. It was an ordinary lock, the workman had no trouble in finding another key to fit it. The door was open.


Dr. Evans said nothing about his loss. The members of his household were already sufficiently nervous on the subject of his pets; he had difficulty in getting servants to stay. If he had mentioned that a dangerous snake was missing, quite possibly his staff would have left him on the spot. Snakes are not popular; no maid would like to run the remote risk of finding a particularly deadly specimen between her sheets at night. A few days afterwards Mr. and Mrs. Le Blanc were found dead in their beds. The more Dr. Evans read about the Finchley puzzle, the more uncomfortable he grew. At one time he nearly applied for leave to view the bodies. He had received from his friend a very vivid account of how the negro had looked whom that little snake had slain. He was haunted by a gruesome notion that Mr. and Mrs. Le Blanc would be found to look very much as that black man had done. He remembered what Mr. Cleaver had said about the snake leaving no marks, and the vanishing of all traces of poison from its victim’s body.


Then he told himself it was absurd; the whole notion was too far-fetched. He did not know what had become of his snake; strange things had happened to his specimens before, which he had not plumbed to their deepest depths. How could that missing reptile have played such a prominent part in that Finchley puzzle? So, in spite of his first impulses, he said nothing, and he did nothing, until I appeared upon the scene.


Now I was confronted with the new fact that when they died the Le Blancs were alone in the house, not only because they were without a servant, but also because their daughter was visiting friends in some remote part of France. Somebody must have known of this; quite possibly someone knew her address, yet no communication was made to her until she stumbled on the truth on her return. It also looked as if someone knew that she was coming back. That gorgeous lady had talked about the whisper of a little bird, but little birds do not impart information which enables people to appear on the scene quite so pat as she had done.


There was one new fact, or series of facts; but there was still another, and that was the most curious of all. The gorgeous lady was presumably a relative of Mr. Harold Cleaver; she had actually taken Miss Le Blanc to a house of which he was the tenant.


So, to string facts together, the case stood thus: Mr. Cleaver shows interest in a snake with whose deadly properties he is better acquainted than its owner; that snake vanishes; shortly afterwards two people die in a lonely house without any doctor being able to give an adequate explanation of the cause of death; Dr. George Evans almost applies for permission to view their bodies, but is restrained because there is nothing to show what has become of his snake, because he has no reason to associate his interference with any act of Mr. Cleaver’s, because he has no notion that Mr. Cleaver has any acquaintance with the Le Blancs. Then, all at once, I discovered that he must have some acquaintance with the dead husband and wife, because their only daughter is taken to his house.


There was the man on the boat. He was Mr. Harold Cleaver. Was it not possible that he was the unnamed person whom the man in the promenade had said had the fidgets because he had given himself away to me? Quite possibly he knew very much more about me than I did about him. If, having something on his mind, having said what he did say to his companion on the boat, seeing me, all at once, sitting there and watching him, might he not jump to the conclusion that I was there for a purpose, and that, inadvertently, he had supplied me with the missing clue? He had certainly vanished with remarkable rapidity. Dr. Evans thought he recognized the snake. If it had been used in Hill Avenue, and the man who had used it had afterwards had reason to suspect that I was aware of the fact, might he not, in desperation, have sent it on to me, to do again what it had done at The Elms?


At this point I drew a long breath. Once more events seemed to be shaping themselves after a fashion of which I had never dreamt, as I had learned they had a trick of doing. I might, and probably should, never have concerned myself with the Finchley puzzle had it not been that the criminal’s conscience caused him to make a horrible attempt to destroy a peril which only existed in his own guilty imagination. I should never have touched the business had my hand not been forced in such a fashion. Now that I had been compelled to move I would not stop until I had seen the matter through.


As the day went on I paid another visit to the neighbourhood of Warwick Gardens, certain vague ideas floating through my head which I had a notion to develop. But when I got in sight of the house at which Miss Le Blanc had taken refuge, they went by the board. I had gone by rail to Earl’s Court Station, and from thence had proceeded on foot. As I entered Warwick Gardens I saw an old-fashioned four-wheeler cab approaching, on the top of which was piled a quantity of luggage. A feminine head protruded from the window, giving directions to the driver. It was when I saw that head and that luggage that, all in an instant, an idea came to me. I hastened forward; I stopped the cab; I addressed the feminine head.


“Pardon me, but are you the new maid who is expected at Mr. Cleaver’s?”


“I am,” she said. “I am Eliza Saunders, the new house-parlourmaid. Are you from Mr. Cleaver’s?”


“Will you allow me to get in the cab with you for one moment? I have something to say to you which is of very great importance.”


She allowed me, not too willingly, but she at least offered no active resistance. About an hour afterwards a second four-wheeled cab drew up at the servants’ entrance of Mr. Cleaver’s house, from which I descended. I flatter myself I was a good deal altered. I rang the servants’ bell and announced myself as Eliza Saunders.


“That’s all right,” the maid said. “Come in; we expected you before this.” So I went in.


Presently I was taken to a room upstairs – in the roof – a minute, scantily furnished apartment, in which, if there was only a tiny window, there were two beds.


“That’s for you and me,” said the maid who had answered my ring. “It isn’t a large room, but we at least do have a bed each, and that’s something. You’d better be as quick as you can and come downstairs. Miss Cleaver is sure to want to see you when she comes in.”


I was not afraid of Miss Cleaver. I had learned that she was Mr. Harold’s sister, and that the brother and sister formed the household, together with a Miss Le Blanc, who had arrived earlier in the day as a guest. I had made myself up to resemble the real Eliza Saunders as nearly as I could. I had little doubt that so far as appearance went I should be able to pass muster with the lady; it was from her brother’s keen eyes that I feared detection. I was put to the test almost directly. As I went downstairs there was a knock and ring at the front door, and the maid who was to be my room mate informed me that I should have to answer the door. I answered it, to find on the doorstep the fair-haired man whom I had seen talking on the boat, and, of all persons in the world, the man whom I had seen leaning over the partition in the promenade.


To find myself so suddenly confronting such a pair was rather nerve-shaking. I had not the slightest doubt that together they had planned the attack upon my life, and deemed it extremely probable that if they penetrated my identity I should find myself in a very parlous position. Luckily, neither of them so much as glanced at me. They came into the hall; and both marched off and disappeared through a door which was at the other end of the hall.


“What an escape!” I told myself. I found that I was positively trembling. “Don’t be an idiot,” I added. “How are you going to get even with that pretty pair if you shake at the mere sight of them?”


A few minutes afterwards Miss Cleaver entered by the same door, which I opened to admit her. With her was Miss Le Blanc; apparently they had been out to buy mourning, for the girl was attired from head to foot in black. Miss Cleaver looked me up and down, as I never had been looked at before.


“So you’ve come.” Her manner was distinctly curt. “I thought you were taller and not so thin. I hope you are strong. I will talk to you in the morning; in the meanwhile the housemaid will give you an idea of what your duties are.”


I said nothing; plainly I was not expected to. The two ladies passed up the stairs, and I was left with a feeling that I did not like being talked to in quite that tone. I wondered what the room was into which Mr. Cleaver had vanished with his companion. It might have been by accident that, instead of returning to the kitchen I found myself in what I took to be the drawing-room. It opened into a conservatory, which I entered for purposes of exploration. It was rather spacious; in the centre was a bed which was full of magnificent Maréchal Niel roses. The sight of them gave me quite a shock. Had four of them been sent to me that morning? Proceeding a little farther I came upon a window which looked into a room in which were Mr. Cleaver and the man of the promenade. Had I taken another step they must have seen me. As it was I drew up just in time, where I could see them without their having the faintest notion that they were observed. The man of the promenade was drinking something out of a tumbler. As he removed it from his lips I saw him say—


“Any news of the fair Judith?”


Mr. Cleaver was less courteous.


“Darn her, none; at least, as far as I know.”


“The roses reached her?” The speaker grinned.


“So far as I know, unless something happened to them on the way. In which case, something probably happened to a Post Office official. It would be quite in the order of things if something did. Luck is on her side.”


“I shall believe it if she gets off this time; she certainly can have had no warning, and she couldn’t possibly guess what was in that box, and you say that what was in it was quick enough.”


“No mistake about that; it would probably be at her as soon as she had the lid off; one touch on the hand, wrist, anywhere, would be enough.”


“That young woman has got on your nerves.”


“She has, and she’ll keep there till I’ve got on hers, once and for ever. I doubt if there’s anything I wouldn’t do which would result in wiping her off the face of the earth.”


“I believe you,” said the man of the promenade.


And I believed him also. As I drew away from the window – for the two men had moved, and I had certainly no wish to be discovered at that particular moment – I told myself, not for the first time, that I would not stick at a trifle to dispose of him; my presence there proved it. Shortly afterwards, as I was on the landing of the floor above, the door of that room opened, and the two men came out. Mr. Cleaver himself opened the front door and said goodbye to his companion on the doorstep. When he had gone Mr. Cleaver came upstairs; he went into what I had learnt was his bedroom. I hurried to the apartment half of which was mine, then I hurried down again, bearing in a piece of tissue paper the body of the snake which had sprung at me from among those Maréchal Niel roses. I went into the conservatory; I cut four roses; the French window which opened into the room in which the two men had been sitting was open. I passed through it. On a table in the centre I placed those roses with the snake in full sight on the top of them, and I left it there.


It was perhaps half an hour afterwards when a bell sounded in the kitchen, which I was informed came from Mr. Cleaver’s study, and it was my duty to attend to it. I started to do my duty with my heart beating a little faster than it is wont to do. I knocked at the door, a voice bade me enter. I went in. Mr. Harold Cleaver was dressed for dinner; in his black suit he seemed fairer than ever. It needed but a moment’s glance to see that he was in a state of agitation. A paper was lying on the table in the centre of the room; I wondered if what I had placed there was underneath it.


“Who are you?” he asked.


“I am the new house-parlourmaid, Eliza Saunders.”


“Indeed? Come a little farther into the room, Eliza Saunders, I should like to have a look at you.”


I hesitated. He had his hand on an oblong box. I moved a little farther into the room; we eyed each other. He spoke again.


“Come a little closer, I can’t quite see you.”


I knew better. I vaguely wondered why he kept his hand upon that oblong box, as if it contained something precious. I was not afraid of him; the sight of him seemed to serve as a tonic, to brace me up. He might not know it, but I knew that his hour had come. I went right forward and I lifted the paper off the table. As I had expected, the four roses and the snake were underneath.


“Do you know anything of these?” I asked.


“You are Judith Lee!” he cried. “Of all the sluts—”


“And you,” I told him – I was less afraid than ever – “are the coward who tried this morning to kill me with the same weapon with which you murdered Mr. and Mrs. Le Blanc. Here the weapon is, I have brought it back to you.”


I pointed to the snake. He never took his eyes off my face.


“So you know, do you?”


“I didn’t know when I saw you on the boat coming from Ryde, but you told me this morning when you sent this.” Again I pointed to the snake.


“Did I? That’s how you put it, is it? And now what are you going to do, or what do you think you’re going to do?”


“They know at Scotland Yard that I am here, and on what errand. When I put those roses on the table I sent them a message by your telephone to come here at once. In a very few minutes the officers of the law will be here; they’ll deal with you; they are the only sort of people who can.”


“Are they? Will they? When they come – if they come – they’ll find you dead.”


“I think not.”


“And I am sure. Can’t you see murder in my eyes? You see so many things, can’t you see that? You hell-cat! The man who rids the earth of you will perform a service to humanity. You are everybody’s enemy. By getting rid of you I shall prove myself to be everybody’s friend. I have tried once and failed. I shan’t fail again, this time I’m going to do it.”


“I tell you again that I think not.”


“Don’t you? Then I’ll show you, if there’s time.”


He lifted his arm off the oblong box; the lid flew off; a dreadful-looking head sprang out of it, attached to a sinuous body. A huge snake, as if it had been specially trained, made a rush at me across the table. I had a revolver in the pocket of my apron. As the reptile raised its head, opened its jaws, showed its hideous fangs, I struck it with the weapon. Exactly what I did to it I do not know, I only know that I struck it. It whirled right round. In his eagerness Mr. Cleaver leaned over the table as if to urge it on. As it wheeled the creature seemed to come right against his face. The man gave a strange cry; with both his hands he gripped the reptile by the throat. The serpent seemed to fight the man; it was like a nightmare. I did not know what to do. I dared not fire, I dared do nothing. My eye caught sight of a metal rod which was in a corner of the room. I rushed to it. I hurried back, the rod in my hand, and with all my force I struck the snake. As it seemed in that same instant the man fell to the ground, and the snake, limp, lifeless, broken-backed, fell with him.


Mr. Harold Cleaver was dead. The cobra had struck him again and again when once would have been sufficient. The death which he had meant for me was his.


I telephoned to Dr. George Evans, who arrived almost as soon as Inspector Ellis from Scotland Yard. A medical man was already there. There was no necessity for him to declare the cause of death, it was self-evident. Dr. Evans informed us that that particular cobra was almost as dangerous a plaything as that other specimen of the Viperidae. It had once belonged to him. Acceding to his reiterated requests, he had sold it to Cleaver on the understanding that he was going to destroy it and stuff it, and dispose of it in the ordinary way of business.


For what seemed to me to be obvious reasons, nothing was ever made public. We had no positive proof, but there was a very strong presumption that Mr. Harold Cleaver had killed the Le Blancs. He had what probably appeared to him to be sufficient motives. Old Le Blanc was by way of being a usurer; Cleaver owed him a considerable sum; he was pressing for payment; Cleaver was in no position to pay. Cleaver knew that both the Le Blancs had made wills leaving all they possessed to their daughter. He had made surreptitious love to Freda Le Blanc, who, a simple-minded girl, had in a way encouraged him. After a fashion they were engaged – in secret. It was old Le Blanc’s discovery of the engagement which had caused him to put pressure on Cleaver, and to send his daughter away to friends in France, which action on his part brought about Cleaver’s opportunity.


No doubt he stole the doctor’s snake, which was of so small a size that it was easy to carry in his pocket; no doubt that with it in his pocket he gained entry to The Elms; no doubt he used it to slay both the husband and the wife; he thought that with the father and mother both dead – safely dead – he would be able to marry their daughter and sole heiress, and all that they possessed would be his.


Freda Le Blanc went with her fortune to France – to her relatives. I do not think she has any suspicion of how her parents came to die. The shock of her lover’s death had been a great blow to her. She had no notion that it had been his intention to kill me.


The entire episode was still another illustration of the power which conscience has. If, on the Ryde boat, a suddenly startled conscience had not caused him to behave in a fashion which caught my attention, if the same pricking conscience had not prompted him to send me that message of death, I should not have been aware even of his existence. It would scarcely be speaking figuratively if one said that his conscience slew him.







Two Words







It was at a dinner party given by the Prices in Gloucester Terrace. I was taken in by a tall, grey-headed man, whose name I had not caught, but who I was rather disposed to think was a doctor, until he said, as the entrée was being served – “I don’t know if you know who I am, Miss Lee. I know who you are very well.”


“Do you? I am afraid I am more ignorant. I do not even know your name.”


“I am Philip Collier. Does the name convey anything to you?”


“Philip Collier! Isn’t there a lawyer of that name?”


“There is, and I am he. You, Miss Lee, are the victim of a plot. I begged Mrs. Price to give me an opportunity of meeting you, and this is the opportunity she has given me.”


“I suppose you expect me to say you flatter me. Was there any particular reason why you wished to meet me, Mr. Collier?”


“There was – a very particular reason. You are the wonderful person who, having eyes as well as ears, can see what people are saying by watching the words as they form upon their lips. I can fancy, Miss Lee, that such a gift is not an unmixed blessing.”


“It is not; quite the contrary. I often see things said which I would much rather not see, which the speakers, if they had guessed I should see, would much rather have left unsaid.”


“I can believe it. I suppose, without using your ears, you could tell what everyone was saying by merely glancing round the table?”


“Exactly. Which explains why, at a dinner party, I often keep my eyes upon my plate.”


“I wish you would exercise your gift for me; because, on the other hand, there must be occasions on which you can render priceless services, not only to individuals, but to society at large. If you will allow me, I can offer you such an occasion.”


“Do you want me to look round the table and report what everyone is saying?”


“Not at all. Have you heard of the Blindley Heath mystery?”


“I do read the newspapers, Mr. Collier.”


“Then, since it has been their chief item of news during the last few days, you have probably heard a great deal more about it than is true. You know that the police have arrested Charles Sinclair – that they charge him with Gerald Tansley’s murder?”


“I have already told you, Mr. Collier, that I do read the newspapers. I am aware that he has already been three times before the magistrates, and now I recollect that you are acting as his solicitor – if you are Philip Collier.”


“Charles Sinclair is much more than a client, Miss Lee. His father was one of my best friends, his mother is a sort of second cousin, and I like the youngster himself.”


“He is quite young?”


“He is twenty-five; he made his first appearance before the magistrates on his birthday. Then, he is engaged to the daughter of another dear friend, Gertrude Alloway; and, what is not of the least importance, I am absolutely convinced of his complete innocence.”


“That is not precisely the impression the evidence which has been given, so far, before the magistrates conveys to the public mind.”


“I know. I don’t deny for a second that matters, so far as they’ve gone, look bad. I wonder if I can enlist your sympathy on his behalf, Miss Lee? It is because I should so much like to do so that I was so anxious to meet you – so now the murder’s out.”


I was more than a little astonished. I told him so.


“What do you take me for, Mr. Collier? A professional detective, or what? I am a teacher of the deaf and dumb; I take the profoundest interest in my profession. My interests in it are so wide that they occupy all my time. I pass not only from city to city, but from country to country, engaged – much deeper than I ever meant to be – in a perpetual propaganda. Last month I was in Madeira, last week in Paris; next month I go to New York, then to Chicago – instructing people how to teach the dumb to speak. I am continually in receipt of requests like yours, Mr. Collier. I am not quite sure that it was altogether fair of Mrs. Price to ask me here to dine if she knew what was in store for me. I have read, in common with the rest of the world, about the Blindley Heath mystery, and how Charles Sinclair has become associated with it, but I really don’t think, Mr. Collier, that I care to have anything to do with it, except in the newspapers. I have already one or two matters on hand, besides my ordinary daily work, which just now engrosses all my time and energy. What is this we are eating, Mr. Collier? I can’t make up my mind.”


My right-hand neighbour kept silent while I consulted the menu. Then he asked—


“Am I to accept that answer as final, Miss Lee? Won’t you allow me at least to state the grounds on which I solicit your sympathy?”


“I would rather you didn’t. How much sympathy do you suppose I have? Sometimes I receive more than a dozen appeals to it in the course of a single day; probably seventy or eighty a week. If I were to listen to them all I should be dead, or mad; so I shut my ears and close my eyes and pay no attention to them at all. I have to, in self-defence. I see we are supposed to be eating some preparation of sweetbread, but I don’t recognize it in the least – do you?”


“I never, on principle, make inquiries into what I am eating; so long as it is palatable I am content. I will try to be content now.”


His last words were spoken with an emphasis which I understood: he meant that he was willing to accept as final my refusal to allow my sympathies to be actively enlisted on behalf of Charles Sinclair, and was prepared to be as content as circumstances permitted. I heard not another word that night about the Blindley Heath mystery, and for the next few days took it for granted that, so far as I was concerned, the matter was closed. Then I was, I will put it, the victim of rather a curious incident.


I was considering a telegram which I had just received to say that my presence was urgently required at a conference dealing with certain pathological aspects of the deaf and dumb, which was taking place in Berlin, when a maid entered to inform me that a lady – a stranger – had called to see me on very important business, and begged that I would see her, if for a few minutes only. I hesitated; then, having listened to the maid’s description of the visitor, said yes. A young girl came in, well and quietly dressed, whose appearance prepossessed me in her favour, although the strained look which was on her face suggested that she was suffering from some great mental trouble. Directly she entered she drew herself straight up and announced, as if defiantly—


“I am Gertrude Alloway.” I was aware that I had heard the name before, though for the moment I could not place it. “I have come to entreat you to – to save my lover.”


As, with a break in her voice at the end of her sentence, she made that remarkable statement, it all came back to me. Gertrude Alloway? Of course! She was the young woman who – so Mr. Philip Collier had told me – was engaged to be married to Charles Sinclair, the young man who was charged with having murdered Gerald Tansley in his house at Blindley Heath. It looked as though I had been made the object of another little plot. A feeling of resentment rose within me. I stood up.


“I believe I know who you are, Miss Alloway, and while regretting—”


She cut me short, holding out her hands toward me with a gesture of earnest appeal.


“Please hear me for a moment, Miss Lee, before you refuse. Please do.” I could not help myself; she went on so rapidly that for some moments I seemed to have no chance of interposing. “This was to have been my wedding day – my wedding day! It was settled months ago. Now, instead of standing at the altar with me, the man I was to have married is in jail. And he’s as innocent of wrongdoing as the most innocent child – however appearances may seem to be against him, I am sure of it. Charles is sometimes hot-tempered – the best of us are sometimes that. He thought Gerald Tansley was not using him well. He quarrelled with him that night, but he never touched him. When Charles left him, Mr. Tansley was as well as he ever was. And as for Charles having taken anything from his house, the idea is too absurd. Such a judge of character as you are, if you knew him I am sure you would see that written on his face. They were associated in all sorts of inventions – although Charles had more than once suspected Mr. Tansley of sharp practice. The subject of their quarrel was an aeroplane, one which could move in any direction, regardless of wind, or storm, or anything, just as easily as if it were on land. The original idea came from Charles, but they were perfecting it together. I beg you to let me tell you—”


I had to stop her. There was a clock upon the mantel, and that telegram from Berlin in my hand. She might go on for hours, for all I knew. If I went at all, it would have to be directly; I told her so.


“Whatever you may have to tell me, Miss Alloway, I cannot possibly listen to you now. I have to leave for Berlin in less than an hour. Before I go I have all these letters to answer, and there is nothing ready.”


Her face fell; she went white. As she clasped her hands I could see that she trembled. Stammering words came from her quivering lips.


“I – I – I – had hoped so much – and you won’t listen.”


“My dear Miss Alloway, it isn’t a question of won’t, but of can’t. I leave for Berlin at once; I arrive there tomorrow; I stay, probably, two days, perhaps three. Directly the business on which I am going is done, I return. I ought to be back here certainly within a week. If at the end of that time you are still of opinion that any good can be gained by my listening to what you have to say, I shall be to that extent at your service. But I tell you frankly, as I hinted to Mr. Philip Collier, that I know of no reason why I should intervene in this case any more than in fifty others like it, and I think it highly probable that I should not be in the least disposed to do so after I had heard all that you may have to say.”


That girl’s face haunted me all the way to Berlin. I had seen many sad faces in my life; there must have been a special quality on hers which struck a sympathetic chord. It certainly was not nice to think that her wedding day should have had to be postponed for such a very unpleasant cause; on the other hand, if it should happen that Mr. Charles Sinclair was more guilty than she supposed – and her eyes were likely to be prejudiced – then she was really more fortunate than might appear on the surface.


That Berlin conference was very exciting – at least, to me. Every second of my time was occupied for three days instead of two. When, at the close of the third day, the proceedings were terminated and everyone was leaving, my thoughts could scarcely have been farther removed from Miss Gertrude Alloway and her affairs – till, all in an instant, they were brought back to her in a fashion which affected me more than I should have cared to admit. A big, brawny, broad-chested man was leaving the room – I suppose my eyes had singled him out because of his physique – when he was accosted by a grey-haired individual who was almost as small as the other was big. They only exchanged three or four short sentences, and, my attention being really occupied elsewhere, they would have gone unnoticed had it not been that all at once two words caught my glance. They were spoken by the bigger and younger man to the smaller and elder. They came at the end of a sentence which I had not caught, and apparently referred to some subject of which they had been speaking. “Blindley Heath” – those were the two words. Having uttered them to complete his sentence, the young man nodded, strode out of the room, and the elder returned to a group of persons with whom he seemed to be intimately acquainted. For an instant I could not have said what the two words “Blindley Heath” conveyed to my mind; then it came to me with a rush: the cause célèbre which was the topic of the hour in England. The mysterious death of Gerald Tansley; the accusation of Charles Sinclair; Mrs. Price’s dinner party; Philip Collier’s little plot; Gertrude Alloway – all these were associated in my mind with the two words “Blindley Heath.” How came those two words to have been spoken in that room?


I had never been to Blindley Heath in my life, but I knew it was a remote Surrey common, on what I understood was the best road for motorists from London to Eastbourne. That big young man was undoubtedly a German. I turned to an acquaintance to make sure of the other.


“You see that short, grey-haired man who is talking to the stout man with the glasses – do you know who he is?”


“That is Major Schrattenholtz, whose position in the army, it is understood, is, so to speak, much higher than his rank. He is entrusted with many delicate affairs.”


My informant told me various things about Major Schrattenholtz which set me thinking. I should have liked to go up and ask him what he knew about Blindley Heath, but time pressed, and I had to do several things before attiring myself for the banquet which was to be offered as a compliment to certain persons who had been present at the conference. After the banquet there was a reception, which was attended by all sorts of eminent personalities of both sexes resident in Berlin. Among the first persons I particularly noticed after my entry on the scene was the big young man of the afternoon. Major Schrattenholtz had been at the banquet. He was at the reception, in a dark blue uniform which made him look smaller than ever, when there advanced towards him a striking figure in the gorgeous uniform of some cavalry regiment, the big young man. I could see both perfectly from where I was, and I watched attentively each word they uttered. They did not say much, but to me each syllable of what they did say was pregnant with meaning.


Clearly it was a rendezvous – possibly the appointment had been made that afternoon. They, of course, spoke in German, but as I know that language about as well as I do my own, and had expressly gone to Berlin to make a few remarks on the peculiar structure of certain German words with reference to the oral instruction of German deaf and dumb children, I found no difficulty whatever in following what those two gentlemen said. To begin with, the big man produced from the sleeve of his coat something which was wrapped in what looked to me like oiled silk. This the major transferred to the same part of his attire – so quickly that only those who were watching closely would have noticed that anything passed between them. As he slipped the package up his sleeve I saw the major whisper—


“You have examined it?”


To which the big man replied also in a whisper; they spoke in whispers throughout; evidently they wanted to keep what they were saying to themselves, and were sublimely unconscious of what a dangerous person – from their point of view – was present in the shape of a black-haired young woman who wore a biscuit-coloured frock.


“Closely; it is all right. I believe it to be not very far from perfection for its purpose – certainly better than ours. I am sorry it should have cost so much.”


Replying, Major Schrattenholtz put into German a proverb which was originally French.


“‘You cannot make omelets without breaking eggs.’ Besides, is it so sure that it is a misfortune” – he glanced about him as if fearful that his faint whisper might be overheard – “that he is dead? If this other one also dies, as from the latest advices seems likely, then the secret will be ours only. I fancy it will prove to be worth a great deal more than it cost, even if you appraise the cost from the sentimental point of view. That will do. Adieu.”


The big young man was curtly dismissed. Major Schrattenholtz, with that package up his sleeve, passed on; the other was left to do as he liked. A few minutes afterwards I was introduced to a gentleman with whose family I already had some acquaintance – Captain Otto von Arnheim, who was himself in a cavalry regiment, an extremely good-looking young fellow; I thought how well his uniform became him. Presently I saw the big young man crossing the room with a lady at his side.


“Do you know who that is?” I asked my new acquaintance.


“Perfectly well. That is Gustav von Hertzheim, a particular friend of my own. He is in the aviation department, and has done some very wonderful things.”


“But I thought from his uniform that he was in a cavalry regiment, like you.”


“So he is; but with us one is often detached from one’s regiment and detailed for special work. Gustav is becoming quite an authority on flight. Last month a cousin of mine was married to his sister.”


“And was – this gentleman present at the wedding?”


“Of course he was. Since his father is dead he was his sister’s chief supporter.”


“Last month? Let me see, this is July; that was June. Do you happen to remember what day of the month the wedding was?”


“Very well. It was the fifth. I have good reason to remember it, because that same evening my horse put its foot in a hole and cut a knee. It was a Monday – the end of the fine weather. A thunder-storm came that same night, and it seems to have been raining ever since. Of what are you thinking? You look as if you had a great deal on your mind.”


I had at the moment, though, after so brief an acquaintance, his question was perhaps a trifle impertinent. I was trying to think what was the date on which Gerald Tansley had been found dead in his house on Blindley Heath. I knew it was at the beginning of last month. Captain von Arnheim’s statement that the fifth had been a Monday placed it at once. It had been a Sunday; it must have been the fourth – the first Sunday in June – somewhere in the middle of the night, possibly on the early morning of the fifth. And on June the fifth Captain Gustav von Hertzheim had been in Berlin and present at the marriage of his sister.


“What time of the day,” I asked, “do marriages generally take place in Berlin?”


“Pretty nearly all times. My cousin, if you are thinking of him, was married in the morning, quite early, about eleven o’clock; but not in Berlin, in Cologne – they have a house there. They had to catch the afternoon train to Switzerland, to which, in English fashion, they were going for their honeymoon.”


“Then you do sometimes have honeymoons in Germany?”


He told me all about it, and while I seemed to listen I was thinking that before eleven o’clock on the morning of Monday, June the fifth, Herr Gustav von Hertzheim was in Cologne.


The following day I left Berlin, returning via Brussels, where I stayed the night with some friends who had journeyed with me. The next day I went straight on to town, where for the next three days I had scarcely time to breathe, so engrossed was I with a hundred things that had to be done upon the instant. During my absence the affair of the Blindley Heath mystery had dragged itself to an end, so far as the magistrates were concerned: Charles Sinclair had been sent for trial. Public opinion already judged him guilty. It was a conversation which I saw taking place in a railway carriage between three men who spoke to each other in whispers, each of whom declared himself to be of opinion that Sinclair was guilty, which brought back to me the anguished face of Gertrude Alloway and certain memories of Captain von Hertzheim and Major Schrattenholtz. The following afternoon I paid a visit to Blindley Heath.


The weather was July at its best; under such a sky I thought the heath looked lovely – it was a common, by the way, rather than what I understand by a heath. Right at one side was one of those old houses which are much better to look at than to live in. I imagine that people take them because, seen under a blue sky, they are so picturesque; then, when the rains and storms of winter come, wish they had not, because they are so ill-lighted, ill-drained, and in every respect so inconvenient. The house stood in the midst of a good-sized, old-fashioned garden which, it struck me, was in imminent need of a gardener’s care, and the garden was surrounded by a tall, ill-kept hedge.


In this delectable abode, remote from the habitation of man – the nearest cottage was a mile away – Gerald Tansley had dwelt, to all intents and purposes, alone. Servants refused to stop with him; they came and went. He tried to keep a cook and a couple of housemaids, but tried in vain. For various reasons no good servant could be induced to stay with him. On Sunday, the fourth of June, his only domestic was a Mrs. Keith, the wife of a labourer who dwelt in a cottage rather more than a mile away, who came in by the day to “do” for him. On that day she left at five o’clock; after that hour the only person who was known to have seen him alive was Charles Sinclair. When Mrs. Keith came on Monday morning she found doors and windows open, and Gerald Tansley lying dead on his study floor.


Inquiries which were set on foot elicited the fact that persons passing the night before had heard the sound of voices in the house raised in angry tones as of persons quarrelling. James Reid, a young country lout, stated that he was passing there a little before ten, when he heard the most dreadful language coming from the house on the other side of the hedge – and not only bad language, but the sound of blows. He admitted that he was so afraid that he did not dare to stop, but went hastening on. An aged man, Isaac Denman, at about the same time, had seen someone rushing out of the gate, and tearing across the heath as if for life. From the nearest railway station, three miles off, on a Sunday night the last train for London left at ten twenty-five. Among the passengers that night was a man without a hat, who arrived at the station in such a condition of heat and disorder that he was the observed of all observers. A hat had been found on the floor close to where the dead man was lying, the lining of which was stained with blood. The presumption was that it belonged to the man who had been heard quarrelling with Gerald Tansley, who had been seen flying across the heath, and afterwards, still half beside himself with excitement, at the local station. He was searched for and found: he proved to be Charles Sinclair.


He made a statement, when arrested, which was not so satisfactory as it might have been. He admitted that he was the person who had been heard quarrelling with Gerald Tansley, but he stated that when he left him Gerald Tansley was still alive. He had heard through the newspapers of his death, but had remained in the background for the simple reason that his tragic end had had nothing to do with him. Further investigations had by no means established the certainty of this. One piece of incriminating evidence was produced after another. His solicitor, Philip Collier, had professed to me his belief in his innocence, and his sweetheart, Gertrude Alloway; these were prejudiced persons. All the rest of the world seemed persuaded of his guilt. It seemed extremely likely, if no fresh evidence turned up, that the jury at the trial would find him guilty, and that he would be hanged.


It so happened, however, that on the subject of the guilt or innocence of Charles Sinclair I had theories of my own, which I had journeyed down to Blindley Heath to investigate.


After I had gone over the house – where I learnt nothing except that it was the kind of house in which I would rather not live – I passed on to the heath and looked about me. I spied at a little distance a man who was working on the road which bisected it. Him I accosted, and from him I learnt in a few moments all that I wanted.


He told me that he lodged at a little cottage at the other side of the common. He had given no evidence in the mystery case because he had none to give, but he remembered very well the night of the fourth of June; it was imprinted upon his memory because twice in the course of the night he had been woke up by a motorcar. He had never heard such a noisy motorcar on Blindley Heath before. I pricked up my ears at this. He was disturbed for the first time about midnight – he “never did hear such a noise as that there thing did make.” He must have dozed off again, and in the course of another hour or so, as well as he could judge, he was disturbed again – “that there motorcar was making more noise nor ever.” He did not sleep again; his night’s rest was ruined, and, since he generally slept like a top, that was something he resented. There were motorcars about there, he said, plenty of them, but he never did hear one make a noise like that. He heard it coming from afar, so he declared, then he heard it long after it had started. His impression was that the car had pulled up somewhere on the common. As evidence in support of his idea, he took me to a spot where the ground was all cut up, gorse and brambles being torn right out of the ground. He believed the “dratted thing” had come off the road and stopped there. He had noticed the place on the Monday morning, and had picked up a piece of paper which had been caught in one of the uprooted brambles. He had it on him then. He took a metal tobacco box out of his pocket, and from it a sheet of fine tissue paper, which was neatly folded so as to fit into the lid. When I opened it and saw what it was, my heart seemed to give quite a jump: that sheet of tissue paper was quite a compliment to my powers of perception. To my mind it proved the theory I had formed up to the hilt.


I asked the road mender if I might have it for half a crown. He hesitated as if surprised at the largeness of my offer, then said that I might and welcome. He added that he could not make head nor tail of what was on it, and did not know that it was worth anything to anyone. He had just kept it because he had found it on that particular spot.


I returned to London, having learned even more than I had hoped, and spent that night in consideration. In the morning I had arrived at a resolution. Daniel Fletcher was acting in the case of the Blindley Heath mystery as solicitor for the Crown. He was by way of being a particular friend of mine; I had found him one of the most interesting men I knew. After breakfast I telephoned to him at his offices in Lincoln’s Inn Fields to ask when was the earliest moment at which I could see him. In consequence of the answer I received, shortly afterwards I was sitting in a great big, old-fashioned room, with Daniel Fletcher on one side of a great writing-table and myself on the other.


“I haven’t come here on business,” I told him. “What I am going to say is between ourselves.”


His eyes twinkled. What he lacked in height he made up in breadth. In the huge head, set on a short neck between broad shoulders, were a pair of the most curious eyes I knew.


“You pay me an unexpected compliment,” he replied, “in making me the subject of a confidence which is to go no farther than ourselves; you who are the most secretive soul alive.”


“I am not secretive, as I have told you before.” It was a subject which we had discussed again and again, and on which he was more outspoken than polite. “I have not come to wrangle; I have come to say something and go.”


“That’s right – speak and be off. Don’t stay a moment longer than you can help in a solicitor’s musty office. And I hoped that you would lunch with me.”


“I can’t. I will some other day, but this morning it is impossible.”


“Mention the day on which it will be possible; I’ll make a note of it.”


He had a pencil in his hand, with which he was about to write something on a pad. I ignored his suggestion.


“You have charge of the case against Charles Sinclair in that affair at Blindley Heath.”


“It’s in the papers; what is in them is sometimes true.”


“He is innocent – of the death of Gerald Tansley.”


The twinkle died out of his eyes, giving place to a light of quite a different kind. He watched me. It was some seconds before he spoke.


“You are sure of that? I ask you, although I know you would not say so unless you were, you being one of the few women who appreciate the meaning of words.”


“The average woman appreciates them better than the average man. However, you happen to be right when you say that I should not say such a thing if I were not sure.”


I told him of the two words which I had seen the big young man utter as he was quitting the conference room at Berlin; of the brief sentences he had exchanged with Major Schrattenholtz in the evening; of the package which had passed from one to the other; of my visit to Blindley Heath; and of the piece of paper which the road mender had found entangled in the brambles. That sheet of paper I laid on the table in front of Mr. Fletcher. He examined it carefully, then leaned back in his chair and looked at me.


“I wonder if you are aware what a wonderful gift this is of yours? I fancy sometimes that your very familiarity with it has bred something like contempt. To me it is a constant marvel. The whole machinery of the law is put into action, goes lumbering along; after great cost of time and labour it takes things very little farther than they were at the beginning. Then, with those seer’s eyes of yours, you glance round a crowded room, see a man pronouncing a couple of words, and what the whole resources of civilization fail to accomplish is done in a twinkling – the mystery is solved. After those remarks of mine you will not be surprised to learn that I think it quite possible this is the key to the whole thing.” He flicked that sheet of tissue paper. “The thing is, how are we going to prove it? As you are aware, in a case like this assumptions, or presumptions, go for nothing. We want cold facts. Can you get them?”


I told him that I thought I could, and how. He positively beamed. I do not understand why Daniel Fletcher always seems to find me so amusing.


“Do you know,” he exclaimed, “why I believe I like you? Because you remind me of those plays of which I was so fond in my youth and the likes of which one sees so seldom nowadays – you are so full of surprises. That most surprising notion of yours is not only a first-rate joke, it’s both practical and practicable. As an assistant, count me in. Let me know when my services are required, and they’re yours to command. Only please to bear in mind that time is of the first importance, and to be of use your friend must be brought to the scratch at once.”


“I think I may promise that he will; probably the day after tomorrow.”


“And if he declines to be brought to the scratch – what then?”


“He won’t.” I had risen from my chair, and was refolding that sheet of tissue paper. “This” – I held up the sheet of paper – “puts him in the hollow of my hand. You’ll see.”


“I hope I shall – and soon. Now how about that lunch? I’ll give you quite a banquet.”


“Thank you, I don’t like banquets in the middle of the day. Then it is agreed that you fall in with any arrangements which I may make?”


On that understanding we parted, and one of the first things I saw when I got into the street was a newspaper-boy with a placard held in front of him on which was printed in thick black letters “The Blindley Heath Mystery. Fresh Developments.” Although I was becoming much more interested than I had meant to be in that so-called mystery, I was not in the least interested in that paper’s promise of fresh developments. I wondered what its editor would say if I walked into his office, told him certain things, and placed before him that sheet of tissue paper with leave to print it. He would then indeed be able to appeal to the public on the grounds of “Fresh Developments.” His presses would be hard put to it to turn out copies fast enough for people to buy.


When I returned to my rooms I penned a letter to Captain Gustav von Hertzheim, which I sent to him at an address which I had procured before leaving Berlin – the rough copy I made for that letter had to be re-written perhaps half a dozen times before I arrived at the epistle which finally went. When I had stamped and posted it the only thing I could do in the matter was to await events. Everything went as I had expected. Captain von Hertzheim could not have received the letter before the evening post on the following day, yet on the evening of that same day I received a telegram to say that he would be in England on the evening of the day following – he would be with me about eleven o’clock.


Clearly the moment he had received my epistle the captain’s mind was made up. He must have gone straight off to send that wire, and then made haste to catch the Nord Express, which left the Schlesischer Bahnhof at 10.45. Possibly it was not necessary for him to go through any formalities in the matter of taking leave, but where the call, as he deemed, was sufficiently urgent he could go and come as he pleased. That call of mine was possibly the most urgent he had ever received in the course of his official life; an instant answer was the only way in which he could possibly save the situation. I went to bed that night realizing that a very important person in the German military service was speeding across Europe as fast as express trains could carry him, bringing with him the explanation of what had happened that Sunday night in that remote corner of a Surrey common.


On the following night it was considerably past eleven when a knock at the outer door of my flat in Sloane Gardens announced that the expected visitor had arrived. It was an uncanonical hour for a single woman to receive a visit from a solitary man, but the porter below, having been apprised of what was about to happen, was prepared for his coming, and everything was in readiness for the traveller who had come with such flattering speed to see me.


Captain von Hertzheim was admitted by my maid. I stood up as he came in. He slightly inclined his head, and we remained for some seconds observing each other; he was casting about in his mind for a clue which would tell him where he had seen me before. He was attired in a long grey coat which covered him from head to foot. It became him very well; I thought what a fine figure of a man he looked. As regards his face, he was a trifle coarse-featured, as young Germans of his stamp are inclined to be, but there was strength in every line. He addressed me at last in English which was marked by only a slight accent.


“You are Miss Lee?” I nodded an affirmative. “I have a good memory for faces – I do not remember to have seen you before.” I remained silent. “Where have I seen you before? Where have you seen me?”


“That is not a point which matters. Captain von Hertzheim, you were in England on the night of June the fourth.”


“How do you know that? Who told you? June the fourth? Let me remember. Was that not a Sunday?” Unbuttoning his paletot, he took a notebook from a pocket of the coat beneath. He consulted its pages. “June the fourth; that was a Sunday. I find that on that evening I supped with my regiment. On the next day, Monday, was the marriage of my sister Bertha, at which I assisted. How, then, please, can I have been in England on the night of June the fourth?”


“You flew here – from Cologne, where, on your return on the Monday, your sister was married.”


He did not start – he was not that kind of person; if anything, he grew more rigid, but there was a something in his eyes which suggested that if he had had me in some place where interruption was not to be feared I might have been subjected to some very singular usage. His tone was peremptory; he might have been reprimanding an awkward squad.


“What absurdity is this? Who put such ideas into your head? How can one fly from Cologne to England and back in the course of a single night?”


“You can tell me better than I can you, since you did it. I have a notion, Captain von Hertzheim, that it may have been rather by way of a trial flight. You may have had a new aeroplane with which you desired to experiment – one which was built for long flights at high speed.” I could see by a look which was on his face that I had hit on the truth. “You supped with your regiment – good; sometimes one sups early in Cologne – perhaps you had finished by eight. You went quickly to the flying-ground, where you had previously seen that everything was in readiness. Soon after eight the new aeroplane was two thousand feet up in the air. Was that not so? You do not answer in words, but, all the same, you answer. From Cologne to London, as the crow flies, is rather over three hundred miles. You must have known your way very well. I am inclined to think that it was not the first time you had flown the course; I dare say a great many flights take place at night of which the world hears nothing. That branch of the secret service to which you belong, Captain von Hertzheim, has no doubt its own way of doing things. You flew fast; that new aeroplane was specially built for speed. Your objective was not London, but – Blindley Heath.”


I paused. One could see he was annoyed. He glanced round the room, using language which was not becoming from a gentleman to a lady.


“Who are you? How do you happen to have become acquainted with the things you pretend to know? You talk nonsense, nothing but lies!”


I paid no attention to his annoyance or even to his discourtesy; I went quietly on. As I continued, his imperturbability, which was part of the discipline which had been drilled into him, became decidedly less.


“In a remote house on Blindley Heath resided one Gerald Tansley. You know all about it, Captain von Hertzheim, probably better than I do; I am only recalling certain facts to your memory. Mr. Tansley was an inventor whose attention at the moment was concentrated on aeroplanes. He had been in communication with the German Secret Service Department, of which you are so distinguished a member. He had offered to sell the patent of a new aeroplane which would manoeuvre so quickly, was so steady, and was so little affected by climatic conditions that it promised to be an almost ideal weapon of war. Of that you, and your superiors also, were convinced. The negotiations reached a certain point, then there came a hitch; they threatened to come to nothing. Since the matter had been entrusted to your hands, that would be for you a very serious state of affairs. In Germany, in such a matter, failure is regarded as almost an offence. You were expressly informed by Major Schrattenholtz, the superior officer to whom you were directly responsible, that if the affair did fall through there would be a black mark against your name.”


He positively approached a state of agitation. His language was even worse than before.


“How in the name of all that’s damnable do you come to know all this? It is impossible that anyone could know it – impossible! You are amusing yourself with a tissue of inventions. There is no living creature who could have breathed a word of what you talk about – not one.”


When he paused I went on—


“You dropped a hint to Major Schrattenholtz of what it was you proposed to do. In return he gave you a look which you took to mean approval if you were successful.”


“Clearly you talk balderdash. No one could have told you that.”


“So you went at a hundred and fifty miles an hour through the air that Sunday night – what sort of machine it was which carried enough petrol to take you there and back I do not understand. Even if you carried a Swift compass and knew your way very well, you still must be an excellent pilot, because you alighted within two hundred yards of Mr. Tansley’s house, coming down rather badly. In alighting you not only cut up the ground, but tore up the bushes and brambles.”


“How the devil do you know that? How the devil!”


All at once the German guttural accent showed very clearly in his speech. He actually banged his clenched fist on my table within two feet of my nose.


“You hurried into Mr. Tansley, who had not yet gone to bed, and who must have been very surprised to see you, and there ensued an angry scene. When you went you left him lying dead on the floor, and you took with you the plans of that aeroplane. I doubt if you paid him for them; possibly, since he was dead, you did not think it necessary. In England killing is murder, even when a distinguished officer kills an insignificant civilian. Don’t you know that, Captain von Hertzheim?”


His answer was to go to the door through which he had entered, and then stand confused.


“There is no key in that lock. It was removed before you came, with the express intention of preventing your making it fast against intrusion. The folding doors on the other side of those hangings at which you are glaring open into my bedroom. The door is unlocked; I don’t see how I can prevent your seeing who is on the other side. What good do you suppose you would gain by doing so? I have brought you here for a particular purpose.”


“Then what is contained in this letter is false?”


He held out a sheet of paper which I knew very well.


“Not necessarily, by any means. Like your new aeroplane, you move almost too quickly. Are you aware that Gerald Tansley had a partner?”


“I am aware of nothing, of nothing – you understand, of nothing!”


“That is the attitude you propose to take up. I see. Before we part you may change it. You are aware that Mr. Tansley had a partner. You are also aware that it was because of his partner that he hesitated about accepting the German offer for the plans of his new aeroplane. You also, Captain von Hertzheim, know perfectly well that that partner, Charles Sinclair, stands accused of the murder of the man you killed.”


“I did not kill him.”


“You did not kill him! You are aware, at least, of that? Perhaps presently you will become aware of a little more. If you did not kill Mr. Tansley, who did? He was alive when you entered his house, and dead when you left.”


His answer was both brusque and uncivil.


“I am not to be caught with salt – by a woman who is all lies. Tell me what truth there is in what is contained in this letter.”


Again he held out that sheet of foreign post.


“We are coming to that presently, Captain von Hertzheim. I have my own way of proceeding, which on this occasion must be also yours. I am about to place before you an alternative, Captain yon Hertzheim. There are certain persons watching this building, by my direction—”


“Are you an officer of police? Tell me what you are – tell me!”


“I have only to give them a certain signal; you will be arrested before you leave this building for the murder of Gerald Tansley, which means that you will find yourself placed in a very delicate position. Your department will not regard with favour one of its officers who gets himself charged with murder while upon its service, to say nothing of the damaging revelations which may result.”


“So you think you have me in a trap? I see! And, by God, you shall see!” His language was most violent, especially when one remembers that it was addressed to a lady. “I was prepared for this kind of thing. You will find I am not so simple as you supposed.”


“Of the second alternative you have already been advised.”


“What do you mean by I have been advised? Of what have I been advised? I have been advised of nothing.”


“You informed Major Schrattenholtz that your mission had been entirely successful, that you had obtained what you sought, that you had examined the plans of the new aeroplane which Germany was so anxious to buy, that they were perfectly all right. When you said that you lied.”


The expression on his rather coarse features was remarkable. It might have been his intention to frighten me; if it was, he failed. I smiled at him, which seemed to make him still angrier.


“I believe you are a devil – I begin to believe it. No one but a creature who employs supernatural means can know what you pretend to know. I wish to be polite to you.”


“You don’t succeed; not very well, do you?”


“Will you tell me what exactly it is you pretend to know – tell me at once.”


The man shook his fist at me – actually! I believe if I had been a man he would have struck me. And when I continued merely to smile he seemed nonplussed.


“You have been travelling some time, Captain von Hertzheim; you must be tired. Wouldn’t you like to sit? Perhaps you will not feel so excited if you establish yourself on a chair.”


My soothing words did not seem to have the effect of calming him.


“I will not sit – I do not want a chair! I insist upon your telling me at once what you know.”


“The word ‘insist’ as coming from you is out of place. I am in a position to insist, not you. I am going to tell you just what I choose to tell you – no more – when I choose. And I don’t intend to tell you anything until you take a chair. Your violence distresses me.”


He hesitated, he glared, he even gasped. I have no doubt he was telling himself what he would have done had I been a man. I believe that what exasperated him most was the fact that I was only a woman, and that, therefore, he could not even challenge me to fight. At last he took a chair, placed himself on the extreme edge – I fancy he thought that his sword was hanging at his side, and that he had to give it room. Seeing that he had observed my wishes at least to that extent, I continued—


“When you told Major Schrattenholtz that you had examined those plans and that they were perfectly all right, you omitted to mention that when you returned to Berlin on that new aeroplane, about five o’clock on the morning of the day on which your sister was married, you discovered, with feelings which I won’t attempt to describe, that a sheet of those plans was missing – which was the most essential sheet of all. Was your language very dreadful, Captain von Hertzheim, when you made that discovery? I fear that it was.”


He did not answer my question; he asked one of his own—


“You have that sheet?”


“When you ask that question, do you not perceive how much you give yourself away? It is tantamount to an acknowledgment that you were at Blindley Heath on the night of the fourth of June; that you did enter Mr. Tansley’s house; that when you quitted it you had in your possession the plans of that aeroplane; that the breeze carried one of them from between your fingers without, in the darkness, your noticing it – and it is that sheet which you have come to England to recover.” He was about to speak, but I checked him. “That brings me to what I call the second alternative. You have lied to Major Schrattenholtz. You told him that you had left Gerald Tansley lying dead—”


“How do you know that I told him? How do you know any of these things? Tell me how you know it. What sort of creature are you? Are you a witch? I cannot believe that it is from any human source that you got your information.”


“I repeat, Captain von Hertzheim, that you told Major Schrattenholtz that you left Gerald Tansley lying dead in the house; but you did not dare to tell him that you had not brought to Berlin what you knew to be the most essential part of the drawings of that aeroplane. You concealed its absence; you forged the missing sheet; you had had a hasty glance at the original; you thought you knew more or less what was on it; you trusted that it would turn out all right, and that luck would be on your side. But luck was against you, Captain von Hertzheim. Suppose I inform the major that that sheet is missing – what explanation will you be able to offer of the lies which you have told him? Suppose I place it before him – what will that mean to you? I am sufficiently acquainted with the German military system to know that that would be the end of you.”


My visitor looked at me in a fashion which made it clear that he would not have been averse to taking me by the throat if my silence and the missing sheet could not be secured in any other way; but he had himself pretty well in hand. He got the better of his impulse. He merely observed, in tones which were more guttural than before—


“You talk of two alternatives. What do you mean by an alternative? You have not offered me one.”


“Would you rather I handed you over to the police to be tried for murder, or should I send a little explanatory note to Major Schrattenholtz? Those are the two alternatives I offer you. Choose one, Captain von Hertzheim.”


“I choose neither. There is a third; I see it on your face.”


“You have good eyes. There is. I believe you to be, in the common acceptation of the term, a man of honour; that as a rule you do not lie. Answer me one question: How did Gerald Tansley come by his death?”


“I do not know. He was in a great rage; he swore, he shrieked at me. I do not say he was not right to be in a rage; I only tell you the truth. All at once he fell forward. In falling he struck his head against the edge of the table, at which he caught with both his hands. He drew himself nearly upright, then fell again, backwards, on to the floor. I had not touched him; I was not within six feet of him. He lay still. When I went to look at him I thought that he was in a fit. I knew where the plans were. I thought when his senses returned there would be another scene – besides, I was pressed for time. I took them out of the drawer, and carried them away with me. I had been willing all along to pay the sum originally agreed. I could send him the money from Berlin. What I wanted was the plans. When I heard afterwards that he was dead, I was amazed – I was very sorry.”


“‘One cannot make omelets without breaking eggs.’”


As I said that he jumped up.


“That was what—” He paused. Then, as he leaned over the table, I did think he was going to strike me. “Where did you hear that said?”


“Was it not said by a very famous Frenchman?” I inquired.


“It was said—” He checked himself. “You are a devil – or a witch, which is the same thing. Well, I have told you that I do not know how Gerald Tansley came by his death. What then? What is your third alternative?”


“This. I have reason to believe your story. Medical evidence shows that he had a weak heart. Charles Sinclair, who is at present charged with his murder, asserts that Gerald Tansley was alive when he left him. That assertion, if I had not discovered you, might have hanged him; because, as the case stands against him, the presumption is that he struck his friend and is unwilling to acknowledge it. In Tansley’s condition, that blow, though a comparatively slight one, was enough to kill him, which would make Sinclair guilty of murder. You explain everything. You came after Sinclair went; you corroborate his story in every detail; you found Gerald Tansley alive; you explain how, when you left him, you thought he was in a fit. I repeat, I believe your story to be true. If you will go into the witness-box and tell that story simply, I think I can promise that no harm will come to you – that no charge shall be made against you; and as a reward you shall be placed in possession of the missing sheet, which has not left my keeping since I found it. Is that a bargain? Perhaps the presence of some friends of mine may assist you in arriving at a decision.”


I touched a little handbell which was on my table. Two men came from my bedroom, a third from the little hall without. Von Hertzheim eyed them with rather a disagreeable look.


“So there were listeners, after all. I thought as much. That is why you were so brave.”


I bestowed on him what I hoped was one of my sweetest smiles.


“Pray think so if you like. This is Mr. Daniel Fletcher, who in the case against Charles Sinclair has charge of the prosecution; this is Dr. Arnecliffe, a well-known medical authority, who was present at the autopsy on the late Gerald Tansley; this is a gentleman from Scotland Yard, whose personal acquaintance I trust you may not find it necessary to make.”


Practically the whole of the remainder of the story is public history.


Captain von Hertzheim did not tell all the truth, but he told as much of it as was actually required in some brief and pithy sentences.


He told how Gerald Tansley was an acquaintance of his, with whom he had been negotiating for the purchase of the plans of an aeroplane; how a hitch had occurred in the negotiations; how he had left Berlin on an aeroplane early on the evening of Sunday, June the fourth; how he had arrived about midnight; how he had had an interview with Gerald Tansley, which became rapidly more and more heated; how Gerald Tansley stumbled and fell, in what witness took to be a fit; how, in ignorance of the fact that he was alone in the house, being anxious to get away before he recovered sufficiently to renew the discussion, he had hurried off with the plans in his hand. After another question or two, having carried the witness so far, Counsel for the Crown sat down. Counsel for the defence had no questions to ask.


Major Schrattenholtz followed. He corroborated Captain von Hertzheim’s statement about his flying from and returning to Cologne, and he was allowed to go. Then came that aged road mender, who told of the noise he had heard, which he took to be a motor, and how he found the ground all cut up. Dr. Arnecliffe concluded with an expression of his conviction that the actual cause of Gerald Tansley’s death was a sudden attack of heart disease, of long standing, which had been brought on by excitement. A few minutes afterwards the case was at an end. Charles Sinclair was free.


As had been arranged, Captain von Hertzheim called on me immediately afterwards for his reward. He glanced at it; then broke into exclamation—


“What is this written on the margin? You have read it? It is written here that these plans are obsolete, that a defect has been found in the working of the engine which makes it impracticable; the whole thing is no good.”


“I told you,” I blandly observed, “that that was the essential sheet. In your judgement does not that note in the margin make it so?”


Captain von Hertzheim looked quite angry.


“So I have done this for nothing! You have made a fool of me!”


He strode from my room, and joined Major Schrattenholtz in the street. Of what the major said to him when he saw that pencilled note upon the margin I have no record.


Shortly afterwards I was going to stay with some friends in the neighbourhood of a Scottish moor. At Euston I encountered Mr. Daniel Fletcher. As we were chatting I saw a feminine figure coming along the platform which I recognized – it was Miss Gertrude Alloway. I accosted her when she came near.


“I congratulate you, Miss Alloway,” I said, “on the completeness with which Mr. Sinclair was able to establish his innocence.”


“It is very good of you.” Her manner was cold – I might almost write disdainful. “It is extremely fortunate that we were able to manage, Charles and I, without your assistance, for which I so foolishly asked and which you so peremptorily refused. As for the German and his ridiculous story – if it was true! – the plans he took, if he took any, were worthless. Charles discovered a defect in that machine at the very last moment which rendered it impracticable; he pencilled a note to that effect on the margin of one of the plans. He then discovered how the defect might be remedied; it is a wonderful discovery. It was about that he quarrelled with Gerald Tansley. An aeroplane of his invention is now being built which will be the most wonderful engine of war the world has ever seen – which Germany will not have. For that also England owes no thanks to you!”


“Serves you right!” remarked Mr. Fletcher in his sympathetic way. “You wouldn’t let me breathe a word to anyone that you were – shall I say the man behind the gun?”


As we took our seats in the carriage I smiled at the thoughts which were in my mind.


“It’s a very queer world we live in,” I said. “Charles Sinclair’s life was saved by two words which I saw a stranger utter: ‘Blindley Heath.’”


Mr. Fletcher looked at me for a moment before he answered. His words, when they came, were oracular.


“It’s my profound conviction,” he declared, “that you’re one of the very queerest things in this very queer world. You may put that in your pipe, Miss Lee, and smoke it.”







The Glass Panels







The first time I took an active, intentional interest in a criminal matter was in what afterwards came to be known as the “Fergusson Case,” and my association with that took, ultimately, what I cannot help calling a distinctly irregular form. The Fergusson Case had also for me an unusual feature. I see people talking, and, without hearing, I know what they say. But, as I may safely assert that more than ninety per cent of what everyone says is undiluted rubbish, this is rather a misfortune than a blessing. In the Fergusson Case, on only three occasions, apart from hearing, did I see things spoken, and on each of those occasions not only were the words uttered of importance in themselves, but they were probably the most important utterances which their speakers, among very many thousands, had made.


I knew Dugald Fergusson very well, and his mother still better. His father was dead; he was his mother’s only child. He was what that respectable lady often spoke of as a “feckless loon”; in plainer Saxon, he was an impetuous, hot-headed young man of twenty-five or twenty-six, who I dare say meant well, but generally did badly. There was a time when he favoured me with his attentions; he gave me more than one opportunity of saying that I would be Mrs. Dugald. But as at least on one of these he had drunk more than was good for him, apart from all other considerations, the prospect was not a tempting one.


I had not seen anything of the Fergussons for some months, when, happening to be in the neighbourhood of their house one afternoon, I thought I would call and see the old lady. I found her in great tribulation; something had happened to Dugald – he had disappeared; she had had no news of him for more than a fortnight. Unfortunately it was not unusual for him to vanish without notice for two or three days at a time; he had never before been away for so much as a fortnight. And in this instance his absence was the more remarkable because he had promised to take his mother away to visit a relation in the North, and the day which had been appointed for her to start had been passed more than a week. She was sure that something was wrong with him. She had thought of going to the police, but the fact was that he resented too close interest being taken in his movements, and she was only too well aware that the less she knew about some of his habits and companions the happier she would be.


I tried to reassure her, but it was, not easy. Anxiety had affected her health. Dugald had some friends named Hutchings. Mrs. Fergusson had an idea that if she could only get to see them, and bore herself as a diplomatist, she might obtain from them some data which would put her on the track of her absent son. But she could not get to see them: rheumatism crippled her; she could hardly move from her chair.


As I saw how she was fretting, I volunteered to see these people for her. She gladly consented. The Hutchings – there was a Mr. and a Miss Hutchings, who were brother and sister – lived at Mortlake. The following afternoon I paid them a call. They had rather a pretty cottage, although it was quite a small one. It stood in its own garden, and was so constructed that to a stranger it was not quite clear which was the front door. There were two or three doors. I went to one at the side which had glass panels; it opened into a room. In the room a girl was writing. While I hesitated whether to knock or find some other entrance, the door of the room was opened, and a man entered, slamming the door to behind him with what I had no doubt was a bang.


His action had a singular effect upon the girl who was writing. She sprang to her feet, and she shrieked; then, when she saw who it was, she pressed her hands to her side, and I could see the man was trembling as with ague. His mouth was turned away from me, so that I could not see what he said, but I have no doubt he asked what ailed her, because she replied – I could see what she said, she spoke with hysterical violence—


“You mustn’t slam doors; you mustn’t! That door – how it clanged! I’m always hearing it clanging, always. Every time a door is slammed I hear it clang again. You must not slam doors unless you want to drive me mad.”


Although not a sound was audible I could see with what passionate intensity she was speaking. Before either of them could speak again, I rapped with the small brass knocker on which I had had my hesitating fingers. Both started at the sound and stared at me.


“Who is it?” I saw the girl say. The man said nothing, but he strode up to the door and looked at me through the glass panels. Then he opened.


“You should not have knocked here,” he told me. “This is not the front door.”


“But there’s a knocker. I couldn’t tell which was the front door.”


“Oh, the knocker! I’d forgotten there was a knocker. That knocker is where it is owing to a practical joke of a friend of mine.” He stared at the knocker as if he saw it with surprise. “Of course there’s a knocker.” He turned to the girl. “Ellen, you’ve never had the knocker put back again.”


“I had forgotten all about it,” she replied.


I thought their conduct rather singular; and how they came to have forgotten the presence of a knocker on their own door was beyond me altogether. I told him my name, and that I wanted to speak to Mr. or Miss Hutchings. He asked me in, introducing himself as Mr. Hutchings, and the girl as his sister. I told him that I had come from Mrs. Fergusson, who was confined to her room by illness, and would be very glad if he could give her any news of her son.


Both of them were silent. The girl sat down and resumed her writing. I wondered what she was writing, because, apart from the discourtesy of the act, I could see that her hand was shaking, so that I was pretty sure that, whatever it was, it would be pretty hard to read. Mr. Hutchings stood by the table, drawing patterns with the tips of his fingers on the cloth. Then he looked up at me.


He was not bad looking. I suppose about thirty years of age, but he had the appearance not only of one who lived an irregular life, but also of one who suffered from insomnia. Those caverns about his eyes meant sleeplessness, unless I erred.


“I have been wondering where Dugald is, Miss Lee, as much as anyone, because, to speak quite frankly, he owes me money which ought to have been paid some time ago.”


The girl looked up from her writing.


“He owes everyone money,” she said.


I thought her tone was curiously sullen.


“I’ll not go quite so far as that,” rejoined her brother; “but he certainly does owe one or two, who have been promised their money and want it. I know that I want mine. As nothing has been seen of him in his usual haunts, we have been wondering – to be quite frank, Miss Lee, again – if he has been keeping away because he does not mean to pay up.”


I received, to be brief, no information as to Dugald Fergusson’s whereabouts from them; they both protested that they would like to hear of him from me, or, indeed, from anyone. Yet I came away from their cottage with the impression strong upon me that, if they had chosen, they might have told me something, much more than I could have told them – though what I had not the faintest notion. Those words which I had seen the girl utter when her brother slammed the door kept recurring to my mind. I repeated them to myself over and over again. What door was it that had clanged? Why did she always hear it clanging, so that every time a door was slammed she heard it clang again?


Those very odd words of hers about some particular door which had “clanged” might merely be the utterance of a hysterical young woman – yet I wondered.


Two days afterwards I had a telegram from old Mrs. Fergusson asking me to go to her at once. I went, putting aside my own business to enable me to do so. I found her, though still tied to her chair, in a state of great excitement. She had found, among some of her son’s papers, the address of a man of whom she had heard him speak, and to whom she had written. She had had a reply from the man. She showed it to me; it was because of the reply that she had telegraphed.


The letter was from a betting man – a bookmaker. It was rather a characteristic effusion—



22, Beaconsfield Avenue,

 Wandsworth.


Dear Madam,


Your favour duly received. I have been wondering what has become of your son myself. He is an old customer of mine, and I expected to have seen or heard of him before this, because I owe him money. If he owed me money, as he often has done, the boot would have been on the other leg. I should not have expected to have seen or heard of him.


The last time I saw him was at Lingfield, at the Spring Meeting. He won off me close on five hundred pounds. He wanted me to pay him in cash, and I did give him three hundred, and was, of course, prepared to pay balance on settling day. I have always settled with him at the club. If he was not going to turn up in person he has always let me know to what address to send the money. He did not turn up at the club, and I have had no address from him to which to send; whenever he does turn up and wants the money it is waiting for him.


Again thanking you for your favour, I am,


yours obediently,


Tom Bower.




I knew nothing of betting men, but I had a feeling, when I read that letter, that Mr. Tom Bower was a character.


“You see what he says about the Lingfield Spring Meeting,” said the old lady as soon as she saw that I had reached the end of the page. “That was the day on which he left me; he must have gone straight from here to the races. There are all sorts of bad characters about those racecourses, sinks of iniquity they are. If that Mr. Bower paid Dugald three hundred pounds, who can say what those racecourse folk wouldn’t do to get hold of a sum like that?”


I perceived her point, and realized that she was right enough. Men returning from a racecourse have been murdered for much less than three hundred pounds. The first thing we had to do, as I explained to Mrs. Fergusson, was to ascertain with whom he had gone to Lingfield, and, what was much more important, with whom he had probably left. She wished to make these inquiries from Mr. Bower, but for some reason, which I could hardly have explained, I felt that, in the first instance, I would rather make them at that cottage at Mortlake. I had told the old lady about my fruitless visit there, but had said nothing about those curious words which I had seen coming from the girl’s lips, nor about the feeling with which I had left, that the brother and sister knew more than they had cared to say.


“I will go,” I told her, “first of all to Mortlake; then, if I find out nothing from either Mr. or Miss Hutchings—”


She interrupted me.


“The girl knows nothing. How should the girl know anything? Dugald was never one for girls.”


I had my doubts, but I did not contradict her. I merely observed that I had a sort of feeling that I should like to pay another visit to Mortlake, and that, if I failed in that quarter a second time, then I would apply to Mr. Bower.


The next afternoon I paid a second visit to Mortlake. That time, when I reached the cottage I did not hesitate. I went straight to the side door with the glass panels. I wondered if the knocker was still there. It was not; it had been taken away, but on the paintwork there were still the marks of the place where it had been. I was about to take the hint, and go in search of the door to which the knocker had been removed, when, glancing through the panel, I saw that in the room on the other side was Mr. Hutchings. It was the middle of the afternoon, yet he was fast asleep; the explanation was within reach of his hand. On the table close to his chair was a hypodermic needle. To such a stage, it seemed, had his insomnia reached that he had to resort to such desperate means to get a snatch of sleep, even in broad day.


Yet, although he had drugged himself, his sleep was not undisturbed. He was in what seemed to me to be a very uncomfortable position in a great armchair. Though it was not turned towards the door at which I was standing, I could see his face very clearly. He appeared to be in the grip of a nightmare, of some horrid dream, in which he was suffering from unknown terrors. He was talking in his sleep; broken words were coming from his lips, so broken that they were unintelligible even to me. Presently he sat more upright in the chair, in a sort of spasm, and at least part of a sentence was formed by his lips—


“Don’t go by Three Bridges – don’t go!”


The words burst from him by what seemed to be a muscular effort, so acute that it woke him up. His eyes opened. He looked gapingly about him, as people do when suddenly aroused from haunting dreams.


I did not wait to see what followed. I did not announce my presence. I withdrew as unnoticed as I had come.


I went home, and I hunted up a timetable and maps of Surrey and Sussex. With their aid I strove to make sense of the few words which had escaped from Mr. Hutchings in his dream. He had said, “Don’t go by Three Bridges – don’t go!” What baleful vision had forced him to say it? The words in themselves were simple, innocent enough; yet I had seen with what agony they were wrung from him. Something uncomfortable was underneath them, I felt sure. I made it my business to learn what that something was.


Three Bridges station, as a station, I knew very well. I had often passed through it on the road to and from Brighton. But from the timetable I learned something more: I found that it was one of the routes by which one could return from Lingfield. The direct route to London was via Oxted and Croydon, but one could, if one missed a train, or preferred it, go on to East Grinstead and return to London by Three Bridges. It was rather a roundabout way, but not necessarily much the worse on that account; nor, it seemed, if one caught connecting trains, was it bound to take much longer.


Nothing had been seen or heard of Dugald Fergusson since Mr. Bower had paid him that three hundred pounds on Lingfield racecourse. Mr. and Miss Hutchings had both denied that they knew anything of his whereabouts, but in their statements I had no faith whatever. Miss Hutchings had spoken of a door which had “clanged” to so much purpose that it still haunted her a fortnight afterwards; her brother, in the agony of a dream, implored someone not to go by Three Bridges – I wondered why. I had two or three free days. I decided to devote them in making inquiries, on lines of my own, as to the route by which Mr. Dugald Fergusson returned from Lingfield.


I began with Lingfield itself, a straggling, country village, and, as I had expected, learned nothing there; then I went by train to East Grinstead, which seemed to be quite a flourishing town, and still learned nothing; then, still by train, to Three Bridges, which seemed to be a mere congregation of not particularly prepossessing modern cottages, and still achieved no results.


That occupied the first day. On the second I tried another method. I had noticed, when travelling from East Grinstead to Three Bridges, a distance of some seven or eight miles, that the train passed leisurely through what, for the most part, was a garden of wild flowers. I spent the night at Three Bridges. The next morning, following directions I had received, I found myself, after some little walking, in a narrow lane which passed under a railway arch. There was a stile on my left, which I crossed; then scrambled over a fence, up a bank, and gained access to the line. I proposed to explore, on foot, until I was turned off, the strip of railway line between East Grinstead and Three Bridges. If anyone tried to interfere with me I proposed to explain my presence there by a desire to gather wild flowers. I have seen it stated somewhere that the strips of land running beside railway lines are the only places left in England in which wild flowers can be seen at their best. Certainly I never saw them in greater profusion than on the piece of line which I traversed that morning. Trains were not frequent. One – a motor train – went bustling by when I was on the top of a bank sampling what seemed to be a thicket of fern; another – a luggage train consisting of three empty wagons and an engine – passed in the other direction as I was gathering watercress from a tiny stream which was as clear as crystal.


I was enjoying myself hugely, forming a famous posy of pretty wild things, but I had achieved nothing towards the end I had in view. I reached a spot where the line ran between high banks, carpeted with Nature’s own wild flowers. A little distance ahead an archway carried a road across. When I gained this archway I saw, coming along the line towards me, a man, evidently a workman, carrying a tool of some kind over his shoulder. There was a footpath of sorts leading up the bank to the road above. I thought that it might be advisable that I should use it before that workman came up and ordered me off. In the bank, some nine or ten feet above the line, was a sort of shelf. As I reached it I was seized by a most curious sensation of dizziness. The arch, which was made of brick, rose from that shelf – that is, its outer span. In the brickwork itself, directly fronting me, was a door, an iron door. What caused my dizziness was that the sight of that door recalled Miss Hutchings’s words; it was just the kind of door that would “clang,” and it was on the road from Lingfield to London, via Three Bridges.


In spite of the odd feeling of bewilderment which the discovery of a door in such an unexpected place occasioned, I was perfectly conscious that my imagination had a tendency to move too fast, and that I was on a false track altogether. So conscious was I of this that my second impulse was to continue my ascent up the path and gain the road before that advancing workman was upon me. As I moved my foot struck against something. I looked down. There was something shining in a cluster of anemones. I picked it up. It was a gold locket. I had just time to conceal it in the palm of my hand when that workman was upon me. He addressed me very civilly – he was a big, round-shouldered man, with a pronounced stoop and a ragged black beard.


“You know, miss, you are trespassing here; the public aren’t allowed upon the line. There’s a notice-board to say so.”


“I have been stealing your flowers,” I told him, holding out my posy, but saying nothing about what was in the palm of the other hand. “What quantities of wild flowers you seem to have. Surely you can spare some?”


“There’s no doubt about that, miss, as far as sparing goes; you’re welcome to the flowers, but it’s against the rules to allow trespassing on the line. If people get hurt, or maybe killed, by passing trains – it’s very easy – they blame the company, and that’s where it is. No trespassing is allowed – it wouldn’t do.”


“I was wondering,” I said to the man – he seemed to be a decent creature, and not indisposed, even in the execution of his duty, for a little conversation – “what that door is doing in the brickwork of your arch. Isn’t it rather a queer place in which to put a door? Is there anything on the other side of it?”


“I was wondering,” he replied, “how it comes to be closed. The last time I saw it it was wide open enough. They have been putting fresh clinkers in the six-foot way, and, it coming on to rain, some of the chaps left their tools under cover. When they came for them a day or so after, they couldn’t get at them because the door was shut; that’s more than a fortnight ago, they’ve been there ever since. I told them I’d get the key and unlock the door. They’ll be coming along directly to get their tools again – the company’s tools they are.”


He had a huge piece of iron in his hand which was in the shape of a key. His words had increased my feeling of dizziness. He did not know how the door came to be closed; it was wide open enough when he saw it last, then it had been shut on the workmen’s tools. It was rather more than three weeks since Dugald Fergusson ought to have returned from Lingfield. Might not his more than a fortnight mean more than three weeks? I watched him fitting his monstrous key into the clumsy lock with sensations of which he certainly had no notion, and I slipped that gold locket between the buttons of my blouse.


When at last he had succeeded in opening the door he stood for a moment looking at what was beyond him, and then exclaimed excitedly—


“What’s this? In God’s name, what’s this?”


I knew before he told me. His tone gave me all the intelligence I wanted – and more. On the other side of that iron door, which rang with a clanging sound each time he touched it with his key, in the chamber formed by the brickwork of the arch, was all that was left of Dugald Fergusson.


I have no wish to dwell on unpleasant details. One glimpse of him was too much for me; a hint will probably be enough for others. He had been lying there dead for more than three weeks.


While we were still in doubt as to what had better be done, four other workmen came along the line in search of the tools which the company provided for their use. The man with the key who had made the discovery appeared to be a ganger. Acting on his orders, two of them set off to give information in the proper official quarter of what had been found; two of them remained with the ganger to keep watch and ward, and I was allowed to go. It never entered the heads of any of those men that I could have any possible connexion with the grim discovery. The ganger saw the condition to which it had reduced me – how white I had grown, how unhappy I looked – and he said, with well-meant awkwardness—


“This ain’t no place for you, miss; if I was you, I’d take myself off. You don’t want to get mixed up in anything like this.”


I most decidedly did not; at least, at that particular moment. I had found out all I wished to find out there; further discoveries would have to be made in another direction, unhampered by official interference. I climbed with uncertain steps up the remaining portion of that precipitous bank, gained the roadway, and walked rapidly along what was little more than a cart-track through the fields to the road at the other end.


Just before I reached the road, on one side of the cart-track, was a little spinney, formed, I believe, for the most part, of firs and beeches. Under the shade of this I paused; there was no one about. I took the locket from my blouse. It was of gold, with flat sides, large, and oval shaped. I opened it – my portrait was inside. I could scarcely believe, for an instant, that it was my portrait; then I remembered. I had given his mother my photograph. She had told me once, half jestingly, that Dugald had stolen it. I could hardly ask him to return it; so far as he was concerned I took no notice of what his mother had said. It looked as if he had cut my head out of the photograph, and fitted it into that locket.


I went straight back to town, with that locket in my handbag, which I had retrieved at Three Bridges station. I reached Victoria station at four o’clock on a summer afternoon. An hour later I was entering the garden of the Mortlake cottage. It was my intention to strike the iron while it was hot. I had been told by someone, of whom I had asked the shortest road, that there were two means of reaching the cottage, one by an alley-way which entered the garden at the back, the other by the main road along which, on my two previous visits, I had gone. I chose that way again.


I went, without hesitating, to the side door with the glass panels. There were two persons in the room beyond – Miss Hutchings, and a person whom I recognized as an acquaintance of Fergusson, to whom he had introduced me, and whose name, if I remembered rightly, was Pomeroy. It was an instant or two before I recalled who he was; he presented such a curious spectacle. The whole of his head was enveloped in bandages, his face looked out of a sort of frame. I recalled him as a big, fine-looking young man, by whose manner and appearance I had been favourably impressed. Now, with those ghastly bandages round his head, and his colourless face, he looked like some huge ghost. Evidently he had just risen from a bed of sickness. I was not sure that he ought not to have been on one then; he was clearly so weak that it was with difficulty that he stood on his feet.


I was so struck by the contrast he presented to the handsome, debonair person I had known that, before I could carry out my intention of announcing my presence, I saw his lips form words which caused me, almost involuntarily, to stay my hand.


“What’s become of Fergusson? For God’s sake, tell me, Nell.”


He asked the question as if his life depended on the answer; his physical condition was so weak that, as he asked it, the tears were rolling down his cheeks. For some reason or other the man was but a caricature of what he had been. He was a pitiable spectacle. They were standing sideways to the door, so that I could see both their faces quite clearly. The girl’s was white and tense and drawn; it struck me that she was making a great effort to bring herself to a desired point. Her lips moved once or twice, but I was sure that no words came from them; it looked as if her throat were so parched that, for the moment, she was incapable of speech. Then I saw her say – and such a look came on her face—


“Fergusson’s dead.”


“Dead? Then – it wasn’t a dream.”


“I wish it had been.”


“Nell!” He just uttered her name, and then he stopped. I could see his muscles working underneath his skin. This man certainly ought to have been on a sick bed. “You know, Nell – I’ve been very queer.” She nodded; apparently she could not trust herself to speak. “I’ve been – in bed over there, having an awful time.”


“I know. I – I’ve been having an awful time, too.”


“I – I suppose I’ve been unconscious for I don’t know how long. I wish I’d remained unconscious. When I got my senses back I began to try and think of what had happened, and – I haven’t been able to.” The man shut his eyes; on the girl’s face was such a look of pity. His eyes were still closed as he asked her a question, as if he were afraid to look her in the face while she answered it. “Nell, who killed him?”


If he had seen the look which was on her face as she struggled to answer I believe that even he would have been startled. Her lips moved several times; it was only after a perceptible interval two words came from them.


“You did.”


Then he opened his eyes and looked.


“Nell! For God’s sake, don’t say that – don’t say it.”


“You asked me – so I had to tell you.”


The big man looked at her, then he sank on to the chair by which he was standing, his head fell on to the table, and he cried, not like a child, but like no one I had ever seen cry before; his were not tears, they were convulsions. The girl stood watching him; although she was dry-eyed, I did not doubt that her emotion was almost as great as his. She touched him on the shoulder. I saw words come from her as if by a series of shocks.


“George, please – please don’t do that. You – you’ll make yourself ill again. Don’t, George – don’t. Please – please don’t!”


His sobs continued to shake his great frame just as they had done before she uttered a word. Then I saw a change come over her face as she watched him, a surprising change, as if something had entered into her all at once and made of her another woman. She still had her hand upon his shoulder. She bent down, and she said, speaking now quite calmly, with no outward show of emotion, save for the strange, new look which was in her eyes—


“George, you must not cry. You have no reason to cry. What I told you was not true; you did not kill Dugald Fergusson.”


I could not tell how loudly she had spoken; not a sound reached me; not a sound seemed to have reached him. He still cried on. So she knelt on the floor beside him, and the sun, shining through a window, seemed to add a new beauty to her face.


“George, listen to me – listen. What I told you was not true. You did not kill Dugald Fergusson. Don’t you hear me, George?”


It seemed, that time, that he did. He lifted his tear-stained face, all blurred with weeping, with the tears still on it, and he looked at her with his half-blinded eyes.


“You are only saying that – to comfort me.”


There was a great gulp in the middle of his sentence. She moved a little closer so that their faces were nearly touching.


“I’m not, George! I’m saying it because it is true. What I said before is untrue. You did not kill Dugald Fergusson – you never touched him!”


“Who killed him then?” I could see that he asked in a whisper.


And in a whisper she replied—


“I did!”


There was silence in the room – silence so profound that I was conscious of it even where I was. I held my breath, as if fearful of intruding on what, to both those persons I was watching, must have been an awful moment. Presently he asked her, still in a whisper, with his face so close to hers—


“Is that true, Nell?”


“Perfectly true, George.”


“You – did kill him?”


“I did kill him!”


It was strange what resolution was on her face, and how unfaltering her tone was. He seemed to doubt her, staring at her as if he would look into her soul.


“You are sure you killed him?”


“Quite sure. I wish I weren’t. I’ve never had a happy moment since.”


“Why did you say that I killed him?”


“Because – because – Oh, George!” She gave a great sigh. “Saying that was worse than killing Dugald. When I saw that you didn’t know who killed him, I thought I might escape that way.” Her face was lit by the queerest, wannest smile. “I think, George, if you would have killed me I might be happy. I suppose you couldn’t?”


He drew himself a little away from her, and he said, three times over—


“I don’t understand! I don’t understand! I don’t understand!” speaking as a man might do who was groping for light in a fog.


She replied—


“And yet it’s perfectly simple.”


I think she was going to add something more, but her ear heard something which mine did not catch. Evidently he had heard it, too. They both remained in an attitude of listening. Then the door at the back opened, and the girl’s brother came in. I took it that he had entered the house by the gate leading out of the alley-way at the back. I had not been conscious of his approach. He had not stayed to remove his cap; his agitation was such that he was apparently still unconscious that it was upon his head. He stared at Pomeroy in seeming surprise.


“So you’re here, are you? I’m pleased to see you. I’ve been wondering where you’d got to.”


Pomeroy did not answer. The girl seemed to see something behind her brother’s agitation. She asked him—


“Edward, what is the matter?”


He rested both his hands on the edge of the table, and leaned over it towards them, and I saw him say—


“They’ve found him.”


That was all he said, and the girl, at least, did not seem to need any more. She looked at him with comprehension in her eyes, and again there was silence in the room.


I, personally, did not know what to do. I was so absorbed by the tragedy which was being enacted on the other side of those glass panels that I had become oblivious of the purpose which had brought me there. It may seem strange that I had continued so long unnoticed; as a matter of fact, it was not. About the door was trained a fine wisteria, which at that period of the year was a mass both of leaves and flowers. I had only to draw myself a little back into the foliage to become nearly invisible to those within. And, moreover, they were so engrossed in the dreadful thing of which they talked that, wholly unsuspicious that anyone was in the neighbourhood, they had no faculty of observation left for me.


The tragedy continued to be played inside that little room while I still remained in a state of indecision as to the course of action to pursue; willy-nilly I had to play the part of audience. Never before, I think, had I been so conscious of the strange nature of that gift of mine which enabled me, without hearing a sound, to become a sharer of the secrets which these three people supposed they told only to each other.


A motorcar was passing on the other side of the privet hedge, when the silence was broken by the girl. She got up from her knees; she looked her brother in the face, and she asked him, in tones which I judged did not falter—


“Do you mean that they have found Dugald Fergusson?” The expression on his face was apparently for her a sufficient reply. “How came that door to be opened?”


“I don’t know. I can’t say. I went down to Rowfant, meaning to see how Pomeroy was getting on, and I found he was missing. They told me he had got up this morning, and insisted upon going away; they had told him that he was not in a fit state to go, but he insisted. They did not know where he had gone; he refused to tell them. When I left Cooper’s cottage and was walking to the station, some children who were coming home from school stopped me, and informed me, quite gratuitously, that Mr. Garnett had just found – I learned afterwards that Mr. Garnett is a ganger – a dead man in an arch on the line; they seemed to think that they were giving me quite a pleasant piece of news. By the time I reached the station it was all over the place; they even knew that his name was Fergusson; some envelopes had been found in his pockets on which were his name and address. I do not know what is the usual course in these cases, but I suppose a warrant will have been issued by now.”


“Whose name will be on it?”


This question was asked by the girl. Her brother looked at her sharply, as if he read intention behind her words. He answered—


“How do I know? Some poor devil’s, I suppose.”


She, perceiving that he had misunderstood her, proceeded to explain.


“You needn’t be afraid of speaking plainly – George knows.”


He started as if her words took him by surprise; for the moment his back was towards me, so that I could not see what he said. But her answer enabled me to guess. I saw her say—


“I told him.”


Hutchings plumped down on to a chair, staring at her as if the statement she had made was wholly beyond his comprehension.


Pomeroy asked—


“Is it true – what she says?”


The girl said—


“You can tell him, Edward.”


Hutchings inquired of Pomeroy—


“What has she said?” Then of the girl – “What have you told him?”


The girl replied—


“I’ve told him that I killed Dugald Fergusson.”


She and Pomeroy both waited for Hutchings to speak. He thrust his hands into his trouser pockets, as men so often do in all sorts of unexpected moments; he tilted back his chair, and I saw him say—


“That’s true enough – worse luck – though why she told you beats me altogether!”


Pomeroy looked at her; then, moving, he held out his hands as if he would take her in his arms. But she drew back.


“Don’t touch me; don’t come near me. I’m going to tell you exactly how it was. Don’t interrupt me, and don’t speak a word until I’ve finished. Edward here will tell you if I speak a word which isn’t true.” Pomeroy made as if to speak; the girl motioned him to be silent with an impatient movement of her hand. “Don’t you say a word until I’ve done, till I’ve quite, quite done; then you can say what you like. I want to get my thoughts in order so that I can tell you everything just as it happened.”


She stood for a moment as if thinking, both men watching her – her brother with his chair tilted back, and both hands still in his pockets; Pomeroy with one hand resting on the table, as if in need of its support. It was strange to watch the lights and shadows which passed across his tear-stained face, and the changes which took place in it as the girl proceeded with her story. The play of varied emotions on her face fascinated me as nothing of the kind had ever done before. I felt, before she began to speak, that she was standing there as a witness of truth; as I saw her lips form words, which came from her as if they had been drops of blood drawn from her heart, she impressed me with a conviction that her one desire was to give accurate expression to exact facts. If, sometimes, strength of feeling made the words which she chose seem strong ones, considering the theme on which she was engaged it was not strange.


“You remember the morning when he came and wanted us all to go to Lingfield – you haven’t forgotten that? You can speak.”


She made a little gesture which seemed meant to give Pomeroy permission to use his tongue.


“I do remember so much.”


“You had been spending the night here, and were just going when he came. He had been drinking, though it wasn’t eleven o’clock. He made such a fuss that we all agreed to go. I stood out. I wanted to do some work, but he made me go, too. While I was upstairs getting ready he took the knocker off the front door, and put it on the one with the glass panels – that one.”


She waved her hand towards the door outside which I was standing. I drew quickly back, but neither of the trio even glanced in my direction; they took what she said for granted.


“Edward was very angry when he found what he had done; it was such a fool’s trick, and there was very nearly a quarrel before we started. Dugald kept drinking all the way to Lingfield, every chance he had. By the time we reached the course he had had more than enough. He betted – Edward told me afterwards that he had betted recklessly.”


Her brother remarked, chair still tilted, hands still in his pockets—


“Reckless wasn’t the word for it; he betted like an idiot – backed outsiders at short prices, most of it with Tom Bower. I fancy Bower thought he had a soft thing on, but he hadn’t. I’m not sure, but I fancy that everything Fergusson backed came off; it was one of those days of miracles which every fellow knows. Then he began ragging Bower about payment; he wanted him to give him cash. It ended in Bower giving him three hundred pounds in bank notes; he was to let him have the balance, whatever it was, on the usual settling day. There would have been a fight if Bower hadn’t met him; he was obviously spoiling for a row.”


The girl took up the thread of the story where her brother had dropped it.


“That three hundred pounds was his undoing. We had a fine time of it. I wanted to go a dozen times, but he wouldn’t let me. I wish I had gone.”


“There would have been a free fight if you had.” This was her brother.


“That would have been better than what followed.”


“I’m not so sure; he looked like murder then. He generally did when the drink was in him.”


“You know what he was like when, as Edward says, the drink was in him. We missed the special train from Lingfield, then we took a local one to East Grinstead. There he started drinking again at the refreshment room on the platform, treating all who would be treated. I believe he gave the girl behind the bar a sovereign.”


“He did; then he wanted to toss her for another. When she declined he began to make hay of all the things on the counter. He was stark mad by the time he got into the train.”


“He was. Oh, how ashamed I felt! I was pretty mad myself. Do you mean to say, George, that you don’t remember what trouble we had getting him into the carriage?”


“I’ve some hazy recollection; it may all come back someday, but at present it’s just haze. Was I sober? I have been haunted by a sort of horrid idea that I had been drinking.”


“He made you; he made us all drink something. I don’t know how many times he paid for drink for me which I never touched. I can’t say how much you’d had, but you and Edward were both perfectly sober. In the train his mood changed. He had a big gold locket on his watch chain. In it was a portrait of a girl. He insisted on showing it to us – the girl of whom he was always talking, whom he used to call ‘the miracle worker’ – Judith Lee.”


Judith Lee winced outside the window; it was so strange to see oneself spoken of like that. “Miracle worker,” he had called me. I felt as if I were in a place of miracles then. The girl went on. I began to find that I had played a part on that memorable night of which I had never dreamed.


“The stuff he spouted about Judith Lee! To begin with, she was the most perfect creature the world had ever seen. He told us, with tears in his eyes, that he had asked her again and again to be his wife. Then he began to storm at her at the top of his voice because she had very wisely refused his offer. The language he used! He worked himself into a blind rage; then he wrenched the locket off his watch chain and threw it out of the window – and the very moment he threw it the train stopped. I have often thought how queer that was. I suppose the explanation was that the signals were against us, and that the train had been slowing down without our noticing it. But it seemed to Dugald that the stopping of the train at that particular moment was a miracle caused by his throwing the locket through the window. Before we had guessed what he was going to do, he opened the door and fell out on to the line. You jumped after him to see if he was hurt, and Edward went after you. I was left alone in the compartment. I couldn’t have that. I had no ticket, no money, nor anything. So I went after the rest of you.”


She paused for a moment, as if to visualize, to reconstruct, what must have been a singular scene.


“Two things about that business have since struck me as odd. I didn’t close the carriage door. I wonder what they thought when the train came into the station with the door wide open. Then I don’t believe we were seen: that anyone in the whole train knew that four people had got out and been left standing on the line. I can only explain that by an idea which has since occurred to me. I do believe that, with the exception of ourselves, the train was empty: certainly the latter part of it in which we were. Very few passengers got in at East Grinstead, and I dare say they got out at the two stations at which we had stopped. Possibly the engine-driver was looking for the signals on the other side of the line, and the guard had got his head out on that side also. Anyhow, there is the fact that we four got out, the train went on, and left us standing on the line, and no one seems to have been aware of it – not even to this hour.”


Again she stopped; her eyes seemed to be looking at something which was at a distance, which yet she saw quite plainly.


“I shall never forget the place in which we were – how it looked in the moonlight. The line ran between two high banks; close to us it was spanned by an arch, which, with the moon shining behind it, looked quite beautiful. One of the strangest parts of it all was that I noticed, distinctly, that in the side of the arch was an open door, and I wondered what was beyond it. I must have noticed all this in the flash of an eye, because directly I realized that the train had actually gone I had something else to occupy me.”


Although I could not hear her, I knew that her tone became more serious.


“You and Edward had helped Dugald to his feet, but he had misunderstood the situation. He was fighting, mad drunk, and though he did not seem to be seriously hurt, I dare say he was badly shaken. He was under the impression that you had pushed him out of the carriage on to the line; he swore he would kill you for it, and he proceeded to do his best to put his threat into execution. You know what a great, strong man he was, and how impossible it was to do anything with him when he was excited and bent on some act of wrong-headedness.”


“He carried his drink worse than any man I ever met,” struck in her brother. “He was one of those men who ought to have been a teetotaller from his cradle; no one’s life was safe who came near him when the drink was in him.”


When the girl continued, as if unconsciously, she illustrated her narrative with gestures which lent it a grim significance.


“On the bank, close to the line, some workmen had left their tools – iron crowbars, and things of that kind. Fergusson was struggling with you, swearing he would kill you, when all of a sudden he stopped and picked one of these up; it looked like a long bar of metal. He struck you with it on the shoulder. You went down with a crash, and when you were down, without giving you a chance to get up or to move or to defend yourself, he struck you again and again. We couldn’t stop him; he was a madman, and he meant murder. Edward clung to his arm, but he shook him off as if he were nothing. I suppose madness had made him stronger than ever.”


“You must remember one thing,” interposed her brother, “he was above and I was below. I couldn’t get at him; he didn’t give me a chance to get on to the bank where he was – there wasn’t time.”


“But I got on to the bank, and I snatched up another of those iron things. I could hear the thud that the thing he had made each time it came down on you. I wasn’t going to stand there and see you beaten to a pulp, so, as I tell you, George, I caught up one of those iron things – it was a great, heavy thing, and it was all I could do to lift it, but I did lift it, and I struck him with it. I don’t know where – I struck blindly. My only thought was to stop him striking you. And be went tumbling down – and that’s all I remember. I think I fainted.”


“You did faint, for the first, and I hope for the last, time in your life.” This, of course, was her brother.


“When I came to, Edward was bending over me. The first thing he said was that Fergusson was dead. At first we thought you were dead, too; but you moved, so we knew you weren’t – quite. But Edward said that Dugald had never moved after I had struck him.”


The girl passed her hand before her eyes as if to brush away something which she did not wish to see.


“We had to do something; we couldn’t stop there and do nothing. I was clear witted enough by then. I looked round, trying my hardest to think of the best thing to do, and I saw that open door. I told you about the door which I saw on one side of the arch. I went up to it. Edward asked me what I was going to do. I said, ‘I’m going to see what’s in here.’ Beyond the opening it was all in shadow. I could not see what was there, but I could see that there was plenty of room. I said, ‘We’ll put Dugald in here,’ and we did, Edward and I between us. And when he was in I pushed the door to, and it shut – with a clang. I shall never hear a door shut again without that clang coming back to me.”


The first words which I had seen her say recurred to me; those first words which had put me on the scent of Dugald Fergusson.


“Edward said to me, when the door had shut with a clang, ‘They’ll hear that down the line; you’ll have them on to us.’ I don’t know if they did hear it, but we saw no signs of anyone. Edward knew that part of the world quite well.”


“I used to stay there a lot when I was a kid,” explained her brother. “I used to know every creature for miles round; there weren’t very many to know, anyhow, in my time.”


“He remembered that an old racing man, whom he knew very well, used to live close to there.”


“Cooper,” explained her brother, “used to be in a stable over at Lewes – training stable; got savaged by a horse, and took a job as under gamekeeper on some shooting near Rowfant, which, of course, was close to where it all happened. His cottage wasn’t more than a hundred yards from that cutting. I knew he was the sort of chap who would ask no questions and keep his mouth shut, so—”


His sister continued – I could see that she took the words almost out of his mouth.


“So we carried you up the bank and to Cooper’s cottage – it wasn’t very easy – and we left you there. Mrs. Cooper had been a nurse, and knew something about dressing wounds, and she started dressing yours at once. Mr. Cooper undertook to go at once for a doctor, and tell him some cock-and-bull story about your having been in a row, and I don’t know what besides. I wanted to wait and hear what the doctor had to say, but Edward would not let me. We walked to Three Bridges station and caught a late train up to town. And you’ve been at Cooper’s cottage ever since, and Edward and I have been here, and we have both of us been haunted. Edward hasn’t been able to sleep, and I – I have been haunted whether asleep or waking. And now it seems that you are better, and Dugald has been found; so all that remains for me to do is to go and deliver myself up to the police and let them hang me.”


She made a movement as if she would have started upon that errand then and there. Pomeroy caught her by the arm. He seemed to have gained vigour since I had seen him first, to be better able to play the man, as if the story which the girl had told had braced him.


“You’ll do nothing of the kind. They wouldn’t hang you if you did; no judge or jury would ever find you guilty of having done anything wrong. What you did was to prevent murder.”


“But I did kill Dugald Fergusson!”


“To save my life, and all the rest of my life I’m going to devote to proving to you that I’m not ungrateful. I’ll never go on to a racecourse again, and I’ll never touch another drop of drink. But I’ll make no protestations; I’ll do – or, at least, I’ll try to do.” He drew himself up straighter, and I could see what a big man he was. “Nell, you’re going to be my wife.”


“Your wife – George! When – when—” She held out her hands in front of her, as Lady Macbeth does in the play, as if to show the stain which was on them, which nothing might ever remove. He took her hands in his and drew her to him.


“Nell, you’re going to be my wife. We’ll be married tomorrow.”


“Tomorrow? George, are you – are you daft?”


Her face was towards me, and I could see how she was trembling. I have no doubt he held her closer to stay her tremors.


“I tell you we’ll be married tomorrow. People can be married in four-and-twenty hours, and you and I will be. Listen to me – now you keep still until I’ve finished. You know I’ve got a goodish bit of money; I can get hold of all of it tomorrow if I want it. You and I are going to emigrate; we’re going to start afresh in a new world, and start fair; and, please God, Nell, we’ll continue fair and keep the slate clean. Edward, why shouldn’t you come with us? You’re as movable a man as I am; you can get everything ship-shape in a few days. Come with us. Nell and I will be married tomorrow, and we’ll start next week for Australia. I know something about things out there; it’s a real white man’s country. Edward, you come with us; there’s nothing to keep you here.”


Mr. Hutchings lowered the front legs of his chair on to the ground. He got up; he took his hands out of his pockets, and he stretched them above his head instead, as a man might do who is trying to rouse himself from the heaviness of sleep.


“You are quite right, my boy, there is certainly nothing to keep me here – and wouldn’t I like to come! But I’m a householder, and a man of property; this cottage isn’t much, but it is my own, and all the things that are in it. How is it to be done? Especially in the time you talk about.”


“I tell you it is to be done, and I’ll show you how.” Mr. Pomeroy banged his fist upon the table with sudden vigour. “Nell and I together will show you how it’s to be done.” Each second he seemed to be growing more and more of a man. A thought all at once occurred to him. “Nell, you’ve never kissed me – never once in all your life. You’re going to kiss me now!”


I moved quietly back from that door with the glass panels, along the little garden path, into the main road on the other side of the privet hedge, and so away from Mortlake.


I might have stayed their going, but I did not. I might have gone to the police and told them this, that, and the other; but I did nothing of the kind. That was the first criminal case in which I had intentionally meddled, and I proposed to conduct it on lines of my own; and I did. What I had seen through that door with the glass panels was not evidence. I had not heard a single word; I had not been witness of a single overt act. I might have misunderstood everything which had been said in that little room. I might be tolerably satisfied that I had done nothing of the kind, but my satisfaction was not evidence; I could produce no proof.


I have since learned, by what one may call a side wind, that those three people did go to Australia, and are there still, doing very well; that they promise to be good and faithful citizens, a credit to the land of their adoption. With all my heart I wish them well; my hopes and my prayers are with them.


So far as I am aware the Fergusson Case remains a mystery. How his body came to be in that strange hiding-place has never been made clear, or how he came by his death. That the object could hardly have been robbery was established by the fact that in his pockets were found notes and gold to the amount of considerably over three hundred pounds, besides personal belongings of all sorts and kinds. It was obvious that nothing he possessed of the slightest value had been touched. He was recognized, rather vaguely, as a person who had made a disturbance at East Grinstead station, and it was there believed that three other persons were then in his company. But on this point no one seemed certain; nothing was ever heard of these three persons, so the belief remained a mere surmise.


About a week after the day on which I was at Mortlake I saw a copy of a local paper which was published at East Grinstead. It contained an account of the death and funeral, at Rowfant, of an old man named Cooper. A line at the bottom stated that his wife, a very old lady, had left the neighbourhood and gone to reside with some friends at Lewes. Because of the old man’s death and of his wife’s departure, I take it, nothing came of what might have been a clue, if the story had got abroad of the sojourn of the injured Pomeroy at Cooper’s cottage.


Dugald Fergusson’s mother, though she could hardly be expected to admit it, is, I think, happier with him dead than living. Alive he was a constant cause to her of anxiety, and often of shame; now her mind is at rest. And not only so, she has enshrined him with a sort of halo. She regards him almost as a martyr, who met his death at the hands of wicked persons, under circumstances which were greatly to their discredit and his honour. If the whole truth were ever to be known, it is possible that that halo would have to come off, and that she would be the poorer and sadder for the loss of one of her most cherished illusions.


I believe that I am the only person, except his mother, who has a memento of that most erratic young man; and of the existence of that no one knows – not even his mother. It is a large, flat, oval-shaped locket made of gold, within it what I would describe as the portrait of a young lady. I have it in a drawer among other odds and ends, and sometimes, when I come upon it, I ask myself if it would not be the part of rectitude to hand it over to Mrs. Fergusson. But I tell myself that the act of handing over would have to be accompanied by such a vast deal of explanation that I doubt if I ever shall.







The Clarke Case







He had cut the end off the cigar and was about to strike a match when the telephone-bell rang. The instrument was close to the matches, so that without moving he was able to take up the receiver. “Yes, who’s there?”


A voice came along the wires.


“If the man with the red moustache offers you a cigar, don’t smoke it.”


“What’s that? Who is it speaking?”


The voice came again.


“Are there three men with you – one with a red moustache, one with a scar on his cheek, and one with his hair parted in the middle? If so, you’re in bad company. Be on your guard; and mind – this is very particular – if the man with the red moustache offers you a cigar, don’t smoke it. That’s all. Goodbye.”


The voice ceased, but he remained where he was with the receiver still held to his ear.


“Who is that speaking?” he asked, but he was not surprised that no answer came. He still kept the receiver to his ear for an instant. He wanted to gain time, if only for a few moments, to think.


The voice which had come to him had been unfamiliar; he did not know if it had been male or female. It was strange how it had given expression to certain doubts which had been floating through his mind – so strange as to be almost miraculous.


Presently he hung up the receiver. One of his companions spoke to him, the one with the scar on his face, Fred Darlington; how was it that the person who had spoken to him through the telephone knew that at that moment there was in the room with him a man with a scar on his face?


“I don’t like a telephone in the room in which I live,” Darlington said. “You never know when it’s going to worry you. I hope that wasn’t anything worrying.”


“No; it was only a reminder,” replied the host carelessly. “You must excuse me for a moment while I attend to it.”


He passed from the room.


The moment he had gone the man with the red moustache, Clifford Sayers, spoke—


“He took it with him, didn’t he?” he asked, and as Darlington nodded: “I wonder what the message was? If it hadn’t been for the telephone-bell ringing just then he’d have lit it.”


“He’ll light it all right when he comes back. What’s the matter with you, man? You speak as if you’d got the jumps.”


“I have; we are playing such a game of touch-and-go. Suppose he doesn’t – we’re done.”


Charles Arnold, the man whose iron-grey hair was parted in the middle, remarked sententiously, as if he were giving utterance to a profound truth—


“There are other ways.”


The three men looked at each other; there was something odd in the glances they exchanged. Gilbert Clarke returned. As if moved by a common impulse the trio glanced sharply at him. He still had the cigar in his hand, unlighted.


“Wasn’t it my deal?” he observed as he was crossing the room. “Sorry to keep you waiting.”


He put the cigar which he was carrying between his lips, and, striking a match, applied it to the end. As if unconscious of the interest with which the three men were watching him, he drew a puff or two.


“Sayers, this is a nice cigar of yours,” he remarked. “Now let’s go on with business.”


He sat down to the table, drawing at the cigar with every sign of enjoyment. The three men eyed him with an interest which seemed to be momentarily growing – as if the spectacle of a man smoking a cigar were a strange one. He took up a pack of cards.


“Are these cards made?” he asked, and added as no one answered: “This is a rattling good cigar of yours, Sayers – top hole.”


He took the cigar out of his mouth, drew it to and fro across his nose, and examined the ash with the air of a connoisseur. Mr. Sayers, watching him with a very peculiar expression on his face, put out the tip of his tongue as if to moisten his lips.


“That’s not the cigar I gave you,” he said slowly.


“My dear fellow, what do you mean? Not your cigar? It’s the one you gave me.”


“It is not.”


“It is – of course it is; what else can it be?”


“I expect you put down the one I gave you somewhere when you were out of the room.”


“Sayers – what do you mean?” Clarke demanded, and, resting his elbows on the table, he looked the man with the red moustache very straight in the face. “How on earth can you tell this is not the one you gave me? What was the matter with that cigar?”


Arnold struck in: “Don’t be absurd. Why shouldn’t it be the one you gave him? Aren’t we going on playing?”


“Aren’t we?” Clarke echoed the other’s question.


At that moment a man came in with some things on a tray; he placed the tray on a sideboard. Clarke took something out of his waistcoat pocket which he held out across the table. “Sayers, have a cigar?”


“That’s my cigar.”


“Is it? Then smoke it.”


“What do you mean by that?”


“Ferguson, lock the door and put the key in your pocket.” The man who had brought in the tray, moving quickly to the door, did as he was told. Gilbert Clarke had risen.


“You’re quite right, Sayers,” he said. “This is your cigar, and before you leave this room you’re going to smoke it.”


Quite a perceptible change took place in Mr. Sayers’ complexion. Darlington’s scar seemed suddenly to gleam brighter. Arnold was the only one of the three who outwardly remained calm. He looked up at Clarke with what seemed quite natural surprise.


“Clarke, what is the matter with you?”


“Nothing is the matter with me. I just want Mr. Sayers to smoke his own cigar, and I’m going to see he does it before he leaves this room.”


“Hand it over.” Sayers held out his hand.


“Mr. Sayers, I’m quite willing to do what you call ‘Hand it over,’ but it’s on the distinct understanding that you put it straight into your mouth, light it, and smoke it while I watch you. If you don’t – if, for instance, you try to put it in your pocket, or break it up, or to play any trick with it – there’ll be trouble.”


“Mr. Clarke, have you suddenly gone mad?” This again was Arnold.


“Why should you suppose that I have gone mad merely because I wish Mr. Sayers to smoke his own cigar?”


“That’s not all you’ve done; you’ve ordered your servant to lock the door and pocket the key.”


“Precisely; because I wish him to remain and see fair play. Three to one are rather bigger odds than I care to face. I’m going to waste no time, either. Mr. Sayers, you smoke this cigar at once or I telephone for the police.”


“What was that call,” asked Darlington quickly, “that you had just now on the telephone?”


“You’ve hit it, Darlington. That call was a warning not to smoke the cigar which Mr. Sayers gave me. That is why I would like him to sample it himself.”


The three men stared at each other, amazed.


“I felt,” cried Sayers, “the moment I heard that confounded bell begin to tinkle that there was something up.”


“Your instinct guided you correctly, Mr. Sayers; there was something up. It looks as if there were going to be something more up presently. For the last time, are you going to smoke your own cigar?”


“If you’ll excuse me, sir,” interposed Ferguson, who was standing at the door, “the thing’s pretty plain. I think, if I were you, sir, I should let them go.”


“There’s something, Ferguson, in your idea.” Gilbert Clarke looked from one to the other of the three men as if they were curiosities, the spectacle they presented seeming to amuse him. “Ferguson, open the door. Gentlemen – save the mark – let me invite your attention to the open door.”


“You’ve won my money!” exclaimed Sayers.


“That’s perfectly true, Mr. Sayers. I think with the assistance of the cigar I didn’t smoke, and you won’t, it was your intention, presently, to win mine – Mr. Sayers, the door.”


“You give me back my money!”


“I’m afraid I can’t do that; but – your cigar?”


Sayers made a snatch at the cigar which the other held out. Breaking it in two, he began to crumble up the tobacco in his hands. Clarke watched him smilingly.


“Now that you’ve quite made an end of it, let me assure you that that wasn’t your cigar after all. It was one of my own. If you had smoked it, no results of any kind would have followed; only you didn’t even dare to try. It suggests that there must have been something really peculiar about the cigar you gave me, which I have under lock and key – and propose to keep for future use.”


Sayers held the remnants of the cigar which he had broken to his nose. He let them fall on to the floor with an oath.


“You give me back my cigar,” he demanded.


“You recognize that that isn’t yours? There must have been something peculiar even about the smell. No, Mr. Sayers, I shall not give you back your cigar; I never return a present. Let me again invite your attention to the open door.”


Arnold spoke as he moved across the room—


“Come on, Sayers. I won’t comment upon Mr. Clarke’s behaviour, or on his notions of the duties of a host. We may have a few words to say to him on a future occasion – words which he will find very much to the point.”


“But I want my money,” persisted Sayers. “He’s won nearly forty pounds from me; he’s cleaned me out.”


Darlington went close up to Clarke, looking him very straight in the face. He was a bigger man even than his host, who was no pygmy.


“Although, Mr. Clarke, you have your servant here to protect you, I’ve a mind to give you the soundest thrashing you ever had in your life.”


“Have you, Mr. Darlington? Pray don’t consider my servant. I am at your service – to thrash.”


Arnold, who was standing near the door, called to him—


“Come away, Darlington. What’s the use of making a scene? We’ll talk to him, in our own fashion, later on. Let him flatter himself for the moment that he has got the best of us.”


Clarke made a movement with his hand.


“You hear, Mr. Darlington, the voice of wisdom. May I ask, if you are going to thrash me, to do it at once; I want to be rid of you.”


The scar on Mr. Darlington’s cheek showed more clearly.


“It’s easy for you to talk, my foxy kid; but I could kill you if I liked.”


“Darlington!” exclaimed Arnold. “Come, don’t be an ass!”


Clarke smiled a little grimly.


“Don’t you think you had really better go – leaving me unkilled?” he suggested coldly.


Darlington moved still closer, raising his left hand. Gilbert Clarke did not flinch; he continued to smile. “If you touch me – If you touch me—”


“If you’re set on making an ass of yourself, Darlington,” said Arnold impatiently, “you can do it on your own – I’m going. Come along, Sayers.”


As he spoke Arnold quitted the room. Sayers followed after him. Darlington hesitated.


“You may think you have finished with me, Mr. Clarke, but I assure you I haven’t finished with you. You’ve got my money, and I assure you I’ll make you give full value for every penny.”


Mr. Darlington followed his companions.


Three days later Gilbert Clarke was at Brighton. On the morning after his arrival he was on the West Pier listening to the band. He was leaning over the railing of the balcony when a voice addressed him from behind—


“Good morning, Mr. Clarke.”


Turning, he found that the speaker was a quiet, nice-looking young woman, with big, bright eyes, and a clear complexion. She perceived that he was at a loss.


“No, you’ve never met me before, nor have I ever seen you; but the man you were talking to just now – I saw him call you Clarke.”


“You saw him call me Clarke?”


“Why not? If you watch a man’s face you can see what he says. I hope you didn’t smoke that cigar?”


Gilbert Clarke stood with his hat in his hand, plainly more at a loss than ever.


“What cigar?” he asked. “I’m afraid I don’t quite follow.”


“Wasn’t it you I recommended over the telephone not to smoke a certain cigar?”


Light seemed to be dawning on him, causing some very curious changes to take place in his expression.


“Was it you? Great Scott! You don’t mean to say – but I don’t understand. To whom have I the pleasure of speaking?”


The girl let his question go unanswered.


“The man with the red moustache is here,” she went on quietly. “He’s on the deck below. You seem to be quite a decent sort of person; I wondered if you were, and if it would be worth my while to telephone. How came you to be in such society? I hope you’re not in the habit of choosing such companions.”


Her frankness seemed to take him aback. Her big eyes were fixed on his face, as if she were trying not only to read what was on it, but what was behind it, too. He positively blushed.


“The fact is,” he explained with marked hesitancy in his speech, “that I met them – that is, I met Darlington and Arnold – at Monte Carlo; you know how one does pick up men at that sort of place. But, I beg your pardon, I suppose, as you’re a woman, you don’t.”


“You may suppose I do.”


“May I? That’s good. They seemed to know a lot of other men there, and, after a fashion, I chummed up with them. We came back together, and in London they introduced me to Sayers – and that’s how it was.”


“I see. Well – they are not nice men.”


“May I ask what you know about them; and also I hope you won’t mind my asking who you are? You have the advantage of me.”


“Darlington is the man with the scar,” returned the girl, ignoring the more personal question. “He would kill you at sight, and without warning, if you had something he wanted and he couldn’t get it any other way. Arnold, the man with his hair parted in the centre, is more diplomatic; he would rather someone else killed you than do it himself. Sayers, the man with the red moustache, is a sneak; he would like to kill you on the sly. By the way, what have you done with his cigar?”


“I’m keeping it as a memento. One day it may come in useful.”


“He is preparing another for you – or its equivalent. This time it takes the shape of a woman. Is there a fluffy, fair-haired lady staying at your hotel, to whom you have paid attention – say, just a little?”


Gilbert Clarke blushed again. He was only a young man, after all, and this girl’s eyes never left his face.


“There was a lady who sat by me last night in the Winter Garden to whom I spoke a word or two,” he replied hesitatingly.


“She has a private sitting-room?”


“I believe she has; she did say something about it. She is staying in the house with her husband.”


“Her husband? Yes, quite so. Her husband wasn’t there last night?”


“I understood from her that he had gone away for a day or two.”


“Exactly; and you asked her to go for a spin with you in your car this afternoon?”


“How do you know that? Did she tell you? Is she an acquaintance of yours?”


“Never spoke to her in my life; but she’s an acquaintance of the man with the red moustache.”


“No! How do you know that?”


“She has just been talking to him on the front. He wanted to come on to the pier and listen to the band, but she told him that you were doing that already, so they had their little talk on the front instead. Apparently she has got rid of him,” she added hurriedly; “isn’t that she coming along the pier? A word of warning: Don’t go into her sitting-room, and be careful where you go with her in the car.”


The girl, laughing at him, held up a monitory finger; then, without the slightest warning, turned and walked quickly away.


“One moment,” he exclaimed, and would have hastened after her. She turned into the pavilion; when he reached the door she had vanished from sight.


“Who on earth is she?” he inquired of himself, “and what the goodness does she mean by tearing off like that?”


He glanced down the stairs, looked around the pavilion, went back to the balcony and stared on the deck below; there was not a trace of the girl to be seen. A lady coming down the pier, seeing him lean over the balcony, catching his eye, slightly waved her parasol to him.


“Hallo! There’s Mrs. – didn’t she say her name was Denyer? She’s uncommonly good to look at.” He took off his hat in recognition of her signal. “Who is that girl, I wonder? What does it matter? I shall do no harm by saying a few civil words to Mrs. Denyer, even if she has the misfortune to number Mr. Sayers among her acquaintances. And, after all, I actually have nothing against Mr. Sayers or his friends – that is, nothing substantial. It’s only surmise. It looks as if she were coming up here. I don’t see how I’m going to cut her if she does; I must be civil.”


He was civil to her to such an extent that – unheeding the stranger’s warning – he took her out for a spin in his car that very afternoon.


That was on the Friday afternoon. On the afternoon of the following Monday a young woman got out of the train at Bramborough station – Bramborough is a village something more than twenty miles from Brighton – and put rather a singular question to the man who took her ticket at the door.


“Is there a house in the village, or near the village, with a very large sycamore tree in front of it?”


“Sycamore?” echoed the man. He looked puzzled as if he would like to ask what a sycamore was.


A man who was on the box of a fly, which was standing in the road, called out: “There’s The Laurels, miss. That’s got a sycamore in the front garden.”


“How far is The Laurels from this?”


“I’ll drive you there, miss, in ten minutes.”


“Thank you; I think I’d rather walk, if you wouldn’t mind telling me where it is.”


“It’s just outside the village, miss. It’s an old-fashioned house, standing well back from the road; there’s a laurel hedge and a large sycamore tree in the front garden. It’s on your right as you go straight on; you can’t miss it.”


“Just outside the village” proved to be rather an elastic phrase. It seemed to her that she had left the village behind a good half-mile before she came to what she was seeking.


“This must be it,” she decided. “He said the house with the sycamore; there are hardly likely to be two houses with sycamores in a place like this.”


As she stood looking over the gate, she smiled to herself. “A nice wild-goose chase I’m on,” she went on to herself; “compared to what I’m doing, chasing a will-o’-the-wisp isn’t in it.”


She pushed back the gate, which swung on rusty hinges. “That wants oiling. The house seems empty; it looks as if it hadn’t been lived in lately. The windows look as if they hadn’t been cleaned for ages, or the blinds drawn up. I wonder who’s supposed to live there, anyhow.” She pulled a comical face. “A pretty figure I’m going to cut.”


She walked along the weed-covered path to the house; the nearer she came to it the more deserted it seemed. There was no knocker at the front door; she rang the bell, and could hear it clanging within. She rang three times, but no one answered.


“There’s no one in here now, that’s pretty certain. Somehow, the very way that bell clangs seems to tell you that the house is empty.”


She walked around the building. All the blinds were closely drawn. At the back, a pane of glass in a French window was broken. She seemed struck by it.


“That window seems to be broken in a rather convenient place. I wonder if I were to put my hand in if I could reach the fastening? I can – there is the window open. Now, if I enter this house, shall I be committing burglary, or what crime shall I be committing?”


She stood with the open window in her hand, hesitating; then she passed the threshold.


“How dark it is in here! That’s because the curtains are so thick and the blinds are all down. Shall I pull them up? Will that be a further offence, I wonder?”


While standing in the shadowed room – she still seemed to be of two minds – the silence was broken by a very curious sound. If for a moment she started, seeming about to retreat, it was but for a moment; almost in the same instant she recovered her presence of mind.


“What was that? I do believe I’ve not come on a wild-goose chase after all.”


The room, which was filled with odds and ends of furniture, was apparently a drawing-room. It had folding doors, which were the only means of egress. Throwing one open she entered the room beyond.


“It isn’t very long ago that someone was in here – someone, it would seem, who was having rather a good time.”


On the table were two champagne-bottles, which seemed to be empty; a champagne-glass lay broken on the floor; another stood by a dish of grapes; a half-consumed cigar lay on the carpet; a box of cigarettes was open on a chair. Near them was a woman’s glove; on this she pounced.


“That ought to be a piece of evidence, if evidence is needed.” As she examined the glove that curious sound was repeated. “That comes from upstairs.” She passed through the hall; at the foot of the staircase she halted. “I wonder what I’m going to see.”


Then she ascended the staircase. When she reached the top she pointed to a door.


“It comes from the other side of that.” Even with the handle between her fingers she stood to listen. “I wonder what is on the other side; I do hope it is nothing very dreadful.” She threw the door of the room right back. “Oh, what a smell!” Then she went in. “You poor, poor thing!”


It was a bedroom, and something was on the bed. A figure of a man tied hand and foot with a variety of ingenious fastenings. The atmosphere could scarcely have been more unpleasant. There were two windows; she ran to them, drew up the blinds, raised the sashes. A pleasant breeze came through. Then, turning to the bed, she repeated her previous cry of pity.


“You poor, poor thing; what have they done to you?”


The man was not only secured so he could not move a limb, he was gagged as well. It was the gag that, in the efforts which he made to give vent to his feelings, made it seem such a curious sound. The gag took the form of a towel, which had been folded over his mouth and tied at the back. When she had removed this, the man made an attempt to speak, but failed.


“Don’t talk; don’t try to. Don’t do anything till I have untied you,” she commanded, attacking the knot. But it was not an easy job, the untying. “Oh, if I had a pair of scissors or a knife; these knots are terrible. I wonder where the knives are kept? It will take me hours to untie these knots. There must be knives in the house; I’ll run downstairs and get one.”


“Don’t go,” the man managed to gasp.


“I shan’t be an instant; I’ll be back before you know I’ve gone. I must get something to cut those cords with.”


She was nearly as good as her word. Considering she was in a strange house, with no idea of where anything was kept, she was back with surprising quickness, with quite a collection of knives in her hands.


“I brought all these in case any of them should be blunt. Now we’ll see! This one is not blunt, anyhow; that cord’s cut, and that, and that. We’ll have them all off in less than no— Oh, Mr. Clarke! What’s the matter? Surely I haven’t hurt you?”


Something had happened which seemed both to startle and surprise her – the man on the bed had fainted. Momentary reflection, however, told her that that was precisely what might have been expected. The shock produced by the sudden removal of his bonds was more than he could bear.


It seemed to her that the best thing she could do was to remove those ligatures which still remained and do her utmost to recall him to consciousness afterward.


Before very long she was pressing on him the contents of half a tumbler of champagne which she had taken from still another bottle which she had found below – this time a full one – and some biscuits which she had found in a tin.


He disposed of both with a ravenous appetite which it was not pleasant to see. It was some time before he was able to tell his disjointed story, then the chief part of it was prompted by her.


“So you took Mrs. Denyer for a drive on Friday, and she brought you here?” she began.


The man made an effort at recollection.


“Yes; of course,” he replied, the words coming from him awkwardly. “I remember – she brought me – somewhere.”


“And then you had a drink with her?”


“Yes, I did. She opened a bottle of champagne and – I had a drink with her.”


“And after that?”


He repeated her words. “And after that – after that – I – I don’t seem to remember – after that.” As if a thought had suddenly struck him, he asked a question. “How long have I been here?”


“Well, this is Monday. If you came here on Friday afternoon, you’ve been here practically three whole days.”


“Good Lord!” His jaw seemed to drop open; it was with an effort that he recovered himself. “You don’t mean to say that I’ve been here in this house three whole days – tied up – alone?”


“It looks like it, doesn’t it – if you came here on Friday?”


“It doesn’t feel like three whole days.”


“No – fortunately for you, it does not. I rather fancy that that champagne was like Mr. Sayers’s cigar – drugged. It would seem that the drug they used is such a powerful one that it has kept you here unconscious for three whole days.”


“But what can she have done such a thing for? She could have nothing against me.”


“I doubt if she did do it, on her own initiative. I expect Mr. Sayers was somewhere about the house when she brought you here, although she said nothing about that little fact and you did not guess it. Indeed, I may say that I know he was.”


“You know he was? Who are you? Aren’t you the girl who spoke to me on the pier and then tore off when I asked you what your name was?”


“I am that girl, and my name is Judith Lee. Quite by accident I learned that you had taken a lady out for a spin in your motor on Friday, and had not been back to your hotel since.


“I happen to be acquainted with the establishment which Mr. Sayers patronizes when he wants a little refreshment in the morning; it’s a most respectable one. I go there myself sometimes for a cup of coffee. I went there this morning.


“As luck had it, Mr. Sayers was standing in the entrance hall talking to Mr. Darlington as I went in. He was in a hurry – just leaving. All I could see him say was—”


“‘See him say’?” interrupted Clarke. “That’s the second time you have used that expression. I don’t understand.”


“All I could see him say,” repeated Miss Lee, smiling tantalizingly but ignoring his interruption, “was: ‘The place is called Bramborough; all I can tell you about the house is that there’s a great sycamore tree in the front garden; that’s all I know about it.’


“Then he went, and Mr. Darlington with him. It didn’t seem much that he had said, but I turned it over in my mind when I was drinking my coffee. Bramborough? I knew where that was; just a nice, short motor run from Brighton. You had gone out on Friday without your chauffeur, as he understood, for an hour or two.


“Nothing since had been heard of you or your car or of the fluffy-haired lady. Suppose, I said to myself, I were to go down to Bramborough – I’ve nothing to do – and look for the house with a sycamore tree. So I came.”


Gilbert Clarke did not present a pleasant spectacle. He badly needed shaving; he would have been the better for washing; his hair was dishevelled; his attire was in disorder. But as he stared at the girl the thing which struck one most was the look of amazement which was on his face.


“You say you came as if it were just nothing at all; but if you hadn’t come, what would have happened to me?”


“I wonder; it does seem to be fortunate that I came.” She went to the open window. “There is someone passing down the road. I’m going to hail him. Hallo! Hallo!” She waved her handkerchief. “He sees me – he’s coming. He’s quite an intelligent-looking boy.”


Through the open window she spoke to the boy, who was in the garden below.


“Where is the nearest doctor? About a mile. Where do you live? Just down the road; that’s good. Who is there at home? Your mother and your sister; that’s still better. Do you think if you were to tell them that there was a gentleman lying ill here, and very much in want of someone to do for him, they would come to him at once, especially if they know that he would pay them well? You think they would; then there’s half a crown all for yourself. Now if you’ll go and send your mother and sister and go and tell the doctor to come at once to a gentleman who is very ill, when you come back with the doctor I’ll make that half-crown five shillings. Off you go as hard as ever you can.” She brought her head back into the room. “He’s gone; for a boy he seems quite sensible. I shouldn’t wonder if we have all the help we want in a little while.”


The help she desired came in the shape of a man of medicine. When the doctor saw the patient, instead of pronouncing him very ill, he declared him practically well. To judge from his manner, he had expected to find him trembling on the verge of the grave. His bearing conveyed the impression that, in his judgement, if Mr. Clarke suffered from anything it was from over-indulgence in alcoholic stimulant. When he heard what had happened to him he whistled – a lapse from the proper “bedside manner” for which he instantly apologized.


“I beg your pardon, but the fact is that not only is your case an extraordinary one – that such a thing should have taken place in broad daylight, under our very noses, and nobody know it – but the most extraordinary thing, from my point of view, is that I probably saw the miscreant leaving the premises and that I practically bade him Godspeed on his journey.”


The doctor, who was a little, bustling, bald-headed man with an inclination to rotundity, seemed quite excited.


“On Friday afternoon I was coming back from a patient; I was alone in my car – it’s a two-seater which I’ve had five years, and is a bit noisy – when I saw a motorcar, big grey one, standing outside the gate of this house.”


“That was mine,” said the man on the bed – he was still on the bed, though that was more for the sake of his being at his ease than anything else. “It’s a forty Daimler.”


“Oh, a forty Daimler, is she? I thought it was a very nice car. Just as I was coming round the bend I saw a man coming out of the gate with a woman in his arms—”


“A woman in his arms?” exclaimed Miss Lee.


“Yes, in his arms; he was carrying her like a child. He put her into the car and propped her up into the corner. I stopped when I came along. ‘I hope the lady’s not unwell,’ I said. ‘She’s a bit off colour, that’s all,’ said the man, not noticing me.


“‘Can I be of any assistance?’ I asked. ‘I’m a medical man.’ ‘I do not know what even a medical man can do for a lady that’s been drinking; that’s the complaint she’s suffering from.’ He said this in what I thought was quite an unpleasant tone.


“I looked at the lady; she was breathing heavily, and her appearance was quite consistent with what he said. ‘You don’t mean that she’s intoxicated?’ ‘She’s drunk as a lord,’ he snapped; and as he said this he got on to the driver’s seat and off he went.”


“What sort of man was he to look at?”


“The chief point about him that I carry in my mind is that he had a heavy red moustache.”


“Mr. Sayers – what did I tell you?”


The girl looked at Gilbert Clarke, who remarked—


“Anyhow, it doesn’t look as though Mrs. Denyer was quite the person you thought; it almost looks as if she did not know what was the matter with that bottle of fizz any more than I did.”


“Have you any reason to suppose,” asked the doctor, “that the outrage to which you have been subjected was prompted by robbery – or by what?”


That one, at least, of the motives was robbery was very soon made clear. To begin with, Mr. Clarke had been stripped of everything of value he had on him.


“Can you think of anything which has been taken,” asked Miss Lee, “besides your watch and chain and sovereign case and gold pencil-case and gold match-box and gold cigar-case and links and studs and diamond tie-pin? I suppose they were worth taking. It seems as if a man can carry a good deal of solid value about him, if he doesn’t wear jewellery.”


“I suppose my pocketbook’s gone.”


“Was there anything in it?”


“As it happens, there was a good deal. I drew two hundred pounds out of the bank when I left London, and that was in my pocketbook. There was a blank cheque besides. I always do carry a blank cheque in case anything should turn up and I should want one.”


“A very sensible custom. Something has turned up; probably that blank cheque of yours has been found very useful.”


Mr. Clarke looked as if he would have liked to say something to the young woman, but could not think what. She, however, proved to be correct. That blank cheque had been found useful; it had been filled up for five hundred pounds, presented by a dapper young gentleman about whose appearance there was nothing in the least suspicious, and paid across the counter.


The motorcar was recovered, which was more than Mr. Clarke’s other belongings seemed ever likely to be. Late on Friday night a car had been discovered by a policeman in the lane only a short distance from Harrow station. The lamps were not lighted; no one was in charge; there was nothing to show where it had come from or to whom it belonged.


The policeman waited and waited. When, after quite a long period of waiting, no one appeared, he gave information at the station-house – and the car was locked up. The owner was ultimately discovered; it was Mr. Clarke’s forty Daimler, though how it got to Harrow and who took it there, as the police put it, there was no evidence to show.


Gilbert Clarke went back to Brighton, where he made quite a stay. One morning he was again on the West Pier listening to the band, when, as on a previous occasion, a voice addressed him.


“Good morning, Mr. Clarke; I hope you’re feeling better, and I hope you have had no more adventures.” He turned with a start. It was Judith Lee.


“It’s you again!” he cried. “Why, I’d sooner see you than get back my seven hundred pounds. I’d sooner see you almost than anything. You’re looking awfully well. That’s a ripping hat, if you’ll forgive my saying so. What became of you that afternoon? I thought you were downstairs somewhere and were coming back with me to Brighton; then when it came to the scratch, no one could find you anywhere: you’d vanished.”


“I had gone back to town. I am glad you like my hat.”


“I do; it suits you splendidly – but never mind your hat.”


“But I do mind my hat; it cost quite a lot of money for me. You don’t think it’s a little big?”


“Not a bit too big; though, of course, it’s a pretty good size, isn’t it? It suits you down to the ground.”


“I’m so pleased that you think it suits me down to the ground – though I don’t quite know what degree in superlative that is.”


“I was thinking of putting an advertisement in the paper for you.”


“Why?” She was looking at him with something like laughter in her big, bright eyes. “You’re looking perfectly all right again.”


“Oh, I’m as fit as a fiddler. Miss Lee, I owe you an awful lot. First, the warning about the cigar; then the tip about that woman; then your coming to the rescue in that beastly house. I don’t know what would have become of me if you hadn’t.”


“I dare say somebody else would have found you sooner or later – before you were quite dead.”


“I believe if I’d remained there, gagged and bound, when consciousness returned, for many hours, I should have gone mad. I felt as if I were going mad when you appeared. I feel that I owe you more than my life. The queerest part is that I know nothing about you. I haven’t the faintest notion why you’ve done all these things for me.”


“You see, I’m a teacher of the deaf and dumb – that’s why.”


“Are you – are you – chaffing me?”


“Not on this occasion. I am a teacher of the deaf and dumb – the lip-reading system – and that is why. In my time I’ve had to make this explanation to a good many people. If all persons were like me there’d be a good deal less conversation. They would not only be afraid of being overheard, they would be still more fearful of being seen. I only have to see people to know what they are saying.”


Clarke stared at her in amazement, but found nothing to say.


“On the afternoon of the day I telephoned to you,” went on Miss Lee, “I saw three men sitting in a café – one had a scar on his face, one had his hair parted in the middle, one had a big, red moustache. I was rather interested in what they were saying. It’s queer when people are talking secrets and you know every word they’re saying; it’s a sort of sublimated eavesdropping.


“The man with the moustache took a cigar out of his pocket. ‘That’s for Mr. Gilbert Clarke,’ he said; ‘that’ll do his business!’


“‘What time are you going?’ the man with the scar asked.


“‘He said, come after dinner, about nine.’


“‘He didn’t ask us to dinner?’


“‘No, I noticed he didn’t ask us to dinner. He said to come after dinner, about nine, and have a little poker.’


“The man with the moustache held the cigar out again. ‘That’ll give him all the poker he wants,’ he growled. Then he put it very carefully in a case, which he placed in his pocket.


“Directly they had gone I asked for a directory, and I looked up Gilbert Clarke. I found that Clarke was spelled in half a dozen different ways, but that there was only one Gilbert Clarke, and he spelled his name C-l-a-r-k-e. He had a flat in Whitehall Court, and he had a telephone. I got on to that telephone, and I sent you that message. I thought it possible it might reach you about the time that cigar was making its appearance.”


“It did. I’ve had that cigar analysed since. It was loaded with some horrible drug, which would have had the effect of making me seem dead drunk. A few whiffs would have been enough, and while I was in that condition they would have been able to do with me what they liked – make me sign anything. It seems that not long ago a young fellow in Paris was made to sign cheques for large amounts under precisely similar circumstances, which were cashed before he knew anything about them. I have a large balance at my bankers; but they might have cleared me out.”


“I’m glad they didn’t. It’s one of the pleasures of living to be able to do one’s fellow-creatures little services.”


“Do you call what you’ve done me ‘a little service’? Could anyone have done me a greater? If you only knew how I feel about it – if I could only tell you.”


“Don’t bother to try; let’s talk about the weather.”


“I hope, Miss Lee, you’ll lunch with me?”


“Thank you, Mr. Clarke; I’m afraid not. Frankly, one of the reasons why I hesitate to render people – little services is the fear of that.”


“The fear of what?”


“The next man to whom I may render a little service may be that person down there with a big, black beard, his hands in his pockets, his hat on the back of his head, and his pipe in his mouth. It doesn’t follow because, in pursuit of my hobby, I may render him a little service that I should want to carry it further, does it?” Her smile robbed the words of much of their sting.


“I think I understand,” replied Clarke, flushing a little. “Then you are to place me under heavy obligations and I am not to be allowed to show that I am even conscious of what you’ve done. Is that quite fair?”


“You’re a young man, Mr. Clarke, younger than you think,” returned Miss Lee quietly. “I believe you are rich. You’ll find all sorts of people who will be ready to take advantage of your youth and – I won’t say innocence, because you might think I was insulting you – I’ll say money. If you wish to show your consciousness of what I have done for you, consider one or two copybook maxims: ‘Be careful what acquaintances you make’; ‘Don’t ask people of whom you know nothing to your private apartments’; ‘Don’t play cards with strangers for money.’”


There was a brief period during which neither spoke. He seemed to be digesting her words, and to be finding the process not a very pleasant one.


“I fancy your three friends have deserted their usual trysting-place,” she said at last, and there was a subtle change in her tone. “I have seen nothing of them since that Monday. Have you any news from the police?”


“The police!” He uttered the words as if he scorned what they stood for. “I don’t expect to have any news from them. They seem to think that I dreamed the whole thing, and that, if I didn’t, it served me right.”


“It’s certainly very wrong of them to think that.”


He glanced sharply at her; on her face was an expression of perfect gravity. He was not sure even that there was a twinkle in her eye.


“I don’t care what the police think. What I want is to find myself face to face with Mr. Clifford Sayers, just we two alone, and I shall one day; those things come by waiting. When I do, I’ll hand over what is left of him to the police. This is a personal matter between him and me. At present he’s one ahead; someday, I hope very soon, that he’ll be one, or more, behind.”


It was her turn to glance at him. There was a grim look on his face. She thought it suited him; she felt that in a hand-to-hand encounter with his enemy this young gentleman might be at his very best.


“You believe in the old-fashioned methods – redressing your own wrongs: an eye for an eye, and that sort of thing?”


“Exactly, that sort of thing. You’ll laugh at me, but I never feel so much at home as in the thick of a row; it’s on the way to it that I make an ass of myself.”


“If that is the case, suppose” – she glanced at him again – “suppose I were to put you in the way of having a little private conversation with Mr. Clifford Sayers – what then?”


“What then? I should say, thank you, and please make it as soon as you can.”


“I rather fancy I saw Mr. Clifford Sayers strolling along the King’s Road a little while ago; he must be a courageous man.”


“He must be. Would you mind strolling with me along the King’s Road, the way he went?”


They went off the pier together. When they had gone a little way she stopped.


“If you really would like to have a little conversation with Mr. Sayers, I think you’re rather fortunate. Isn’t that he talking to a friend?”


A short distance from where they paused, the gentleman in question was waving a friendly adieu to an elegant young man.


“I do seem lucky,” observed Mr. Clarke. “I hope he’ll be pleased to see me. I fear it may be some time before that smart young man with the pink socks will see him again.”


The allusion was to the hose worn by the elegant young man who had just parted from Mr. Sayers. Mr. Sayers was walking toward Kemp Town, in happy obliviousness of the couple in the rear who were making it their business to keep him in sight. He bent his steps toward an hotel which looked out on to Castle Square, and passed through the door in blissful ignorance that they had entered immediately after. He was going up the staircase as they went in.


“I wish to speak to that gentleman,” said Mr. Clarke to the youth who was acting as hall-porter. “I’ll go up to his room.” He turned to Miss Lee. “Do you mind coming with me?”


The pair went up the staircase, the youth looking after them as if in doubt whether or not he ought to let them go. When they reached the passage on the first floor they saw Mr. Sayers opening the door of a room which was about half-way down it. He still had his back to them when Clarke spurted. Mr. Sayers had opened the door of the room, but by the time he had realized who was coming his recent victim was already on him, and he was assisted into the room with a swiftness which possibly surprised him.


“What the devil is the meaning of this?” he spluttered.


Mr. Clarke was standing at the still open door.


“Come in, Miss Lee, come in. I should like you to hear me say a word or two to Mr. Sayers, which won’t require me to detain you more than a few moments. This appears to be only a bedroom, but perhaps you won’t mind that.”


Miss Lee did not seem to mind in the least. She came in, closed the door, and stood with her back against it. Mr. Sayers stood staring at his visitors with an expression on his face which suggested that he was very far from pleased to see them.


“What do you mean by forcing your way into a gentleman’s room like this?” he demanded furiously.


“I am going to have a little conversation with you, Mr. Sayers,” replied Clarke coolly; “and I hope you will enjoy it as much as I feel sure I shall. You tried to drug me with a cigar; and when you failed you tried something else. Had the cigar succeeded, you would certainly have robbed me; when the other way came off as you desired, you robbed me on that occasion instead.


“You took from me my watch and chain, various trifles which I had about me, two hundred pounds in cash, and you got another five hundred for another cheque, which you first stole, then forged, and then presented. Those various items, added together, represent quite a formidable sum, Mr. Sayers. For that amount you are in my debt; but when we have finished our little conversation I will give you a receipt for it in full.”


The man had turned quite an uncomfortable colour; he showed white under his freckled skin. He seemed all at once to be short of breath.


“Don’t you play any of your monkey tricks with me,” he stammered.


“Not at all. I’m not going to play any tricks, Mr. Sayers; I’m merely going to teach you a little lesson.”


The man made a dash in the direction of the bell, but Clarke caught him by the shoulder with a grip which made him wince.


“If you should succeed in ringing the bell, Mr. Sayers,” he said quietly, “I should hand you over to the police, with the result that you would probably get a long term of penal servitude. I don’t want to have the police interfering in a little matter like this; when I’m through with you, I assure you, you’ll run no risk of penal servitude from me.”


He turned to the girl. “I am obliged to you, Miss Lee, for favouring me with your attention while I explained matters to Mr. Sayers; now I think I need detain you no longer.”


Miss Lee smiled and went out. As she went, the door was shut behind her, and she heard the key turned on the other side. The look which was on Mr. Sayers’ face as Gilbert Clarke, gripping him by the shoulder, explained his intentions, haunted her as she moved along the passage.


Two or three days afterward she was entering a Piccadilly restaurant when she noticed two men standing in the hall. One of them, a man of unusual height, had a scar on his cheek. She saw him say to the other—


“So our dear old friend has had trouble.”


“He’s in the hospital,” the other replied, with a smile which hardly suggested mirth, “if you call that trouble.”


“It depends rather on the circumstances which have taken him there, doesn’t it?”


“Mr. Gilbert Clarke stood for the circumstances in this case. I understand that he, as nearly as possible, broke every bone in his body, and that he won’t be able to move for at least a month. A motor-bus could hardly have hurt him more.


“And I will tell you something else: from what I am told, if you were to meet that nice young man, I shouldn’t wonder if you found him one of the toughest propositions you ever tackled. He may be a simpleton, but he’s built on a steel frame, and he can use it.”


The speaker made a little movement with his fists which was full of meaning.


“I have not the slightest wish to meet him, I assure you,” the tall man replied; “not the very least. I’ve had enough of this effete old country, and between ourselves, the day after tomorrow I’m going to leave it for quite a while.”


“I’m thinking of leaving it also,” the other gentleman returned.


As she went in to lunch Miss Lee, was smiling. She had heard from another source quite a spirited account of that conversation with Mr. Clifford Sayers. As she was choosing a table she was saying to herself—


“How strange it must feel to be a young man!”







The Affair of
 the Montagu Diamonds







Passing through the Embankment Gardens one cold, bleak afternoon in March, I saw a man accost a woman who was some little distance in front of me. As he spoke she turned her head, and, having looked at him, started running as for life. The man stopped, stared after her, and laughed; then, turning on his heels, began to retrace his steps. I saw his face quite clearly. Words which he muttered to himself were framed upon his lips, sufficiently obviously for me to follow them.


“Very well, my dear, you wait a bit. You haven’t quite learned your lesson yet.”


He was a nondescript-looking sort of person – indeed, although he was, perhaps, not more than thirty, in a sense the whole man showed signs of wear. As he neared me he had the impertinence to smile. I decided that there was something about him which I did not like at all.


When I got on to the Embankment I saw, on the other side of the road, the woman who had run away. She was leaning against the wall beside the river, holding one hand against her side, gasping for breath. My curiosity aroused, I asked her—


“What’s the matter? Are you feeling ill?”


“A man – spoke – to me, and – frightened me – nearly – out of my senses,” she answered, brokenly.


“What did he say to you? What sort of man was he?”


“He – was the man – who – was the cause – of all my trouble. I – lost my situation – because of him.”


“How was that?”


“He – made them think – I had stolen things, and – I hadn’t. They – turned me away – without a character. I – haven’t been able – to get – another situation since, and – I’m nearly starving.”


I believed her; I had seen hungry women before.


“Come with me,” I said; “we’ll get something to eat.”


I took her to a popular restaurant in the Strand. I had to take her arm in mine to enable her to get as far.


In reply to my questions, she told me that her name was Maggie Harris. She had been a nursery governess in a family named Braithwaite in Camden Town. They lived over a sort of fancy shop, from which they got their living. She had been with them nearly a year. Then things began to be missed, both from the house and the shop. Suspicion began to fasten on her. She herself did not know why. There was an assistant in the shop named Turner. This man made overtures to her, which she resented. One day a number of new goods were missing from the shop. While she was out with the children, her master and mistress searched her room; she felt sure it was at Turner’s suggestion. The missing articles were found in her box. Her employers turned her out on to the pavement there and then. That was six weeks ago. She had been trying to find other employment ever since, and had failed.


Her father, she said, was dead. She had a stepmother, who lived near Wisbech, in Cambridgeshire. She left her stepmother’s house because of some dispute over a young man. Practically she was without a friend in the world, without a penny, and with no prospects of earning one. So I took her home with me.


I was at that time in occupation of a flat in Sloane Gardens. Fifteen or sixteen days had gone by when, one morning there was a ringing at my front door, and Miss Marshall came rushing into the sitting-room, where I was at work with Maggie Harris. Miss Agatha Marshall had the flat immediately below mine. She was a rather eccentric person, somewhere in the thirties, who, although possessed of considerable means, found it difficult to induce a servant to stay with her.


“Oh, Miss Lee,” she exclaimed, “there have been thieves in my flat. I was alone; they might have cut my throat from ear to ear, and no one would have been any the wiser!”


“Are you quite sure, Miss Marshall, of what you say?”


“Miss Lee,” she replied, “they have taken my mother’s pearl necklace.”


“I expect,” I said, “you have mislaid the necklace. You will find it presently, when you have searched again.”


“Miss Lee, you don’t know what you are talking about.” All at once her tone was angry. “Last night I placed it in the biscuit-box. I filled it myself with biscuits and put the necklace at the bottom. Just now, when I went into the dining-room, there were the biscuits on the table, the box was empty, and the necklace was gone! And the worst of it is that something woke me in the middle of the night; I couldn’t imagine what it was. I lay listening, and I suppose before I made up my mind I dropped off to sleep again. Perhaps it was just as well, because, had I gone into the dining-room and found thieves in the act of robbing me, goodness knows what would have happened.”


I gave one or two directions to Maggie Harris and went downstairs with Miss Marshall.


Her story seemed to be correct. The pearl necklace did appear to have gone, and other things beside.


The mystery was how the robbery had been effected. Presently we had up Wheeler, the hall porter, and a policeman who was fetched off his beat. Both these persons were of opinion that entry had been gained by the simple process of unlocking the outer door of the lady’s flat, while the porter was certain that no suspicious character had entered the building after the lady herself had returned, just before midnight.


When I went back to my own sitting-room I found Maggie Harris still writing. My intention was not to keep her in my employment, but I felt that a month’s rest would not do her any harm, and at her request I had given her work of my own to do. The more I saw of the girl the more I liked her.


Directly I appeared she said a very singular thing.


“Wherever I go, a robbery immediately follows. It’s happened again and again. I’m not a thief. But it seems I might just as well be. You had better have me locked up or turned into the street.”


As she looked at me I was struck, not for the first time, by the pallor of her cheeks, her bloodless lips, and her shining eyes. I knew that, while she was not exactly hysterical, she was super-sensitive.


“I take it, Maggie,” said I, “that you did not steal Miss Marshall’s pearl necklace and the rest of her belongings?”


“I didn’t! I didn’t! Don’t you know I didn’t?”


“I never suggested that you did, which makes it harder for me to understand why you should use such extremely foolish words as you did just now.” As I saw that words were about to drop from the girl’s eager lips I stopped her. “Please don’t let us discuss the subject, Maggie. Miss Marshall’s losses have nothing to do either with you or with me.”


The mystery of the robbery in Miss Marshall’s flat remained unsolved. Nothing was heard about the articles which she professed to have lost.


Some ten days after the robbery Wheeler, the porter to the flats, stopped me as I was entering the lift.


“Before I take you up, Miss Lee, if you don’t mind, there are one or two things which I should like to say to you.”


“What is it, Wheeler?” I asked.


“I was thirty-two last week, Miss Lee,” he began, with rather unexpected candour. “My mother died more than twelve months ago, and left me quite a tidy bit of money. I’m going to set up in business on my own account, but before doing so I want a wife, someone who can look after the house and the accounts while I look after the customers and the shop, and, with your permission, Miss Lee, I was thinking of Miss Harris.”


I was a little startled as well as amused. He was a big strong-looking fellow, with an honest face and nice manners.


“Does this mean that you have spoken to Miss Harris, Wheeler?”


“In a manner of speaking, Miss Lee, I have, and also I haven’t. She won’t listen to me because of a hulking chap with whom she has got herself mixed up, and who, I am dead sure, means her no manner of good.”


“This is news to me, Wheeler. I wasn’t aware that she had any masculine friends in London.”


“She’s got two, Miss Lee. She’s frightened out of her life at the sight of one, and she ought to be at the sight of the other.”


“Are you sure of what you say? How did you find out these things?”


“One afternoon Miss Harris came running in here as if for dear life. She ran up the steps without waiting for the lift, and she cried out: ‘Don’t you let him touch me!’ The very next moment a fair-haired, thinnish, shabby chap appeared in the doorway. ‘Here,’ I said, ‘you can’t come in here! What do you want?’ His eyes went all over me. I didn’t fancy his looks at all. ‘Does the young lady who just came in live here?’ he asked. ‘What young lady?’ I said. ‘You take yourself off. It’s not my business to answer questions asked by chaps like you. If you’ve got anything to ask, you take yourself to the office and ask it there.’


“Three or four days afterwards Miss Harris went out, as she generally does of an afternoon. I was going out myself. Barr” – that was the name of another porter – “was taking my place. I stood here talking to him with my hat on. I spoke to her as she went past; she paid no more attention to me than if I wasn’t there. I don’t mind owning that I followed her. There was something about her looks I didn’t understand. She walked down to the corner of the Pimlico Road. There she met a tall, thin chap, in a long black overcoat and a big, soft, black felt hat. A motor landaulette was standing by the pavement. He didn’t speak to her and she didn’t speak to him; they just got in and the thing went off. She came back about six o’clock, looking white and ill, and I could see that she’d been crying. ‘I hope there’s nothing wrong?’ I said. She looked at me for a moment or two, as if she couldn’t make out who was speaking to her, and then she said, ‘Everything’s wrong – everything. I wish I’d never been born.’”


Wheeler paused for a second or two, and when he continued his tone was almost oddly serious.


“I’ve reason to believe, Miss Lee, that she’s been to meet that chap twice since then, and each time she’s come back in the same condition. My feelings about her being what they are, I thought the best thing I could do would be to speak to you. I’ve got a feeling for her about which I don’t care to say more than I can help. I’m convinced she’s the very wife I want, and I’d make her a good husband; if, Miss Lee, you wouldn’t mind speaking a word to her.”


I liked the man; I liked the girl. I felt that they might not make at all a bad pair. The first chance I had I hinted as much to the girl. Instead of improving in health as I had expected, she seemed to me to be wasting away. She seemed always to be listening; it gave one an uncanny feeling to watch her.


One day, while she sat typing some papers, I noticed that absorbed look upon her face which I had come to know so well.


“What are you trying to hear?” I asked her, with a smile.


She looked round at me with startled eyes.


“I can’t think what it is,” she said. “Do you know, I’m always catching myself trying to listen to something – sometimes in the middle of the night – and I always wonder what it is.”


I changed the subject by saying—


“Do you know what I think you want? A husband.”


“What do you mean?” she asked.


“Has Mr. Wheeler never spoken to you, or dropped a hint?”


She was silent. Presently she leaned over the typewriter and covered her face with her hands. Then she stood up and turned to me a face on which there was a mysterious something which was beyond my comprehension.


“You had better kill me – than talk to me like that.”


She scarcely spoke above a whisper; then she left the room. The young woman mystified me, gave me curious ideas. I had heard of dual personalities; I was beginning to wonder if hers was such a case.


The following morning I was walking up Sloane Street when I saw in front of me a figure which I recognized as that of the man who, by accosting Maggie Harris in the Embankment Gardens, had first brought her to my notice.


I thought of Wheeler’s story of the fair-haired man from whom the girl had fled as for her life. I decided that I would see where this gentleman was going.


When he reached the top of the street he entered a restaurant. I unhesitatingly went in after him. He had gone right down the room, and had joined a man who sat at a small table which stood in a sort of alcove. Looking round, I perceived that another small table stood in such a position that, if I occupied a chair at it, I could get a good view of their faces.


The person I had followed was the man of the Embankment Gardens; I had only to get one glimpse of his face to be sure of that. But he was in better fettle than on that first occasion. As regards his companion, he recalled Wheeler’s description of the man who had met Maggie Harris at the corner of the Pimlico Road. He was, if anything, a more unpleasant-looking person than the other. He was very dark, with a long, thin face, high cheekbones, thin lips, and a pair of the most unpleasant eyes I have ever seen in a human head.


Their conversation was carried on, for the most part, in whispers; but they both had those peculiar mobile lips the movements of which are like printed pages to eyes like mine.


The dark man began by asking a question.


“Any news?”


“The best. It will have to be Saturday.”


“Why? Any particular reason?”


“A very particular and excellent reason.” The fair man leaned over the table so that his lips were closer to the other. “On Friday afternoon he brings home a parcel of diamonds, a bag full of money, and quite a number of other pretty things. The diamonds, the money, and the other pretty things are going to be put in the nice little safe which is let into the wall. There they will remain in quiet and safe seclusion while our Mr. Albert Montagu and his dear little wife run down to Brighton for the weekend. So now you see, my dear Professor Argus, why it will have to be Saturday – and that’s where you come in. I suppose you will be able to come in?”


The dark man’s features were contorted by a smile which did not appeal to me at all.


“I have her under my finger as I have that crumb; I can do with her as I please.”


“You’re a remarkable man, Professor,” the fair man observed; “but – this is a pretty remarkable thing you’re proposing to do.”


“Is it any more remarkable than the other things? There was a certain pearl necklace. Wasn’t it pretty remarkable how it came into our possession, without either of us moving a finger or incriminating ourselves in any way?”


“I dare say. But it does seem as if there were going to be unusual features about this little job. She’s got to enter the place with a passkey; she’s also got to open a complicated safe with a very delicate and ingenious little instrument. That would take some doing if she were wide awake; in the state in which she will be it will be dashed difficult. I can’t help thinking that nothing could be easier than for her to make a little mistake, and the slightest slip, from our point of view, would be fatal, because if she spoilt our tool – which she probably would do – she’d be done, and, what would be worse, so should we.”


“You say you know the safe?”


“I do. At least, so far as the lock’s concerned, I’ve got its double; it cost a pretty penny.”


“Good! And you’ve got the key which will open it?”


“I have; you saw it yourself – both the lock and the key.”


“And you saw her rehearse; you saw her take that key into her hand and open that lock without my saying a word?”


“I did; it was a wonderful performance. You are a wonderful chap, Professor.”


“Then why do you worry? I’ve got that girl, body and soul. You may take it from me that if you’ve got your part of the business right, that little matter will come off on Saturday.”


“Professor, you really are a marvel – here’s to you, my boy. It was a stroke of luck my getting on her track again; and her having found such a comfortable home with our dear, tender-hearted, charitable Miss Judith Lee.”


As I sat there following the conversation of those two scamps the whole diabolical conspiracy was plain to me before they had finished. They went first. I remained after they had gone, doing my best to decide on what would be the proper course to pursue. At last I came to the conclusion that the wisest thing for me to do would be to go to Dr. Riderman – so I went.


On the way I stopped at a public telephone call-office, rang up Scotland Yard, and requested Inspector Ellis to meet me at Dr. Riderman’s residence in Harley Street in the shortest possible space of time.


Horace Riderman is not only a great surgeon, he is also one of the leading authorities on certain psychological aspects of disease. Shortly after reaching Dr. Riderman’s house Inspector Ellis was ushered in. I introduced them.


“Inspector Ellis – Dr. Riderman. I wish to tell you gentlemen a little story, and then to ask your advice – probably, also, your assistance.”


I told them the story of my first meeting with Maggie Harris, and of the man from whom she had fled; of the account she had given me of herself; of how I had taken her to my home, and of what had followed. When I came to the robbery of Miss Marshall’s pearl necklace Inspector Ellis interposed.


“It didn’t come actually into my hands, but I remember hearing of that. I believe that, so far, the thief has not been found, nor the pearls either.”


I said that was so. Then I described the effect the robbery had had upon Maggie Harris.


“Dr. Riderman,” I continued, “the girl has been hypnotized. She’s a hypnotic subject. That, to my mind, explains everything.”


“If that is the case, Miss Lee, I can only ask for details.”


Then I told of the interview which I had just witnessed in the restaurant, and of the conversation which followed.


“You remember that the girl told me that she had left her stepmother’s house because of a dispute she had had over a young man. My theory is that the man who caused trouble with her stepmother, the man who met her in the Pimlico Road, and the Professor Argus, to whom I have just been introduced in the restaurant, are one and the same person. He probably found out quite early the power he had over her. That power has grown with the years, her capacity of resistance being so slight, until now, as I just now saw him say, he can do as he likes with her. This is a case, doctor, of hypnosis by suggestion.”


“Is that sort of thing really possible?” asked the inspector.


I waved my hand towards the surgeon. “Ask Dr. Riderman.”


“It’s certainly possible; indeed, it is not easy, in the light of our present information, to say what in such cases is impossible. How far do your theories intend to go, Miss Lee? Are you asking us to believe that, at the suggestion of this man, Professor Argus, she took Miss Marshall’s pearls?”


“I made no positive assertion. I’m merely here to tell you of a conversation which has just taken place. The man Turner spoke of persons named Montagu. Now, on the first floor in my block of flats there is a Mr. Montagu, and he has a wife. He is a diamond merchant in Hatton Garden. It is his habit to bring home parcels of diamonds. He once told me that a parcel he had in his hand was worth nearly fifteen thousand pounds. When I asked what he did, in his flat, to ensure the safety of such valuable property, he replied that there was a little hiding-place close to his hand where it would be as safe as in the Bank of England. That suggests the safe of which the man Turner spoke, and the instrument in the nature of a key with which the girl is to open it.”


“Do you mean to say,” struck in the inspector, “that a girl in the condition in which, according to you, Miss Harris is to be, could, with any instrument whatever, open so complicated a piece of mechanism as the lock of a really good burglar-proof safe?”


“That, again, is a point on which I prefer to say nothing. Mr. and Mrs. Albert Montagu are in the habit of going away for the weekend. If it is the intention of those two ingenious gentlemen that, while in a state of hypnosis, Maggie Harris is to make a burglarious entrance into their flat, nothing is easier than that you, and the doctor here, and I should be there to see. We need not interfere – we can just stand and watch. Afterwards, when she hands over to the arch-villain the plunder which he has made her take – that will be the moment for us to move. What is your opinion, Dr. Riderman?”


“I think, in the first place, it’s a very remarkable story, Miss Lee. Dr. Milne Bramwell tells us of a woman who, being told while in a state of hypnosis to do a certain thing at a certain hour in a certain way, several days afterwards, being released from her hypnotic trance, did that exact thing, at the exact moment, exactly as required, without being conscious that such a suggestion had ever been made. I have seen that sort of thing myself more than once. I think your notion, Miss Lee, that we should be on the spot to see if she really does is not at all a bad one.”


And we were there, all three of us – and another, making four. The fourth person was Edward Wheeler; in my scheme he was essential.


“I’ll be there – you may depend on me, Miss Lee.”


On the Friday afternoon Mr. and Mrs. Montagu got into a cab and were driven away. Wheeler had been informed that the servants had been given a weekend holiday, and that the flat was to be shut up. So far the man Turner’s forecast of their movements had proved correct.


During the early part of the Saturday I noticed that Maggie Harris seemed to be in an acutely sensitive frame of mind. Towards evening she grew restless. She kept giving what seemed to be involuntary movements, as if suffering from a sense of physical discomfort. Soon after ten o’clock she went to bed; ten minutes afterwards I went to the telephone and rang up Dr. Riderman. In less than half an hour he appeared with Inspector Ellis.


We three sat in my room waiting and watching. At one o’clock Wheeler came upstairs and joined us.


“Is everyone in?” I asked. He replied in the affirmative.


It was just past two o’clock before anything happened. We were in my sitting-room; the door was open; Dr. Riderman said that if the girl were really in a state of hypnosis she would not notice such a trifle as the fact that my sitting-room lights were shining out into the passage. All at once the doctor held up a forefinger.


“A handle is being turned. Which is her room?”


“It’s the next but one to this.” I listened. In the utter silence a faint sound was just perceptible. Soft footsteps came along the passage, then a figure passed my door.


“It’s she,” I whispered; “and I believe she’s dressed.”


“Why shouldn’t she be?” observed the doctor. “Do you think he’d be such a fool as to let her walk about the place in her nightdress?”


Someone had gone along the passage and opened my front door. We all rose.


“Now, recollect what I tell you,” said the doctor. “If I think it safe to speak I’ll let you know; till I do, be as still as you can. If he has her well in hand there’ll be no risk of our being seen; so far as we are concerned she will be stone-blind.”


When we got out on to the landing she was moving softly down the stone staircase.


“Do you mean to say,” whispered the inspector, “that she doesn’t know what she’s about? She moves as if she were in possession of all her senses.”


“Wait a bit,” replied the doctor, “and you’ll see.”


He spoke louder than the inspector. At that moment the girl, pausing, put the fingers of her left hand up to her cheek and seemed to listen.


“She heard you,” whispered the inspector.


“She didn’t; she may have received a suggestion from someone who is at goodness knows what distance from this; she never heard me. I’ll prove it to you presently. Unless I’m mistaken, this is the most remarkable case of hypnosis by suggestion that I’ve ever witnessed.”


Maggie Harris descended those four flights of stone steps, holding herself very upright, well in the centre, with as much assurance – in Inspector Ellis’s words – as if she had been in possession of all her senses. When she reached the first-floor landing, pausing in front of Mr. Montagu’s flat, taking a key out of the bosom of her frock, with it she opened the door, as steadily and surely as if she had been wide awake. We had followed her – a curious quartet – from step to step, without her once looking round.


“Where did she get that key from?” inquired Wheeler, as the Montagus’ door yielded to her touch. “There are only two other keys which fit that lock besides Mr. Montagu’s: one I’ve got, and the other is in the office.”


“That’s a master-key which she has,” murmured Ellis. “The man who is handling her is an artist. He’s seen that she’s provided with proper tools, and nothing’s easier, if you know how to set about it, than to provide oneself with a master-key which will open every door in a block of London flats.”


Dr. Riderman had hurried through the open door, and I was at his heels. Behind me was Inspector Ellis, with Wheeler in the rear. One thing we noticed at once: the girl had not switched on the light.


“That shows the state she’s in – light and darkness are the same to her.”


As he said this the doctor himself switched on the light. There she was, threading her way among the tables and chairs as if she could see them perfectly well – yet she did not give the slightest sign that she was conscious of the amazing change which had taken place when the doctor touched that electric switch.


Maggie Harris passed from the sitting-room to the bedroom. Some little time before Mrs. Montagu had been ill in bed. I had visited her on several occasions, but had seen nothing to suggest that a safe was in the room. Yet the girl, who, I should certainly say, had never been there before, went straight to it. There were twin beds in the room; the wall between them was covered with hangings. Maggie drew one of these aside, touched a spring, and a hinged panel flew back; behind was a small safe painted green. She did something to the lock, very much as a blind person feels for the Braille type with the tips of the fingers, then she inserted something into the keyhole, went through some further mysterious performances with the tips of her fingers, turned with the greatest of ease the something which she had put into the lock, and the safe was open. Within was a small black leather bag – we were within a few feet of her and could see it plainly. She opened it, took out a little paper parcel, a canvas bag, and a packet of papers; shut it, closed the door of the safe, returned the hinged panel; then, wheeling round, moved straight towards us. She came so close to me that I had to draw back to prevent actual contact. Her head was erect, her eyes open, but the pupils were fixed. I had seen hypnotized persons before that night; I recognized that I was looking at one then. We held our breath and she went by, though if we had made a noise it would have made no difference. Dr. Riderman proved it by exclaiming, just as she was passing into the sitting-room—


“Young lady! Miss Harris!”


Obviously unaware that a sound had been uttered, she continued her progress across the sitting-room, passed through the hall door, and shut it in our faces. That was certainly unlooked for. Inspector Ellis, for one, was visibly disconcerted.


“After all,” he cried, “the whole thing may be a trap. What fools we shall look! If she’s locked it from the outside she may be clear away with her spoils before we can get out.”


“Yes; but as it happens it isn’t locked on the outside,” observed Wheeler. He showed it by pressing back the latch, and the door was wide open.


Ellis was first on the landing, but we were soon after him. There was the girl, two flights above us. We re-entered my flat, the girl in front, we four behind.


“Now, what’s to be done?” asked Ellis. “That piece of sugar-paper she’s carrying is a parcel of diamonds. As your friend said, Miss Lee, there may be fifteen thousand pounds’ worth. There’s money in that canvas bag which she’s got in her left hand; by the look of it, quite a decent sum. Those papers she’s carrying may be valuable securities. Hadn’t we at once better make sure that they’re safe?”


“If by that you mean,” I replied, “that you’d like to take them from her, I will remind you that what we want to do is to make sure of the scoundrel who has engineered all this. The only way to do that is to catch him with that stolen property in his possession. We want to establish her innocence, to make it clear that she’s the helpless victim of a nefarious plot, and, what is not least, remove her from his influence.”


“All I want to do is to make sure that the valuables are safeguarded,” said the inspector.


“I’ll make sure of that,” I told him. “I promise you that nothing which she has taken from Mr. Montagu’s flat shall pass out of mine without your knowledge. If you like, you might leave a man here to keep an eye on things; I don’t think it would be a bad idea if you did. But you’ve only seen the first act of the drama. Be here in good time tomorrow, and I fancy you’ll see the second act – and the end. What you’ll have to do will be to arrest Professor Argus and his confederate, the man Turner.”


The next day was Sunday. Maggie Harris rose at the usual hour; she seemed tired and depressed, as if her night’s rest had done her little good. At half-past ten she started out to church; so far as I was concerned, her Sundays were her own. While she was getting ready I opened her bedroom door to ask her a question. As I did so I was struck by the oddity of her manner. I spoke to her twice without her seeming to take any notice of what I said.


I put on my hat and gloves, sent a message over the telephone, and waited for her to go out. When I heard her bedroom door open I went out into the passage. She walked right past me without seeming to take any heed of my presence. She had a prayer book in one hand and a green leather handbag in the other. I jumped to a conclusion.


“Mr. Montagu’s property is in that bag. She’s going to meet that – that creature.”


I followed her down the staircase. Dr. Riderman and Wheeler were in the hall, the latter in mufti. Both of them took off their hats to salute her as she appeared an attention on their part which she utterly ignored. We all three followed her as she went out into the street. Inspector Ellis, in plain clothes, was on the other side of the road. Without crossing to us, he moved in the direction in which she was going.


“You’ll find she’s going to the corner of the Pimlico Road,” said Wheeler to me. “I believe that’s where she always does go; that’s where he always meets her. If I could only get within comfortable reach of him—”


He stopped – in time. His agitation was obvious. Dr. Riderman deemed it necessary to address to Wheeler a warning word.


“Don’t you let yourself go; control yourself, my lad. You leave the conduct of this business to others.”


We were nearing the end of Lower Sloane Street when Inspector Ellis motioned to us from his side of the road. We stopped short, letting the girl go on. The inspector, on his side of the road, strolled carelessly on. Crossing the street, the girl disappeared round the corner. The inspector vanished too. In another moment the inspector reappeared; when he beckoned to us we moved forward. A taxicab was standing by the kerb. The inspector explained.


“She’s in that motorcar with the professor, as you say he calls himself.” We could see that a closed car was moving rapidly. “In you get; this cab’s mine.”


We got in; the cab started. The inspector continued to explain.


“Some of our men are shadowing our friend in front. I don’t propose to take him single-handed.”


The cab ran over Ebury Bridge into Warwick Street, turning into what I afterwards learnt was Alderney Street, then suddenly stopped. We were on the pavement in an instant.


“There’s that other motor going off in front,” observed the driver. “It’s put the pair down. There is the girl turning into Sussex Street. She don’t seem well. The man has gone into the house four doors from this; I fancy the door must have been kept open for him – he slipped in so fast.”


Four men were coming towards us down the street.


“There are my chaps,” said Ellis. “What we’ve got to do is to get into that house before the professor gets out of it – perhaps by a back door. For the moment we’ll leave the girl to herself.”


This did not appeal to Wheeler at all, for he made a rapid movement towards the street into which the girl had turned. We approached the house of which the driver had spoken.


Inspector Ellis had in his hand a key, which he inserted into the keyhole, and which opened the door as easily as if it had been made for it. An elderly woman was in the hall.


“Who are you?” she asked. “What do you want? What do you mean by coming into my house without knocking?”


There came a sound from somewhere above, as if a heavy piece of furniture had fallen. Thrusting the woman aside, the inspector ran up the stairs with us at his heels. There were two doors on the first landing, which he threw wide open; then, turning, sprang up three more stairs which were on the left, to a door beyond. He turned the handle – then exclaimed—


“The door’s locked. He’s in here. Pankhurst, drive this door open.”


A great, big man, one of the four who had met us outside, went rushing forward, and by the mere force of his impetus carried the door away as if it were so much matchwood. In another second we were all of us swarming into the room. Then I heard someone shout—


“Look out! He’s going to jump through the window.”


Just as I entered the man whom I had heard addressed as Professor Argus jumped, before anyone could stop him. There was an old-fashioned French window leading on to a little balcony; it was open when I got into the room. I saw a tall figure pass through it, then vanish. One of the inspector’s men, running on to the balcony, looked over the low railing.


“He must have struck the spikes of the railings and fallen on the wrong side to the bottom of the area. He’s lying all of a heap.”


Inspector Ellis’s voice, as he replied to this information, was cold and official.


“Two of you men go down and look after him.” He turned to someone else who was in the room. “You are my prisoner; if you are a wise man you won’t make any fuss.”


The man addressed did not look as though he were likely to make what the inspector called a fuss – it was Turner, from whom Maggie Harris had fled in the Embankment Gardens, and whom I had seen concocting his hideous plot in the restaurant. His confederate was dead, the arch-criminal. Whether his intention was to commit suicide, or merely to make a wild effort to escape from the police, was not clear. In his pockets were that whitey-brown paper parcel which we had seen Maggie Harris take out of Mr. Montagu’s safe, and which contained a large number of uncut diamonds; the canvas bag, in which there were nearly a hundred pounds in gold, besides banknotes; and the bundle of papers. The two keys – the master-key with which the girl had opened the outer door, and the ingenious instrument with which she had manipulated the lock of the safe – were actually found in Turner’s hands.


When I returned to Sloane Gardens I found Maggie Harris in my sitting-room crying as if her heart would break; and by her side, doing his best to offer her consolation, was the hall-porter.







On Two Trains







I have scarcely ever become engaged in what I will call a case of set intention. I have nearly always drifted, the thing – to vary the word – has been thrust upon me. When, for instance, after having spent a very pleasant time with some friends in the north, I started on the journey to London, my only object was to reach my destination in the shortest possible space of time. I had work awaiting me in town; nothing was farther from my mind than to allow anything to divert my attention on the road. Yet, before the train drew up at the platform at King’s Cross I had become – although I did not know it at the time – engaged in what was destined to be one of the most singular experiences in my life.


At Peterborough, where the train stopped, a girl got into my compartment, which hitherto I had had all to myself. She was attended by a man; I say man, although he struck me as being little more than a boy. He was fair-haired, sunny-faced; as he stood chatting to her at the open carriage door it seemed to me that he had the sweetest smile I had ever seen. Neither spoke in very subdued tones, so I could not help hearing some of the things they said. Just as the train was about to start she said to him, in what was a high-pitched rather than a loud voice—


“But I don’t know what address to write to.”


He smiled – that wonderful smile of his.


“Of course, how absurd of me! Here, I’ll write it down.” Taking a card from his pocket he wrote something on the back, which having written he proceeded to read aloud. “George Winnington, Old Times Club, Jermyn Street.” He handed her the card. “That address will always find me.”


“I never heard of the Old Times Club,” she said.


“No, very few people have. It’s a little nook where a few kindred spirits rub ideas together. I shall be there in the morning, so mind you write me tonight.”


She nodded. She stood in the open door glancing at the card he had given her. Just then someone called out, “Take your seats, pleas”; he got on to the foot-board, and I feel sure before she had guessed his intention, drew her down towards him and kissed her. Then he got down on to the platform again, the door was shut, he stood with his hat in his hand, smiling, repeating his previous words, “Mind you write tonight!” – and the train started.


The girl, whom he had left to be my companion to town, presented a picture which, from one point of view, was amusing; I do not think I ever saw a damsel in such a state of confusion; that young gentleman’s kiss had unhinged her utterly. She stood by the window till the train had moved clear of the platform; I believe it was only when she realized where she was that it occurred to her she might as well sit down, which she did in the corner at the opposite end of the carriage, facing me. Conscious of her condition, I hid myself behind the pages of an illustrated paper, so that she might not feel that she was the object of too close attention; yet I was sufficiently human to feel bound to peep at her occasionally round the edges of my journal.


She was extraordinarily pretty, and beautifully dressed; those two facts I grasped at once. She was very tiny – I doubt if she was over five feet – with a profusion of hair which was of a pretty shade of brown, big, dark grey eyes, a charming mouth, and a complexion which certainly owned none of its delicacy to art. She was perhaps twenty years old, yet there was something about her which, in these days of bachelor young women, was unusual, a suggestion of freshness, sweetness, simplicity, which nowadays is not often the attribute even of a child, and very seldom marks a young woman.


As I glanced at her from behind my paper I was not sure that it would not have been just as well for her if she had borne herself more like the modern young woman of her years; if she had, I doubt if that young man would have mounted the footboard to surprise her with his kiss. That her surprise had been so great as almost to overwhelm her was obvious. It was not only that a mantle of scarlet seemed to have settled permanently on her cheeks, but she seemed so dismayed, as if something had happened which for her had all at once turned the world upside down. All the way to town she never moved, but sat in her corner like a startled thing, staring straight in front of her at something which was so strange as to be incredible. It was only when we were nearing the terminus that it seemed to occur to her that she had in her hand the card which that young gentleman had given her. Its discovery seemed to occasion her another start. She glanced at it as if amazed to find it there; then up from the card towards me. I do not know if she had realized my presence before; she seemed to find the sight of me not only amazing, but alarming. Hurriedly opening her handbag, cramming the card inside, she turned her face towards the window and her back to me, and unless I was mistaken she was positively trembling. What became of her when we reached King’s Cross I do not know. Appreciating her desire to evade my scrutiny, I busied myself with my own affairs and was careful to pay no attention to her. I should possibly never have thought of her again had it not been for an incident which occurred a few days afterwards.


I went to a great London hotel to see Mr. and Mrs. Hastings, whose deaf and dumb daughter had more than once been in my charge. Failing to find them in any of the reception-rooms, I went to look for them in one of the lounges below. There are two lounges just outside the smoking-room, a large open one on the left, a smaller and more secluded one on the right. As I stood at the smoking-room door, wondering if at any rate Mr. Hastings was within, I glanced round, through the entrance of the small lounge which was on my right, and as I did so saw a man pronounce a name which seemed familiar – George Winnington.


Two men were seated at a table on the opposite side: a tall, lean man, with a long face and lantern jaws, and a shorter, plumper person, with one of those round faces through whose skin the blood vessels are unpleasantly conspicuous. It was he who had pronounced the name which struck me as familiar – George Winnington. My attention aroused, I caught the end of a sentence as it was framed on his loose lips.


“… If George Winnington don’t look out we’ll show him that there’s a thing or two he’s still got to learn.”


The lantern-jawed man replied, “His money or his life – is that the sort of thing you mean?”


“That’s what it comes to, only we’ll have something more than his life if we don’t get his money.”


“You’ll get his money fast enough, by way of his little lady.”


The fat man, laying his hand upon the other’s arm, said with an air of great solemnity—


“If he has got her, really got her, my boy, our fortune’s made: we are rich men.”


The long man seemed to be amused by the other’s solemnity. He said with a grin – he had one of those big mouths on whose long, thin lips it always seems to me that every word ought to be as plain as print to the merest tyro—


“I should like to see the colour of some of our riches if we are.”


The words were scarcely spoken when someone, passing me, entered the lounge. It was the young man who had kissed the girl at the door of my compartment at Peterborough station. Of course that was where I had heard the name before: it came back to me on the instant; it was the name he had read aloud from the card on which he had written it – “George Winnington, Old Times Club, Jermyn Street.” The expression on his face was very different from that which I had seen at Peterborough. I was struck by the difference. His sweet smile had gone; the sunshine, the look of careless, boyish happiness had vanished from his face; instead it was white and haggard; his eyes seemed to be inflamed; it was the face of one who was possessed by some overmastering, terrible anxiety. He had no eyes for me, although I stood quite close to him I doubt that he even realized that anyone was there. When he saw the two men seated at the table he paused, then took a few steps forward, exclaiming in a perfectly audible tone of voice—


“So there you are, two thieves together! You’re a nice couple of blackguards! Damn the pair of you!”


The sentence was such a curious one, and seemed to presage a conversation of such an intimate character, that realizing that this was certainly an occasion on which auditors were not desired, I moved away from the entrance to the lounge, out of sight and hearing.


About a week afterwards I was at a dance in Lowndes Square. A waltz had just finished; my partner was leading me to a seat, when I caught sight of a face in the crowd of dancers which rather startled me: it was the face of the girl whom George Winnington had kissed on the foot-board of my compartment. I seemed destined to run against that pair. She was on the arm of a man with whom I had some acquaintance – Sir William Berry. I was taking my seat; she was lost in the crowd almost as soon as I had a glimpse of her. I should possibly have thought no more about her had it not been for a brief conversation which I saw taking place between two elderly ladies who were at some distance from me on my right. One, the elder, was on a chair; the other was standing close to her in such a position that her full face was turned towards me. I saw her ask the elder lady—


“Who is that lovely girl who is dancing with Sir William Berry?”


I could see all sorts of things which were being said about me: banalities mostly; it was that one question which seized my attention. I watched for the answer. It was spoken in that confidential tone in which one does say such things in a ballroom; had I been seated by the speaker I should probably not have caught a word. As it was, from where I watched I saw each syllable distinctly.


“My dear, that’s the Braxham girl – Miss Beatrice Braxham.”


The other lady inquired, speaking just as confidentially—


“Not of Braxham’s Balm?” 


“The same, my dear – the young lady of the ointment and the millions. I understand she’s been brought up in the most extraordinary way. Her mother died when she was a child; her father, who was a person of imperfect education, had sense enough to distrust his capacity to bring up a girl unaided, so he transferred her to a convent somewhere in the wilds of Brittany, and there she’s been immured till quite the other day.”


“When did Braxham – the original Braxham – die?”


“Some six months ago – suddenly, without warning, on a chair in his office. When the girl came to England he was already buried. Practically he was an utter stranger to her; I’m told she only saw him three or four times in her life, and then only for a few minutes at a time. I’ve been informed that she knew absolutely nothing whatever about him, not even the business he was in. She had lived very simply in her convent all the year round, with very little money to spend, and nothing to buy if she had had heaps.”


“And did her father leave her all his money?”


“My dear, so far as a will was concerned he left her nothing, because he made no will – he died intestate. So, since she was his only child, and I believe his only known relation, everything is hers to do with exactly as she chooses. Although no formal announcement has been made, I hear he left several millions, and Braxham’s Balm is bringing in an enormous amount of money every year. There’s a situation for you – a simple child, who has possibly never had more than a five-pound note at a time, and who has probably never done anything of her own initiative, the sole possessor of untold wealth; no wonder London is asking what will she do with them. Will she throw her sacks full of sovereigns into the sea as if they were so many pebbles on the shore, or—”


The elder lady stopped; the other completed her sentence on lines of her own.


“Or will she dower some impecunious and probably undeserving gentleman with the treasures which that singular father of hers – he must have been a singular sort of person – spent his whole life in amassing?”


“I need not tell you,” resumed the elder lady, “that the eyes of every fortune-hunter in Europe are fixed upon her. She’ll be lucky if she gets through the season without being caught by a scamp.”


The two ladies parted: the elder remaining on her chair, the younger moving off among the crowd. I am afraid my partner found me inattentive to the remarks with which he was endeavouring to entertain me. Indeed, later in the evening, I happened to glance at him as he was talking to a friend, and I saw him say—


“Miss Lee can dance all right, but as a talker she’s a frost; it seems impossible to get a word out of her. One generally does find it difficult to know what to say to a girl at a dance, but from a conversational point of view she’s the absolute limit.”


I did not feel flattered. He is quite a nice man. I did not want him to have so poor an opinion of my capacity; I should have liked to explain to him that while he had been talking to me my thoughts were elsewhere, which is really why he had found it so difficult to get words out of me. I could have assured him that as a rule I can talk nineteen to the dozen; but that when he was wanting me to prove it I was thinking of Miss Beatrice Braxham, of Braxham’s Balm, that wonderful ointment whose merits are proclaimed on every hoarding and in the advertising columns of all our journals – the simple, inexperienced, convent-bred girl who, while still only a child, had the uncontrolled disposal of all those millions. Small wonder London was asking what she would do with them.


There was one question which I was disposed to ask myself – although it was no affair of mine, but then I am always interfering in the affairs of other folks – who was Mr. George Winnington; how came they to know each other; what were the relations between them? That she had been more than amazed by the liberty which he had taken at the door of that compartment in Peterborough station I felt convinced. My one question had become several. Although the affair was no business of mine, I should have liked to find answers to them all. I should like to have known also who those two undesirable-looking men were whom I had seen seated in the lounge at the hotel; what hold they had over Mr. George Winnington; what they had meant by their allusion to “his little lady.” Why had Mr. Winnington been in such an agitated state of mind as he approached them? Why had he addressed them in such unparliamentary language? Were they, indeed, a couple of thieves? If so, how came they to be associates of his – who had had the temerity to kiss the unsophisticated representative of Braxham’s Balm before a perfect stranger on a railway platform?


When I was going away from the dance I waited for some moments in the hall while someone was finding for me the electric brougham which I had jobbed for the occasion. People were coming down the stairs. Among them Miss Beatrice Braxham on the arm of a man who was nearly a foot higher than herself. They made a singularly ill-assorted couple. They were talking as they descended. Apparently he had asked if he might be permitted to call, for I saw her say—


“I shall be very glad to see you. I’m at home every Thursday after four; 37, Curzon Street is my address.”


She dismissed him when they got into the hall.


“You really needn’t come any farther,” I saw her tell him; adding, when he was unwilling to be sent away, “I’m expecting to meet someone, if you don’t mind.”


He took his dismissal with, I thought, not a very good grace. I was standing close to the open door; looking through it I understood why his escort had been declined: on the pavement, looking at the people as they came out of the house, was the young gentleman of the train. He was in evening dress, his coat collar was turned up, his hat was pressed far on to his head; it struck me that he was in a state of curious agitation – as he had been during those brief moments when I had seen him in the hotel. He started as Miss Braxham appeared on the steps; then hesitated, as I fancied, to learn if anyone was with her. When he saw that she was alone he moved quickly forward. His agitation seemed to infect her: at sight of him her cheeks went crimson, as they had done in the train. He met her when she was half-way down the steps. I saw her whisper to him, as he held his hat in his hand—


“You ought not to have come.”


“Ought not!” He replaced his hat with a defiant flourish. “I had to, you know I had to. I would not have come if I could have helped it.”


I wondered what he meant; his manner did not suggest that he was merely conveying a compliment. He seemed possessed by some overmastering excitement. I saw the startled look she gave him; unless I erred she trembled – they did not convey to me the idea that they were just a pair of lovers. Crossing the pavement they entered a big limousine, the door of which was held open by a resplendent footman. My brougham had been found; the big car was starting just as I got into it. I said to my chauffeur—


“You see that limousine? Do you think you can keep it in sight until I tell you?”


The man said nothing, he merely touched his hat. I got in, and off we started.


Why I had told my driver to follow that limousine I had myself only a very vague idea; I knew quite well that it was not exactly a legitimate thing to do, but the fact was I was devoured by curiosity – I sometimes am. Somehow I was convinced that that young man was not at all the sort of person who was entitled to ride alone at that hour of the night, or rather morning, with a young woman who was possessed of millions. She must have had a chaperon – a girl in her position would hardly go to Lady Bulkeley’s ball alone; what had become of the dame in whose charge she was supposed to be? Had she given her the slip and stolen away without her knowledge, in order to be alone with that very singular young man? It must have been a rendezvous – I had seen her tell her tall escort that she expected to meet someone. But, to put it mildly, what a bold thing to do – to make an appointment to meet that ineligible young man – I felt sure he was ineligible – on the pavement outside Lady Bulkeley’s house at half-past two in the morning. It seemed to me that they must have courage, those two. I wondered – I could not help it – what was taking place in that limousine in front of us: what those two were saying to each other.


Suddenly my coupé stopped. I put my head out of the window to speak to the driver. He said—


“That limousine in front has just pulled up.”


I asked, “Where are we?”


“This is St. James’s Street; the limousine has stopped at the corner of Jermyn Street.”


Jermyn Street! I recalled the address which Mr. George Winnington had scribbled on the card: Old Times Club, Jermyn Street. My driver went on—


“A gentleman is getting out, miss – he is saying goodbye to a lady; I fancy the lady is crying, miss.”


“Crying!” I was surprised. “How can you tell she’s crying, at this distance?”


“Well, miss,” – the man’s tone was apologetic – “she’s got a handkerchief to her eyes. The gentleman’s turning into Jermyn Street; the car with the lady in is moving off. Do you want me to follow it, miss?”


That was precisely what I did not know. To be candid, I was feeling a little confused: almost, I may say, a trifle ashamed. What business had I to be playing the spy? What had those two people to do with me? I had not the slightest right to be interested in their movements. And yet – well, I find it hard to explain. But there are moments in my life in which my sense of intuition becomes so keen that it almost approaches what might seem to some to be the verge of the supernatural. With me it was one of those moments then: I was convinced that there was something about those two young persons which called to me. For what, or why, it called, as yet I could not tell; I only knew that within me was something – altogether different from mere vulgar curiosity – which insisted upon my concerning myself in the affairs of these two utter strangers.


It was 3 a.m., certainly time for me to be in bed; probably my driver, being human, also stood in need of sleep. Yet something which was stronger than I was suddenly began to tell me to follow that young man; it may seem ridiculous, but there was the fact. I sat still for a minute, then I asked my driver—


“Do you know the Old Times Club in Jermyn Street?”


“The Old Times Club?” He repeated my words. “No, miss, I can’t say I ever heard of it. That limousine has turned round and gone up into Piccadilly; where shall I take you to?”


It seemed to me that his words conveyed a hint; it was as good as saying that he was anxious to get home, and no wonder. I came to an instant resolution: I would take pity on the man.


“Drive me home,” I said.


We turned; re-entering Piccadilly we ran along towards Sloane Street. It was odd what I suffered directly that driver began to obey my orders; each yard he went seemed to cause me positive pain. I became all at once possessed by the most singular feeling that something had happened to that young man in Jermyn Street, and was still happening, which it was my business to prevent. It was no use my struggling against the feeling: my struggles seemed to make it worse. As the car went on and on I began to endure positive agony. We were nearing Knightsbridge when I came to the conclusion that I could stand it no longer. I turned the pointer of the index in front of me to Stop. The car came to a standstill. I was ashamed to put my head out of the window; I waited till the driver came to the door.


“You stopped me, miss?” he said.


I had – of course I knew I had, but there was that in the man’s tone which made it hard for me to admit it. I was conscious that he was eyeing me curiously.


“Anything wrong, miss?” he inquired.


“No; there’s – there’s nothing wrong, only” – I was aware of an unwonted tendency to stammer – “only – I should like to go back to Jermyn Street – please.”


Looking back, I am not surprised that he stared at me as if he could not make me out. The indecision in my tone, amounting to timidity, I have no doubt struck him as strange – to say nothing of the singularity of my request. Having just left Jermyn Street, why, at that hour in the morning – since my own abode was in Sloane Street – in such very quavering tones, should I ask him to take me back to it? I dare say he used strong language to himself – under the circumstances it was excusable; but fortunately he kept it to himself. Returning to his place, he took me back to Jermyn Street.


The moment the car went round the strange feeling of which I had been conscious assumed another phase: pain became excitement. When the car stopped I had become obsessed by a singular state of expectation; though what it was I expected for the life of me I could not have said.


“Wait,” I said, and I got out of the car. Outwardly the driver remained silent, but I think it quite possible that he was full of speech within. The weather had changed: clouds obscured the sky, drops of rain were falling, there was a chilly little breeze, the atmospheric conditions were hardly inviting for a young woman attired in a ball dress. I held my skirt up well off the ground, drew my long blue wrap closer, and passed into Jermyn Street. I had hardly gone twenty steps when I almost stumbled over something which was lying on the pavement. It was the body of a man.


He lay on his back, with his face turned towards me – it was the shorter of the two men whom I had seen talking in the lounge, the one on whose lips I had first seen George Winnington’s name.


While I hesitated, conscious that my heart was beating faster, a door opened in a house a little farther down the street. There was a deep doorway on the other side of the road: hardly knowing why, I made a rush for it. As I gained its shelter a man came out on to the pavement opposite. He paused as if to consider the state of the weather, spoke to someone in the house, then started to walk quickly towards St. James’s Street. He reached the recumbent figure. He bent over it, then called aloud, “Hallo, Jukes!”


Another man came out of the house, apparently some sort of servant. He went to the man who had called. Together they bent over the figure on the pavement. Close to them was a lamp, which cast so bright a light that their faces from where I was were plainly visible. Some of their words escaped me, but I caught enough to be able to supply their places.


“I believe he’s dead,” said the man who first came out. I have no doubt he spoke in lowered tones because I could not hear a sound; I had to rely upon my eyes. The other man rejoined—


“This is a bad business. There has been foul play. Take care how you touch him; he’s a reek of blood – look, my fingers are wet.”


There was silence – the silence of awe. Then the first man said, in what I felt sure were quavering tones—


“Young Winnington has done this.”


“I shouldn’t wonder,” agreed the other. “He owed Mr. Haseltine one; I heard him tell him that he’d pay him. They were having a few words just now; it looks as if this is what has come of them.”


Another period of silence; perhaps they were thinking of what young Winnington had done. Then the first man suggested—


“Jukes, you’d better get on the telephone to the police – and to a doctor.” He seemed to add the last words as an afterthought.


“Right,” said Jukes, “I will. I fancy that this is a job for the police, and that a doctor will be too late. It looks to me as if Mr. Winnington had done him in.”


Jukes returned to the house; the other man remained on guard. He had his back towards me. Coming out of my doorway I walked quickly towards St. James’s Street; that man was so absorbed in eyeing the figure at his feet, and probably with his own reflections, that I doubt if he even saw me. I got into my coupé, and that time I went straight home.


I got into bed, but I did not go to sleep. I cast about in my mind as to what I ought to do. Having begun to meddle in matters which were no concern of mine it seemed to me that I must keep on. Mr. George Winnington might go red-handed to Miss Beatrice Braxham and, keeping her in ignorance of the thing he had done, might induce her to take some rash step which, at its very outset, might spoil her life forever. It seemed to me that I must keep her from running such a risk as that. And I tried to. I had made a note of the address which I had seen her give to her tall escort as he brought her down the staircase at Lady Bulkeley’s, and soon after ten o’clock I was asking for her at the door of her house in Curzon Street. The servant who answered my ring seemed to regard me as if I might be something in the millinery line.


“You can’t see Miss Braxham now,” he assured me; “it’s impossible, Miss Braxham is in bed.”


“Take my name up to Miss Braxham,” I told him, “and tell her that I must see her on most important business at once. I will come up to her bedroom if she likes, but, for her own sake, see her I must.”


The man, after ushering me into a little anteroom, departed with my message. Presently a woman appeared.


“I am Miss Braxham’s maid,” she informed me. “Miss Braxham wants to know on what business you wish to see her – she does not know your name. She is not feeling very well this morning and would rather not see strangers.”


There was some notepaper on a side table. I wrote on a sheet just two words – “George Winnington.” I put it into an envelope, which I handed to the maid.


“Give that to Miss Braxham at once. Tell her that she will find the subject on which I wish to see her inside this envelope.”


Three minutes after she returned.


“Will you please come this way,” she said; “Miss Braxham will see you.”


She led me to a smallish room on the first floor, which was apparently used by its owner as a sort of boudoir. While I was looking about me, a door which led into an adjoining apartment opened and Miss Braxham entered.


Plenty of girls look well at night, when they are dressed in their best clothes, and seen by artificial light; many girls look well in the afternoon, when attired for out of doors, or for receiving guests at home; but the number of young women who present a pleasing appearance when, taken by surprise, they jump out of bed in the morning, is not so large as the unsophisticated may suppose. If only they all of them made such a charming picture as Miss Beatrice Braxham did as she stood at the door of her bedroom looking at me!


“What do you want with me?” she asked as she came a step or two into the room with that sheet of notepaper in her hand. “They woke me out of sleep to tell me you were here; then – they brought me this.” She held out the sheet of paper. “I do not think I know you – do I?”


“At least you have seen me before – I travelled up with you from Peterborough.”


She regarded me with wide-open eyes.


“Oh dear!” she exclaimed, as suddenly it came back to her. “I remember you – of course; you were in the carriage. But how did you find out who I am, and where I live – and what do you know about George Winnington?”


“I’m inclined to put the question in another way – what do you know?” She started back with what was a very natural gesture of resentment. I hastened to add, “Pardon me, Miss Braxham, but I must beg you to believe that it is very far from my wish to be in the least degree impertinent; but it so happens that facts have come to my knowledge which – make me anxious for you. Is Mr. Winnington an old friend of yours, or is he a mere chance acquaintance?”


She stood at her straightest, with what I am sure she meant to be an air of dignity. I thought what a dainty little thing she was; she did not need to be framed in her father’s millions for men to fall in love with her.


“I have known George Winnington,” she said, “ever since he was a little boy. I was at a convent in Brittany where his father was consul. Whenever I had a holiday I used to spend it with his father and mother, and of course with him. Now that his father and mother are dead I think I may say that he is the best, indeed the only, friend I have in the world. That is what I know of Mr. George Winnington. Now what do you know?”


There was a ring as of defiance at the end of her sentence, but it was the pathos of her words that appealed to me – that a girl in her position should feel herself entitled to say that that young gentleman was the only friend she had in the world. Yet, as I looked at her, I felt that it might be true; I suppose that is why I wanted to put my arms about her and kiss her. I had been aware all along that in her presence mine would be a delicate position – I was more conscious of it then than ever. That consciousness making me hesitate caused her to repeat her question.


“I have told you what I know about George Winnington, now perhaps you’ll tell me what you know. It must be something very particular, since you have come to me at this hour and sent me such a message.”


“I’m afraid that even you will find it, as you put it, something very particular that I’ve come about,” I told her. “Indeed, it is so particular that it is not easy to find words in which to say it. Do you know if Mr. Winnington is in any financial trouble?”


She changed colour; drawing a little back she eyed me in silence. Then she asked, very properly—


“What business is that of yours? What have Mr. Winnington’s private affairs to do with you? You are a complete stranger to me, and for all I know you are the same to him.”


“I am; indeed, I am more of a stranger to him than I am to you. You did see me in the compartment of that train; I don’t think he ever did.”


“Then how dare you come here asking me such a question? Pray, Miss Lee, who are you? What has Mr. Winnington, or what have I, to do with you?”


With her dainty head held well back, her pretty cheeks flushed, her big eyes sparkling, somehow her air of injured dignity reminded me of an outraged bird of paradise.


“If you’ll let me tell my story in my own way, I think, Miss Braxham, you will admit that I am more of a friend than you are willing to suppose.”


“I don’t see how you can possibly be a friend when I don’t know you.”


But she saw better before I had finished. I told her just everything, as it is written down here, and I believe in nearly the same words; and as my tale – such as it was – continued her eyes seemed to grow wider open. When I explained how it was that I had seen what those two men said to each other in the lounge of the hotel, and the two ladies at the dance the night before, and her words to her escort as she had come with him down the staircase, and what she had said to Mr. Winnington and he to her when she had met him on the pavement, her expression, her attitude, was like one big note of exclamation.


“But,” she observed, when I had got to the point where I had made my driver take me back to Jermyn Street, “although what you say is very interesting, and full of the most curious coincidences, I don’t see that it suggests that there’s anything in it which entitles you to say that you have something to tell me about George Winnington which is so very wonderful.”


“Have you heard anything of, or from him, since you put him down at the corner of Jermyn Street?”


“How could I, since that was at nearly three o’clock this morning, and now it is only just past ten?”


“Do you know anything about a Mr. Haseltine?” I inquired, and I described the round-faced man I had seen in the lounge.


“I only know,” she said, “that he and George are not on the best of terms. I don’t think he can be a very nice man. What do you know about him?”


“I know that I saw him soon after three o’clock this morning lying dead on the pavement in Jermyn Street, outside what a reference to the directory shows must be the Old Times Club.”


“Miss Lee!” She uttered my name as with a gasp of horror.


I described the scene which I had witnessed, the brief sentences which I saw the two men exchange. When I told her what I saw them say about that young man her manner changed: she became almost white with rage, reminding me of nothing so much as an infuriated kitten. Even the tone of her voice had changed.


“Is it possible that you dare to hint that – that George Winnington had anything to do with – with what happened to that horrible man?” Then she suddenly seemed to do her best, as it were, to scratch me. “What a wretch you are!”


I was a little taken aback; the attack was as unexpected as uncalled for. I said so.


“I don’t think you’re entitled to speak to me like that, Miss Braxham. I’m only telling you what has happened, what I saw those two men – who seemed to know what they were talking about – say about a person in whom I knew you were interested, and I came here actuated by the best possible wishes for your welfare, to put you on your guard.”


“Against what? You really are an extraordinary person!” She positively seemed to scintillate sparks – again like a kitten whose fur has been rubbed the wrong way. “Do you imagine that anything you could possibly say would induce me to believe that George Winnington did what you are hinting he did? What you are capable of, of course I can’t say, but I can guess. But I do know that nothing in all this world could ever cause George Winnington to do anything of which he was ashamed; as for – as for killing a man, under any provocation – oh, that you should have the courage, and the impudence, and the cowardice to come here and breathe such things! I think it’s very possible that you’re the sort of person who is capable of doing anything – anything! But George Winnington! Will you please take yourself out of this room and out of this house before I do something which I may afterwards regret.”


What she supposed she would do to me I cannot say; I should not have been a bit surprised if she had started scratching me in real earnest – and I should have liked her none the worse for doing it. It did me good to hear her champion the cause of her absent lover – that he was her lover was clear. Her heat warmed me. I felt that there must be good in the man in whom she had such entire faith. I was about to say so when the sound of a voice behind me caused me to look round. A tall, portly lady stood just inside the door.


“What new story is this about Mr. George Winnington? Of what fresh disgraceful act has he been guilty?”


Whether the lady’s questions were addressed to me was not clear; Miss Braxham took it upon herself to answer them. The maiden seemed, if anything, angrier than ever.


“Pray, Lady Gill, what right have you to speak of a friend of mine like that?”


The portly lady rejoined: “If that young man is a friend of yours, my dear—” Miss Braxham cut her short, really speaking like a small virago, which, in fact, for the moment she was—


“Don’t you call me ‘my dear,’ and don’t you speak of Mr. Winnington as ‘that young man,’ my good woman. You mistake the position, Lady Gill. I am your mistress, you are not mine; you are paid by me to act as a chaperon when I want one. When I don’t, you have no more right to interfere with what I choose to do, or so insult my friends, than this impertinent person here.” I was the impertinent person alluded to. “I’ve just told this young woman” – that, again, was me – “to leave this room and this house, and while I’m about it, I’ll extend the same invitation to you. If you will let me know what I owe you, your account shall be settled; kindly understand that your residence beneath my roof is at an end.”


With that the little lady flounced back into what I presumed was her bedroom, leaving the portly dame and me to regard each other. I was disposed to smile; she certainly was not.


“Ill-bred little upstart!” Her tone was grim enough. “Of what fresh outrage has that Winnington scamp been guilty?”


I emphatically did not propose to take her into my confidence; I was frigidity itself.


“For information on that subject, Lady Gill, I will refer you to Miss Braxham.”


With that I went out of the room, down the stairs, and out of the house. I felt like pinching myself when I got on to the pavement.


“This comes,” I told myself, “of meddling in matters which are no concern of mine – it serves me right. If that furious little thing had had me thrown down the steps it would have been no more than I deserved. This ought to be a lesson to last me the rest of my life. If ever I interfere in what doesn’t concern me again—”


I pulled up before I committed myself too far – before I vowed a vow which I was sure to break. I know myself sufficiently well to be aware that there are occasions on which I find it absolutely impossible to keep my fingers out of other people’s pies – so what was the use of pretending? And the point of the joke is that before I was through with Beatrice Braxham I had justified myself, even to her, for putting my fingers in her pie.


I had not left the angry maiden very far behind before I came upon a boy who was selling the early editions of the evening papers. On the placard which he had in front of him was the announcement, “Murder of a well-known sportsman in Jermyn Street.” I bought a copy of each of his papers. The well-known sportsman, as I had expected, was the round-faced person whom I had heard spoken of as Mr. Haseltine. He had been found stabbed to death that morning outside the Old Times Club. According to the paper the police had a clue which was presently expected to result in the capture of his murderer. When that came about, I told myself, it was possible that Miss Beatrice Braxham might be disposed to talk to me in a different tone.


“If the police once lay their hands on Mr. George Winnington it will go pretty hard with Miss Beatrice Braxham.”


It might have done if the police had laid hands on him, but they never did. Events began to follow each other so fast that I was in the midst of a wild tragedy almost before I knew it.


The next day I paid a visit to some friends at Windsor. Returning, just as the train was leaving the platform, two men came scrambling into my compartment. I resented their presence; judging from their appearance I doubted if they had first class tickets, and quite apart from their attire they really were such an evil-looking pair. They began whispering together almost as soon as the train was clear of the station. I had had enough of playing the unintentional eavesdropper; such persons could have nothing to say which would interest me; I studiously held my paper up in such a fashion that I could see nothing of their faces. The journals, by the way, were full of what had become known as “The Jermyn Street Mystery.” The clue which the police were supposed to have had so far resulted in the arrest of no one. I wondered if by some lucky chance George Winnington had managed to get clear away; I wondered also, in the light of what I had told her, what Miss Beatrice Braxham was feeling.


For my part, I did not find my paper pleasant reading. I had already had more than enough of the Jermyn Street Mystery. I sincerely wished that I had never told the chauffeur of that jobbed electric brougham to drive me back again. I almost resolved that this should be a lesson which would induce me in future to confine myself rigorously to my own affairs, and just as I was at the point of arriving at this resolution, glancing from my newspaper, I looked for a second at those two whispering men, and as luck would have it I saw what one of them was whispering to the other. I saw just one word – Haseltine.


Having had no intention of observing them, the accident that he should have just been uttering the name with which my own mind was already too much occupied was a little startling. Really unwittingly I watched to see what else he might say – I say unwittingly because in my case I sometimes do that sort of thing without consciousness or intention. I did then. The one man had come to an end of his sentence, and the other spoke. He was a little, mean-looking creature, with foxy hair, and a foxy face, and an old, brown cloth cap, which he wore on one side of his head.


“I should have liked to have treated Mr. Thomas Haseltine to six inches of knife myself, I would that – the ———!” He added some words which were not nice to see.


The other replied: “That Winnington lad gave him what he deserved, I will say that; he was a pretty ———, Haseltine was.”


By this time my attention was on the alert. Those two men were speaking as if they were acquainted with both the parties they had named. I watched to see what else they would say. The foxy man, glancing in my direction, leaned closer to his friend, and so brought his face a few inches nearer to me. Although I was pretty certain that he had seen nothing in my attitude to arouse his suspicion, he was clearly about to speak of subjects which, in his judgement, required to be spoken of with the profoundest secrecy. He scarcely breathed his words, but so long as he framed them on his lips that made no difference to me.


“Young George Winnington?” I saw him whisper. “He done it? What do you think!”


“I don’t think nothing,” replied his foxy friend, “I only know what everybody’s saying.”


“He no more put that knife into Tom Haseltine than you or me, but if I was asked I could tell who did.”


“How do you know?”


“I don’t know, if it comes to that; but I tell you what, I’m betting, and what’s more, I’m laying the odds.”


“Who did it if young Winnington didn’t?”


“Why—” again the speaker glanced in my direction; I had just time to avert my eyes and get them back upon his face before he continued to speak – “what price Lantern-jawed Jack?”


“What, John Dutton of Rudgeton?”


“Don’t mention no names, you fool.”


“That young woman can’t hear.”


“I don’t say she can, but all the same I don’t want to have no names mentioned in a job like this.”


“What makes you think he did it?”


“I don’t say I do, I only say I’m betting. However, that’s enough of it. I’m sorry I’ve said as much as I have; you get out of your head that I’ve said anything at all.” The foxy-faced man drew farther away from his friend; plainly he regretted the indiscretion of which he had been guilty, though he could scarcely have guessed how indiscreet he really had been. He abruptly changed the subject. “Nice thing,” he said, “our getting into a carriage where you can’t smoke.”


“Suppose,” suggested his friend, “we was to ask the lady if she minds our smoking.”


“It would make no difference if you did ask; I should object.”


The two men stared at me; I had lowered my paper and was looking at them.


“Excuse me, miss,” said the foxy man, “but what was that you said? Was either of us speaking to you?”


“I saw you grumbling to your friend because you had not got into a smoking carriage, and I saw your friend suggest that you should ask if I minded smoking; I merely wished you to understand that I do object.”


“But – but—” The foxy man looked from his friend to me, and from me back to his friend; he was apparently suffering from some confusion of mind. Leaving the remark which he had commenced unfinished he addressed a question to his associate. “Charlie, did you say anything to the lady?”


“Not me, not a word; I haven’t spoke to her; you know I haven’t spoke to her.”


“That is correct,” I agreed, “you neither of you spoke to me; it was not necessary. You merely whispered to each other; you might as well have shouted, since I saw – and understood – every word you were saying.”


There came that expression upon their faces which I was so used to seeing – a muddled, hazy look, as if they wondered if I were in jest or earnest.


“I don’t know if you’re getting at us—” the foxy-faced man began. I interrupted him.


“I will tell you what I saw you say and then you will be able to answer that question for yourselves. You were talking about the Jermyn Street Mystery, of how that man Haseltine deserved his fate. Your friend spoke of George Winnington as the one who killed him; you hinted that he was innocent, and were willing to lay odds that the guilty man was John Dutton of Rudgeton. Now I should like to ask you if what you said was mere idle chatter, or if you have any grounds on which you based your insinuation. Who, in the first place, is John Dutton of Rudgeton, whom you spoke of as Lantern-jawed Jack?”


I have seen some startled people in my time, but I don’t think I ever saw any quite so moon-struck as those two unpleasant-looking persons. Their jaws had dropped open, their eyes were distended what would have happened if the train had not begun running into Paddington station I cannot say. When they realized that our speed was slackening they made a simultaneous rush for the door. While the train was still moving at a dangerous speed they flung it open and sprang out upon the platform. Porters shouted – whether they heeded them or not I cannot tell. When I looked out to see if they had come to grief, the pair had already vanished out of sight. As I was about to alight, an official came up to me as I stood framed in the door.


“Did those two men jump out of your compartment?”


I nodded. “They seemed in a hurry,” I said.


“It’s a wonder they didn’t break their necks,” he growled. “What was the matter with them? Have you any complaint to make of them?”


“Not I; but I rather fancy that they were travelling in a first class compartment with third class tickets, which might explain their haste.”


“Weren’t the tickets collected at Windsor?”


“Not from them; they got in just as the train was starting – too late for the collector to reach them.”


“Then probably they had no tickets at all – that’s about the size of it.”


I crossed the departure platform to find a telephone box. As I was coming out I all but ran into Mr. George Winnington – he seemed to be in as great a hurry as those two men had been.


“Mr. Winnington,” I exclaimed.


“Hallo!” He stopped to stare; then took off his hat. “I beg your pardon, but I’m afraid I don’t remember who you are.”


“I am just going to see Miss Braxham.”


“Are you? Then I’m afraid you won’t see her. I’ve been trying to, but they told me a very queer story about her having gone to see me – into the country somewhere, no one seems to know quite where – in consequence of a wire I’m supposed to have sent – a wire to ask her to come and see me. Now, I never sent her a wire. Who has been forging my name, where she’s gone, what it all means, is beyond me altogether. Do you know anything about it?”


“I don’t.” While he had been speaking I had been noticing two men who were striding towards us. Suddenly one of them perceived us. I saw him say to the other—


“Look down there; there’s our man, talking to the girl. We’re in luck; we’ve got him.”


I grasped the situation in an instant; they were constables. They were alluding to George Winnington – they were about to arrest him.


“Mr. Winnington,” I said to him, “there are two policemen coming to arrest you – you haven’t a moment to lose. Go to that address,” – I slipped a card into his hand – “and wait till I come. Quick, or they’ll have you.”


He was as swift to understand the position as I had been – possibly one glance at the two policemen was enough for him – he was gone almost before I had ceased to speak. As he moved off the constables came rushing forward. One of them almost knocked me over – perhaps I did get a little in his way.


“You’ve been helping that man to escape,” he said.


The other called to him. “Never mind her; push along, we ought to get him yet.”


The pair tore off. People standing about stared: those officers were two big men; folks perhaps wondered at the rapidity of their movements. Hurry seemed in the air. I caught the infection. Slipping through one door while they rushed through another, getting into a taxi, I was away from that station I should say in less than ten seconds. I gave the driver the first address which came into my head. “Hyde Park Hotel,” I said. What became of those two policemen I do not know. I feel sure they did not attempt to follow me.


As my cab was nearing Knightsbridge I altered my instructions to the driver – I told him to take me home. As I opened the door of my fiat my maid advanced.


“There’s a gentleman named Winnington in the sitting-room, miss. He’s just come; he says you sent him.”


The young gentleman greeted me as one who was not quite sure of where he stood.


“Did they find out where I’d gone?” he asked.


“I cannot tell you positively, but I should say not. There’s one question I should like to ask, Mr. Winnington, before I go any farther. What had you to do with what happened to Mr. Haseltine?”


“Nothing – absolutely nothing. I assure you, Miss Lee – I suppose you are Miss Lee,” – he was glancing at my visiting card which he had in his hand – “I assure you that I had no more to do with it than you had. I’d just had a row with him, I gave him a piece of my mind – I don’t mind admitting that, because it’s true, and I’m not ashamed of it; but I didn’t know anything had happened to him till yesterday. It was only just now that I heard that I am supposed to have had anything to do with it. Off I tore to Beatrice – I mean to Miss Braxham – because the idea that such a lie should reach her almost drove me mad. Then, when I got to Curzon Street, I found that she had gone off somewhere into the country; what does it mean?”


I was unable to say; but I was beginning to get an inkling of one of the causes of that girl’s faith in him. That he was telling the truth I was persuaded. That he had got himself into some tangle with the disreputable Mr. Haseltine was probable – young men will do such things; sometimes only after painful experience are they able to distinguish a rogue from an honest man. But that this eager-eyed lad in front of me was the soul of truth I was sure; I had only been two minutes in his company before I agreed with Miss Beatrice Braxham that he was absolutely incapable of such an act as was being charged against him. However, I did not tell him so; instead, I asked a question.


“Mr. Winnington, have you ever heard of a person who is known as Lantern-jawed Jack?”


Obviously he was mystified by my inquiry.


“Why, that’s what they call long Jack Dutton – Mr. John Dutton, that is. I don’t know if that’s who you mean.”


“Who is Mr. John Dutton?”


“Well, he’s – he’s a pretty bad lot. I don’t like to say anything against anyone, but he really is a wrong ’un, upon my word, Miss Lee – that is if you mean John Dutton of Rudgeton.”


“Where is Rudgeton? Is it a house or a place?”


“I’m not quite sure, but I fancy it’s somewhere on the Sussex coast, somewhere near Pevensey, I think. They tell all sorts of stories about it; most of them I expect are lies. Haseltine and Dutton, I believe, were intimates; but I’ve a notion they weren’t over-fond of each other, for all that. What do you know about Jack Dutton? Indeed, what do you know about Beatrice, or about me? I don’t remember to have heard of or seen you before; if it hadn’t been for you I might have been – good God! I might have been in prison at this very moment.” He shivered at the picture his imagination conjured up. “I should never have dared to look Bee in the face again; they might have handcuffed me – think of it! I’m nothing compared to Bee as it is – I’ve scarcely got a shilling, and she’s got millions; but when I first fell in love with her I didn’t know that, nor did she. On the very night that she heard her father was dead we had arranged to elope together. I was waiting by the convent wall, as we had agreed; but instead of her, the head of another girl appeared over the top of the wall – Felice Ramont, a French girl. She dropped me a note, ‘From Beatrice,’ she said, and then she went. I opened the note. She wrote that she had just heard that her father was dead, and so it was quite impossible for her to run away with me. She added in a postscript that she had heard that he had left her millions; what was she to do? I didn’t know what she was to do; I didn’t know what I was to do myself. I had got her railway ticket in my pocket: we were to have been married at Brest. And now here am I, owing to the intervention of a perfect stranger, escaping by the skin of my teeth from being locked up for murder – and for all I know they’ll have me yet. I suppose, as a matter of plain fact, I may as well be hanged as anything else.”


It was a sort of philosophy which did not commend itself to me – I doubt if it did to him, only the poor lad was in such a desperate plight that he did not know where to turn for a glimmer of hope. The more I heard of him, the more I saw of him, the better I understood how it was that Miss Beatrice Braxham had raged at me. I was at my old trick of rushing at my fences again. Instead of telling myself that I would never meddle with the affairs of other people, I had scarcely made that young gentleman’s acquaintance five minutes before I had resolved that I would leave no stick or stone unturned in order that that couple of romantic youngsters should be brought together in what I was convinced would be a perfect union – though she had billions, and he had not a cent.


Arriving at such a resolution and putting it into practice were two quite different things. While I was trying to get some dim notion of what immediate steps it would be best to take, I started on what I intended to be a series of instructive observations.


“I don’t like to hear young men talk like that, Mr. Winnington: I really think there may be some better fate in store for you than hanging—” I had got as far as that, and I fancy he was about to interrupt with some tragic remark to the effect that he did not know what there could be, when someone knocked and rang at my hall door. I stopped to listen. His attitude was gloomy.


“Perhaps that’s the police after me,” he said.


I heard the hall door open; then the door of my sitting-room was opened; someone came rushing past the maid, who was holding the handle – and there was Miss Beatrice Braxham standing just inside the doorway. Which was the most surprised, that young man, the young woman, or myself, I should not care to have to determine. The girl stared at my masculine visitor as if he had been a ghost.


“George,” she exclaimed, “whatever are you doing here?”


“Bee!” he cried, and in an instant they were almost in each other’s arms. Almost, but not quite, for just as his arms were about to close round her she drew back and motioned him from her with her outstretched hand.


“One moment,” she remarked, “I should like some sort of explanation; I was not aware you knew this – lady.”


“I don’t,” he declared; “I only know that she has just saved me from the police, and that if it hadn’t been for her I should at this moment be the inmate of a felon’s cell, perhaps with gyves upon my wrists. I was within an ace of being arrested for murder; if it hadn’t been for Miss Lee I should have been.”


His language was a trifle lurid. It had such an effect on Miss Braxham that it seemed she had to sink upon the nearest seat.


“I never thought,” she said, “that she would have saved you from arrest; I supposed she would have made it her special business to give you in charge.”


“Then you were all wrong; she gave me shelter – me, a perfect stranger. I don’t know yet how much I owe her, but I do know that I owe her my liberty. And pray where have you been? What was the tale they told me about your having that telegram from me? I never sent you a telegram.”


“Didn’t you? Oh dear, then what an escape I’ve had! I’ve been in a frightful state of mind. I had a telegram, signed George – here it is, see it for yourself.”


From her handbag she took a pink slip of paper, the contents of which he proceeded to read aloud.


“‘For the sake of all that has ever passed between us meet me at Victoria Station, Brighton line, at once. Something dreadful has happened. I implore you not to fail me. George.’” He lowered the slip of paper to stare at her. “Well, I never did read such an effusion. Did you suppose such an effusion could have come from me?”


“I wondered. It didn’t seem like you. I hadn’t seen you for ever so long—”


“I had made up my mind that you should never see me again.”


“George, however can you say such things!”


“I wasn’t a fit person for you to see, a creature like me! I had taken money from you—”


“George, if you talk like that I shall cry!”


The threat awed him; she already had six square inches of cobwebby linen in her hand.


“Bee, for Heaven’s sake don’t do that. Don’t make me feel a bigger brute than I do already. But, my darling child, when you got this ridiculous effusion, what did you do?”


“I went to meet you – of course I went to meet you; I’d have gone across the world to meet you if I’d thought you wanted me—”


“My angel!”


“And when I got to Victoria station you weren’t there.”


“Of course I wasn’t there. How could I be there? I never meant to be there.”


“And a man came up to me – a tall, thin man, with a big nose, and a horrid face – and he took his hat off and said, ‘Miss Braxham? I come from Mr. Winnington.’”


“He came from me! The villain!”


“‘Mr. Winnington,’ he said, ‘has had to leave town,’ then dropped his voice and looked round, as if anxious that no one should hear. ‘As you perhaps know, the police are making themselves unpleasantly active.’”


“Did he say that? The scoundrel!”


“The way he said it made me shudder. ‘I’m glad to say,’ he went on, ‘that I’ve been able to give him shelter in a little house which I have in the country, at Rudgeton—”


“Rudgeton! Had he a long chin and hollow cheeks?”


“He had, and he said his name was Dutton.”


“Lantern-jawed Jack! It was Lantern-jawed Jack, Miss Lee. You suspected the man – but there’s a villain for you! Then what did he say, this nice cup of tea?”


“He said you’d not dared to tell me where you were in the telegram, but that you’d asked him to take me down to you. He had got a ticket for me, and he took me to a train. I was trembling all over, and I was so frightened that I didn’t know what to do. So I got into the train, and off it started.”


The little lady gave a great sigh; the young gentleman seemed half beside himself with excitement.


“Did anybody ever hear the likes of that! Were you and he alone together in the carriage?”


“We were, that made it so much worse. There was something about him, the way he looked at me, the way he spoke, which made me feel that I’d do anything if only he’d sit at the other end of the carriage. But he wouldn’t; he sat right opposite me, and leaned forward – the idea of being alone with him in that compartment for I didn’t know how long was more than I could stand. When we got to Clapham Junction, I turned the handle, which fortunately was inside the carriage door, and I was out on the platform before he even guessed what I was going to do. He did try to stop me, but just then one of the railway people came up, and I said to him, ‘ Guard,’ – I don’t think he was one, but I called him Guard – ‘this person is quite a stranger to me, will you ask him to leave me alone?’ The railway person looked at him, and you should have seen how that dreadful man shrank back into the carriage! The train went on and I was left upon the platform. I didn’t know what to do. I wanted advice and help from someone, and I didn’t know who in the world to turn to. Then I thought of Miss Lee, who had made herself so officious and so disagreeable – I simply couldn’t think of anyone else. I found her card in my bag, and I looked at it, and though I knew I was a perfect idiot, I came tearing off to see if she could help me.”


The business of making matters even relatively clear took considerably more than an hour. By that time we had had tea – a really good tea – and we were on terms of something like friendship – those two young persons did move so quickly. We were still talking as hard as we could when the maid came in with a card, “Inspector Ellis, Scotland Yard.” Before I could decide what to do the inspector appeared in the doorway.


“I must ask you to forgive my intrusion, Miss Lee,” he began, “but I wish to see you on a very pressing matter and I did not gather that you were engaged.”


I had become so convinced of George Winnington’s entire innocence that I there and then took the bull by the horns – I introduced both my visitors.


“Miss Braxham, let me introduce to you Inspector Ellis. Inspector, this is Mr. George Winnington.”


The inspector stared. “Not the George Winnington, and the Miss Braxham?”


“I fancy, inspector, that from your point of view, that’s precisely who they are.”


The inspector turned to me. “Then you know?”


“I know that there’s some nonsensical notion among your people that Mr. Winnington had something to do with what happened in Jermyn Street the other morning, and I also know that he hadn’t.”


“That’s correct, he hadn’t – we also know it. That’s what I’ve come to talk to you about. You travelled up from Windsor this afternoon in a compartment with two men?” I nodded. “I thought it was you from the tale they told. At Paddington station one of our men tried to arrest Mr. Winnington, and you gave him the office?”


“I did; that is, I told him they were coming.”


“I thought, again, it was you. Our men were pretty mad. Just as they were giving up hope of getting their man they came upon a gentleman who is known in his profession as the Snide-Pitcher, who was wanted for quite a different job, so they buckled him. I fear the Snide-Pitcher is not much of a sportsman, and on the way to the station he began to hint that he knew who was responsible for the Jermyn Street murder, and that, if it were considered favourably in the matter of the charge which was about to be brought against him, he would turn King’s evidence. They informed him that they knew as much about that as he did and thanked him for nothing. He said, ‘You think it was George Winnington – well, it wasn’t.’ They pricked up their ears at that and asked him what he knew about it and who it was. Then he told a tale about how he had come up by train with a friend from Windsor, and how they had had a chat together, and how there was a lady in the carriage who had heard every word they said though they had never spoken above a whisper: and how the way she had sprung it on them had upset them altogether, so that for his own peace of mind he felt that he had better make a clean breast of it. When they got him to the station they telephoned for me, and he told me a pretty yarn.”


The inspector, placing his hat on a chair, took out a pocketbook.


“I believe, Miss Braxham, that the other day you drew a cheque for a thousand pounds?”


“I did – what then? I suppose I can draw a cheque if I like.”


“Certainly. You took it yourself to the bank and received banknotes in exchange. The night before last those banknotes were given by a gentleman whom I will not name to Mr. Thomas Haseltine at the Old Times Club. This gentleman said some rather plain things to Mr. Haseltine. After he had gone Mr. Haseltine, who had been drinking, ostentatiously made a list of the numbers of those banknotes and handed it to the porter at the club. When, soon afterwards, Haseltine was found murdered, there were no banknotes on his person. Yesterday morning Mr. John Dutton, also a member of the Old Times Club, gave the Snide-Pitcher a ten-pound note, in settlement of some sum which he owed him; there had been some very funny dealings between those two gentlemen. A few minutes afterwards, the Snide-Pitcher, according to his own tale, saw in a newspaper for the first time what had happened to Mr. Haseltine, and also the numbers of the notes which had been missing from his person. That note which Dutton had given him was one of them. Dutton had taken it from a large wad of others. The Snide-Pitcher had reasons for knowing that only the day before Dutton was impecunious. He naturally jumped to a certain conclusion. He was talking about that conclusion, as such men will – they can’t keep their mouths shut – to a friend in the train when you startled him by telling him what you had seen him say. That seems to have frightened him half out of his senses; when our men arrested him that finished it – the whole tale came out, at much greater length than I have told it to you.”


Returning his notebook to his coat pocket, the inspector picked up his hat.


“I wired to Rudgeton to instruct the local police to call on Mr. John Dutton. I’ve just had a wire back from them to say that they did call; that they came upon Mr. Dutton as he was entering his house; that at sight of them he took out a revolver, and before they could get near enough to stop him, he blew his brains out. So I thought, Miss Lee, that since it’s a matter in which you had so considerable a hand, the least I could do was to call and post you in the latest news.”


When the inspector had gone, those two young persons kissed each other, solemnly; and then, with equal solemnity, they both kissed me. George Winnington did it in accordance with instructions received. The lady saw them carried out. It was most embarrassing. Then the girl snuggled into my arms, and had one of those good cries which are so comforting to some young people. While the young gentleman danced about the room, and kept saying things.


There, again, was the result of putting my finger into other people’s pies.
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