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1: A Christmas Mix-Up
Mark Allerton
(William Ernest Cameron, 1881-1939)
Albury Banner and Wodonga Express 31 Dec 1920
HAVING read Jack's letter sufficiently often to know its endearing terms by heart, Dolly carried its news to her adoring father and mother.
'Isn't it a shame?' she cried. 'Jack won't be able to get here until Christmas morning.'
'What a pity!' murmured her mother. 'But do listen. Jack has got the dog. The dearest and cutest little creature in the world, he got it from a man who has won lots and lots of prizes with his dogs. And its name is Billikins.'
'Well, now you'll be happy,' smiled her father.
'I just adore a teeny weeny doggie,' said Dolly. 'Jack is a dear not to have forgotten. He is sending the dog on at once.'
'He is certainly a thoughtful young man, is Jack,' said Dolly's mother. 'A Pekingese, you wanted, wasn't it?'
'Yes, mother; When I'm in the village this morning I'll call at the station. Perhaps it will have arrived.'
'And while you are there,' added her father, 'you might 'also inquire if a case of whisky has arrived for me. Don't mention what the case contains. Simply ask for a case. You remember how many bottles were missing from the last!'
'I won't forget, father. And now I'll get a basket ready for wee Billikins at once.'
The basket having been cosily upholstered, Dolly Gresham set off for the station.
According to Jack Denham, Dolly was the dearest, sweetest, most adorable and most beautiful girl in the world, but Jack was not an unprejudiced critic. However, the most unimpassioned observer would have admired the trim figure that set off in the crisp air, would have noted with satisfaction the glint of the winter sunshine on her fair curls.
'The Laurels' was the not uncommon name of the residence of the Greshams, which was situated some two miles from the village and station.
As Dolly approached the station she noticed with satisfaction signs of unusual activity on the part of the officials. She attributed this to the stress of the Christmas season. When you are young and engaged to be married to the most wonderful specimen of manhood ever created, Christmas is the most delightful season of the year.
The railway porter whom Dolly addressed was not young, nor was he engaged to be married, which was perhaps the reason why he did not appreciate the joys of Christmas as fully as did Dolly.
'Can you tell me,' she asked, remembering the maxim of business before pleasure, 'if a case has arrived for Mr. Gresham of 'The Laurels?'
'A case!' repeated the porter, with emphasis.
'Yes, a case,' answered Dolly, with caution.
'For The Laurels. Gresham is the name.'
'So you've said, and we ain't likely to forget it,' said the porter, testily. 'A case you call it, and a case it bloomin' well will be if there's any justice to be had. Look at them trousers.'
Dolly looked and then averted her eyes. So far as they went they had been serviceable enough trousers, but they did not now go far enough. A portion was missing, and looked as though it had been violently extracted.
'Your darned dog done that!' cried the porter.
'My dog! Then it has arrived!' Dolly's eyes shone. So did the porter's.
'Arrived? Oh, yes, it has arrived right enough. And if we can find anybody has got a gun, it will 'ave arrived at another place before long, and none too quick either.'
'What on earth do you mean?' cried Dolly.
'Mean? What I mean is this. The party as is responsible far putting that there dog on the line ought to be shot, too. I'd rather tackle a mad bull nor him. Far rather. And I've got to be compensated for this 'ere morning's work, I have, and don't forget it.'
'But I don't understand !' cried Dolly, in great distress. 'A tiny littie toy dog?'
'Tiny little toy dog! What yer talkin' about? Got to be shot, he has.'
'Shot! My Billikins? If you dare—'
'Well, you just go and take your Billikins out of 'ere. The station master can't get out of 'is room 'cause your bloomin' Billikins is shut up in the booking office. And the clerk can't get to sell on tickets, 'cause of 'im. A fine to-do we've 'ad.'
'There must be some mistake,' panted Dolly.
'You bet your life. A bloomin' big mistake. Putting a great savage brute like that on the line!'
'Can— can I see him?' faltered Dolly.
'See him? You couldn't miss him if you was blind. Size of a calf, 'e is. Come you 'ere.'
Dolly followed the man to a window, around which a small crowd had gathered. Looking through, she saw a larpe black dog with its nose expectantly at the door. It might have been a mastiff, but it wasn't.
'That— that can't be my dog,' whispered Dolly.
' "Gresham, of the Laurels," it was addressed to, and you've got to take it away from here.'
At this point the purple face of the Station-master appeared at another window. He could be seen gesticulating angrily, and the movement of his lips denoted emotional speech.
'Party of the name of Denham sent this dog,' said the booking clerk. 'It went for us something savage. It bit Bob here. It's muzzle ain't no bloomin' good, You will have to take him away or we'll have him shot.'
At this point a foolhardy labouring man, inspired by curiosity stealthily opened the door of the prison-house. Immediately there was a shout of alarm, and the crowd scattered in all directions. A black shape with a leash hanging from its neck darted about the platform.
With a scream, Dolly fled.
Simultaneously the dog effected his escape. Down the village street he raced, causing those who had heard of his arrival to bolt, into shops and behind counters. The station-master emerged from his piace of safety a,nd approached Dolly.
'There'll be trouble over this,' he said, with suppressed violence. 'Held up the work of the station the whole morning, that dog has.'
In silence, and fighting with her tears, Dolly set off homewards.
What, she wondered, had come over Jack to cause him to practise so cruel a joke on her? She was seeking in vain for am answer to this question when, near the very gate of 'The Laurels,' she encountered the dog again. It came up to her and, petrified with fear, she practised upon it those methods advised to those who are attacked by wild animals.
'G-g-good doggie!' she faltered. 'Good boy, Billikins.'
The dog rewarded her bravery with a suspicous sniff. Trembling in every limb, she walked on, waiting for the moment when she might dart to safety. The dog followed her into the garden. It kept pace with her as far as the front door. Her trembling fingers were fumbling with the latch when her father opened the door.
'Just going to meet you,' he said. 'Any word about that case? Why! Good gracious!'
Then: 'Help! Help!'
The appeal rang out from an elderly gentleman accustomed to the repose of a country life— an elderly gentleman suddenly set upon by a big black dog upon whose neck hung a broken muzzle; a dog that tore off a coat-tail and set to work to worry it.
The next moment two doors slammed. Dolly was behind one and her father behind the other. 'Stay where you are, Alice!' Mr. Gresham shouted to his wife. 'There's a mad dog in the house. What did you let him in for, Dolly?'
'I couldn't help it,' called back Dolly. 'He just pushed in.'
'Where does he come from?'
'He's— he's Billikins.'
'What's that?' 'He's Billikins.'
'Billy what? Dolly, my dear child, be brave! Tell me where you came across that dog.'
'J-Jack sent him '
'Jack sent that dog here?'
There was a period of silence— an expressive silence, broken by the opening of the door leading from the servants' quarters, a startled cry, a yell, and further slamming of doors!
'Who's that?' called Mr. Gresham.
'It's me, sir. There's a dog in the 'all, sir; a dog what—'
'I know. Keep where you are. All of you keep where you are. Dolly!'
'Yes, father'
'Are you near where the telephone is?'
'Yes.'
'Then ring up the police. Ring up the fire brigade. Tell them we've got a mad dog here. Tell them to brine; a gun. This is outrageous. This is infamous. Jack will hear all about this. By James, yes! Alice!'
'Yes, dear?'
'Where are you?'
'In my bedroom.'
'Then don't move. The dog's in the hall. I can hear him tearing things up. Scandalous! Outrageous. Lucky for me I was wearing my tail coat. Might have been seriously injured. By James, yes ! Jack will hear all about this. Dolly, Dolly, I say. Got through yet?'
'Yes, father. I said it was a fire.'
'Quite right. Quite right.'
'And when I told them to bring a gun with them they didn't seem to understand Oh!— what's that?'
'It's that darned dog. He's tearing up the stair carpet. Jack needn't show his fare in this house again. A toy dog he said, didn't he?'
'Y— yes, father.' As she wailed her reply Dolly's eyes fell upon the little basket she had so lovingly prepared for the comfort of Billikins, and the tears blinded her gaze.
She was not only disappointed in the dog. She was bitterly disappointed in Jack. He had caused her to be the object of anger and the ridicule of the entire district. Very soon police and firemen would arrive. They would have to break their way into the house, for no one dare go into the hall to admit them. They would be angry, too, for a fireman's job is to put out a fire, not a savage dog. There was no limit to what might happen.
From various parts of the house came the sounds of frightened crying and a persistent flow of expletives from her father. And, above all, were the terrifying sounds made by the dog in the hall.
The telephone call to the local fire brigade put that voluntary organisation into immediate action. Horses were borrowed from the Two Brewers and put into harness. Firemen were summoned from their peaceful tasks. Considerable excitement prevailed.
'What I can't make out,' said the captain of the brigade as the engine drove off, 'is that something was said about a gun. We don't want no guns at a fire.'
'Sure we don't,' agreed his subordinates. 'Nice morning for a turn-out, though.'
It was while the occupants of 'The Laurels' waited patiently for help to arrive that Dolly and her father simultaneously saw a young man open their gate and stride in a sprightly manner up the gravel path. He carried a bag. He was tall and good looking. He was, in short, Jack.
He saw Dolly at her window and waved to her, kissing his hand. Then his attention was attracted by a loud banging on the other window, at which stood the furious father of his beloved. Jack's first thought was that his future father-in-law was favouring him with an extraordinarily cordial welcome, and cheerfully he shouted back.
'Here we are again! Found I could get off after all. Merry Chr—'
Then he stopped. It was impossible to misinterpret Mr. Gresham's gestures, and Dolly's face, white and tear-stained. Without another word he dashed up to the front door and opened it, quick inquiries on his lips.
The next moment he uttered a terrified shout, and with a bound he was back on the threshold, struggling to shut the door, thrusting savagely with his vailiso at the animal which was holding 'The Laurels' in a state of siege. He managed to shut the door, and reeled' towards the window of Mr. Gresham's citadel.
'You — you've got a savage dog in the hall,' he cried.
'Don't I jolly well know it,' shouted Mr. Gresham. 'Take the brute away and yourself along with it.'
'I'll be hanged if I do! I believe the thing is half mad.'
'I think you must be entirely mad,' stormed Mr. Gresham.
'Me? I'd be real mad if I tackled that dog without a gun.'
'Oh, why did you do it, Jack? Why did you do it?' came in piteous accents from Dolly's window.
'Why did I do what?' he demanded. 'How was I to know that you had gone in for a pet like that? It flew at me, I tell you.'
'But what made you send it? We have got into awful trouble with it already?'
'Send it to you? I've never set eyes on the beast before.'
'But you wrote and told me that you were sending Billikins—'
'I know I did. Has he arrived?'
'Please don't try to be funny, Jack.'
'I don't feel a bit like being funny. I came here with every right to expect a warm welcome, and instead—'
Words failed him to describe the warmth of the welcome he had received. 'I sent you a Pekingese, about the size of a well-developed mouse. It was in a box, and— what the mischief is happening now?'
With pomp and splendour, and every appearance of having beaten a time record, the fire engine dashed up, the firemen sprang out, and their captain proceeded to open the door.
'Don't open that door!' shouted Jack, pushing him back.
The captain eyed him coldly.
'Don't you interfere with me, 'he said.
'And don't you open that door,' cried Jack.
'You take care, young man, and don't interfere with me in the course of my duty.'
'Well, open it if you like, but I'm off. You'll probablv be bitten to death.'
'Eh?'
'Bitten to death.'
'Bless my soul! Has the old gentleman gone mad, then?'
The captain drew back, awestruck.
'Look at him for yourself,' said Jack.
The fireman obeyed. All the firemen obeyed. They gathered round the window at which Mr Gresham stood, and scrutinised him with some nervousness and much curiosity.
'Have you brought that gun?' bellowed Mr. Gresham.
'Yes, yes. Heaps of guns. You keep cool, sir; don't worry, sir. But,' added the captain in an aside, 'this is a job for the police. Or a doctor.'
'Look sharp and shoot that dog, then,' persisted Mr. Gresham.
'Gosh, he's got it bad, Bill,' said the fireman. 'He's seeing dogs. Right you are, sir. We'll shoot all the dogs.'
'Do you mean to tell me that there are more than one?'
'What am I to tell the old boy, Bill?' whispered the captain.
'Don't say anything. Here come the police.'
'There's a dog, right enough,' put in Jack. 'A savage dog. I don't know how it got here. You can hear it now.'
They listened. Billikins was still on the top of his form. The police and the firemen consulted together. One man was sent for a gun. The fire hose was adjusted and held in readiness to bear upon the impostor, Billikins. Every action was carried out with order and disciptline, and all were much admired by the crowd around the gate.
The man with the gun was posted near the front door.
'When the dog appears, Bert, you fire at him, and you, Bill, let him have the house. Are you ready? What's that? You run away, missy. This is no place for you.'
A small girl with a box under her arm had approached the captain of the brigade.
'Please will you let me have my Jumbo?' she asked, 'They told me at the station that he had been sent here by mistake. There's a little dog in this box that's meant for here.'
'Your Jumbo? Yes, you shall have your Jumbo when we've finished with him. Run away, like a good girl.'
'I believe,' said the child, slowly, 'that you don't like Jumbo. I believe you are going to shoot him. Oh, Jumbo! Jumbo!'
As she cried the dog's name she ran forward, and a great barking directed her to the animal's retreat.
Before any interference was possible she had opened the front door of 'The Laurels.'
The man with the gun paused. He dared not fire without risk of hitting the child. The appearance of the dog decided his course of action. He took to his heels. The action had its immediate effect on the moral of the attacking party, which fled in confusion in all directions. All save Jack. His retreat was cut off. The barking Jumbo leapt round him. He prepared to fight for his life. Then a strange thing happened.
'Don't be no boisterous, Jumbo,' said the child, primly. 'Oh, did the naughty people muzzle the poor doggie?'
In spite of a sharp cry from Jack, the child removed the muzzle.
'Come along, Jumbo,' she said, and added: 'Please will you take this little dog? It's meant for here.'
The police and firemen took their departure by a back way. Mr. Graham emerged from his room. So did Dolly. Each member of the little group avoided the eyes of the others. Nor did it afford them any satisfaction to see a little girl trotting down the road with, at her side, a large black dog, high spirited, no doubt, but obviously affectionate and of kindly intentions.
'This,' said Jack, huskily, 'is the real Billikins.'
The box was opened and a tiny dog emerged.
'Oh, he's a beauty!' cried Dolly.
'But, Jack, would you mind very much if I call him something else? It— it has been a very trying morning, Jack, but we are so very glad to see you,' she whispered.
'Come in, Jack. Come in, my boy,' smiled Mr. Gresham. 'I was expecting a case of whisky to-day! I suppose those careless railway people have lost it. again. Always making mistakes. Er— yes. Come in, and have something to drink. By James, I need one badly.'
Jack and Dolly had a happy Christmas after all.
_________________
2: The Stanhope Scandal
Mark Allerton
Weekly Times (Melbourne) 18 July 1914
MRS. CLAYTON said that she felt it was her duty to tell Kitty what was going on. When one young married woman says that she feels it her duty to tell another young married woman something, there is certain to he unpleasantness in the air.
At first Kitty laughed. "Of course, it's a joke, isn't it?" she asked.
"I only wish It was," replied Mrs. Clayton, looking genuinely worried. "But I've seen them together myself, and Mrs. Dickenson was with me at the time."
"Mrs. Dickenson!"
"Yes; that makes it all the worse, for she is such a woman to talk. As I said before, I think it is only right for you to know. I'm sure I don't want to interfere; but "
Kitty's pretty face grew pale. She sat very erect. "Since you've said so much, you'd better tell me more," she said, icily.
"There isn't any more to tell, darling," replied Mrs. Clayton. "They were in a corner of the restaurant behind some plants. They were certainly talking most intimately. When they parted he kissed her." Mrs. Clayton looked at the carpet. Doing one's duty is a most disagreeable business.
"Was she— pretty?"
"Er— yes, in a fluffy, pink-and-white sort of way. Not your style of prettiness, darling."
Kitty Stanhope was silent for a moment. Then she rose quickly. "I can't believe it!" she cried. "It's impossible! Jim hates pink-and-white prettiness. Besides, you can't imagine how shy he is with other women. You must have made a mistake."
Mrs. Clayton's lip curled ever so slightly. How little Kitty knew of the ways of men! Because her husband was big and heavy and awkward with the women of Kitty's acquaintance, she believed him incapable of carrying on an intrigue. Mrs. Clayton believed that Jim was a deep and artful schemer. His display of devotion was itself part of the game.
"Perhaps I did; I hope so," she replied, soothingly. "Of course, Mrs. Dickenson must have made the same mistake. We both thought his manner rather familiar."
"When did you see Jim and this— this woman?" demanded Kitty.
"On Monday. Three days ago. I suppose Jim hasn't mentioned anything to you?"
Kitty shook her head. That was strange. Jim told her everything, she thought.
"Well, I must go now," said Mrs Clayton. "And don't vex yourself about this. It'll all come right. It's always well, though," she added, going to the door, "to have one's eyes open."
When she was alone Kitty stood with clenched fists. How could she help vexing herself? Would it all come right? Why was it well to have her eyes open? Why had Jim not told her that he had lunched with a girl in a restaurant? A storm of jealousy seized her. She loved Jim passionately. She could believe nothing against him.
And yet— and yet—
She wanted to tax him with this surreptitious lunch, but that would be too humiliating. Yet this doubt and distrust were intolerable. Better to know the worst than to cherish suspicions. With the feeling that she was about to do something unworthy she went upstairs to her bedroom, where there wras a drawer into which Jim was wont to throw his letters carelessly. Perhaps this very carelessness was another attempt to deceive her.
With a guilty conscience Kitty opened the drawer and looked at the letters There were bills and catalogues of books and money-lenders' circulars and hurried scrawls from editors, but nothing more incriminating-. She was about to abandon her search when a half-sheet of notepaper attracted her attention. She read, and her heart seemed to stop beating-. It was a pencilled scrawl, and ran as follows;
Dear old Jim
Things are getting worse. I can't take your advice and face the music. And it's awful here. Do meet me tonight, I shall be at the stage-door at nine. Couldn't we have supper in Cato's again? it's quiet there.
Ever your loving Violet.
With a quick movement, Kitty shut the drawer, and thrust the letter into her bodice. It seemed as though all her bodice. It seemed to her as though all the happiness had gone out of life. Mrs. Clayton had not been mistaken! Jim— her Jim— was false to her! She recalled his words of endearment, his tender caresses. The words were lies, all lies, and the caresses insults! A sob shook her frame. She had read of women who had been deceived like this, but Jim was not like other men. Now she knew differently. Her breath caught in a sob.
There was the sound of a latch-key in the front door, and with a mighty effort Kitty got command of herself. Whatever happened Jim must not gee her distress.
"Kitty! Where are you, Kitty?" She did not reply.
"Kitty, you spalpeen! Where are you?"
She sprang from the room. At the top of the stairs she answered, "Coming, Jim."
He met her in the hall, and greeted her with a boisterous hug. "How's my little woman? Been wearying, eh? Let's have a look at you! Hullo: Kitty, you're pale. Are you all right?"
"Quite all right, thanks. I expect it's the heat."
"Poor old girl. Let's go into the drawing room. It's cool there."
She disengaged herself from his arm. "Please, don't pull me about," she said.
"Kitty!" There was surprise in Jim's voice. "What's up?"
"Nothing's up," she said firmly. "Only I dislike being pulled about."
Jim looked at her gravely. "Kitty, this is not the heat. You're cross about something."
"No, I'm not."
"You're not— not keeping up that about the coffee this morning, are you? I really didn't mean to say horrid things about it."
"I— I've tried too hard to please you." Kitty could not keep back the tears. "It— it's a shame."
"Kitty! For heaven's sake, forget it—"
"Yes, that's it!" She brushed the tears from her eyes, and spoke indignantly. "I must adapt myself to all your moods, be everything to you, and then—"
"Kitty!" Jim spoke gravely. "You're not yourself."
"Oh, yes, I am. I mean every word I say.
Jim Stanhope hesitated. Then a grim look came into his eyes.
"All right," he said, shortly. "If you insist on quarrelling I'll leave you alone. Perhaps we'll avoid one then."
"It doesn't hurt you to leave me alone."
"Since you say that, I may as well tell you now that I've got to go out thjp evening."
Kitty breathed quickly. "Where?" she gasped.
"I'm going out on private business." Jim's voice betrayed his nervousness.
Kitty did not reply. She rose and fled from the room. She locked herself in the tiny library, and refused to reply to Jim's knocks.
"All right," he concluded, desperately, from the other side of the door. "I'm going now. I can't help myself."
He went away, banging the front door after him. He did not know what had come over Kitty. It was scarcely credible that she should work herself into such a state over an injudicious remark of his about the breakfast coffee. It was too petty, too absurd. At another time he might have been more patient; but this evening he was worried and annoyed. He had spoken sharply to Kitty in consequence, and he was now convinced that he was the most miserable man in the world.
When she heard the door bang Kitty's tears flowed unrestrainedly.
She tried to think what was to be done. She told herself that, of course, she could live no longer with Jim, and the next moment she resolved that she could not stand the ignominy of having to confess that she no longer held his affection. She had bragged about her husband to all her friends. She had told them all how there never was a husband in the world like Jim. How could she endure the humiliation of having to confess how she had been made a fool of? She tried to think of the future, and saw in it only a desolate wasted life. She was still trembling with the effect of her first quarrel with Jim. She supposed that she would get used to that in time. They would come to live together, but their lives would be apart. Jim— and she clenched her hands again— had his consolation at hand. The theatrical person who had infatuated him would continue to claim his love.
As Kitty thought of this girl a sudden resolve seized her. She would put the intrigue to the test of her own eyes. Cato's restaurant she knew well. Jim had often taken her there. She dressed herself hurriedly, and drove to the West End.
CATO'S is famous for its comfortable corners. Kitty was early, and had no difficulty in securing one of these, from which she could keep an eye on the others. A heavy veil concealed her features from inquisitive diners.
The courses were put before her, and taken away practically untouched. Mrs Stanhope felt that each mouthful would choke her. Time passed, .and still Jim did not appear. Perhaps he was taking this girl to another restaurant. Her pulse throbbed with anger and excitement. Then it seemed to stop beating altogether. Coming into the restaurant with a slim, fair-haired girl on his arm was her Jim. She gasped aloud, and a mist of jealous tears rose before her eyes. It was some time before she could again look in the direction of the table, lit by rose-shaded lights, where sat her husband and the girl who had stolen him from her. She had clung to the thought that, after all, Mrs Clayton's flews might be wrong, that even the letter she had discovered might be explained away. Now she knew the worst.
She watched the guilty pair with fascinated eyes. Her husband's back was towards her, but she could see from his attitude that he was talking earnestly. The girl, was manifestly hanging on his words. Her eyes were bright, and the red lips were parted.
Kitty's anger gave place to despair. What was she to do? What could she do? she asked herself. Jim had grown to be so much of her life. He had told her that she was all in all to him. Together they had taIked about his work. All things they had held in common. She had pitied other men's wives, who had only their husband's leisure. Yes, she had pitied them.
Suddenly Jim and his companion rose, hastily paid the bill, and left the restuarant. As quickly Kitty followed them. She was just in time to see her husband bundle the girl into a cab.
"Tomorrow night," she heard him say. 'Never mind what happens—tomorrow night!"
She almost cried aloud when he bent forward and kissed the girl. When the cab drove off Kitty turned away quicky, and, hailing another, was driven rapidly home. To her relief, her husband was not back when she returned, and she fled to her room. When he returned she was in bed and pretending: to be asleep. She heard him whispering her name— once, twice— but she took no notice.
"Are you asleep, darling?"
Question was answered by deep breathing. Jim stole from the room, and she could hear him mixing himself a whisky and soda downstairs. Presently he returned and noiselessly got Into bed. In a moment he was asleep. Kitty wondered how he could possibly sleep so sound. All night long she lay awake, wondering what catastrophe the morrow would bring forth.
It was impossible to avoid meeting her husband at breakfast, and she maintained an attitude of frigid politeness.
Jim remonstrated with her again. "I say, Kitty," he had the impudence to suggest, "you are behaving like a little fool. What's come over you? For heaven's sake get into a better temper before I come home."
"Perhaps you are dining out again?" she asked, coldly.
Jim looked embarrassed.
"As a matter of fact, I am," he admitted. "I can't explain just now. Later on I will. Kitty—" he caught her arm— "that's not what's makinig you angry with me, is it?' I can't help it, really."
"Of course you can't," she replied, and turned away.
For five whole minutes Jim envied the man who had resisted matrimony. For the rest of the day he cursed himself for a blundering fool. He told himself that he had no tact.
As soon as Jim was safely in town Kitty rushed off to Mrs Clayton's. To her she poured out the whole story of her husband's iniquity.
"What am I to do?" she wailed. "What am I to do?"
"You must leave him," replied Mrs Clayton, decisively. "It is disgraceful -absolutely disgraceful. You poor child!" She made as though to envelop Kitty in a sympathetic embrace, but was warded off.
"It must be my fault!" cried Kitty. "I am not pretty enough, or clever enough. That is what is wrong."
"Bah! What do men think of those things when they take a fancy? You remember Parsons? Well, wasn't his wife pretty? At any rate, she was quite good-looking. And she was tremendously clever. Nobody spoke half so well at our branch of the Suffrage Union. And what did he do? Went off with a chorus girl! I tell you this, when a man gets in tow with a chorus girl he loses his head. Venus herself couldn't pull him up. As for brains-he forgets that they exist. No, you've got to leave Jim."
"But I can't. I've thought of that. I can't live without Jim."
"Is that true?' '
"I would suffer anything rather than lose Jim," said Kitty solemnly.
Mrs Clayton kissed her.
"You poor child!" she repeated, adding, "What wonders women are— and how foolish! Well, what you must do is to play the same game on him."
"The same game?"
"Yes. You must also have an affaire."
"I? I couldn't. Besides," Kitty put in, "I don't know any man who would do. There's Bob Barclay "
"Oh! my dear girl, how absurd!"
"It is, isn't it? He's awfully fond of me, I know; but he's such a stupid!" Kitty thought a moment. "I don't know any man safe enough. The nice ones are no good, and the others— no, I couldn't stand them!"
"But I have a better idea than that. Listen. My sister Regina's staying with us just now. We are all going to dine out tomorrow. Come with us,"
"What good would that do?" asked Kitty, with a touch of irritation.
Mrs Clayton explained carefully and in detail.
"Will you try it?" she concluded.
"It doesn't seem quite fair," said Kitty, hesitatingly.
"Fair! Is Jim fair to you?"
"No. You are quite right. I'll try it."
"You wait here a moment till I find Regina."
Kitty left Mrs Clayton in a state of agitated nerves. The remedy she was about to adopt was drastic and dangerous. She was half-afraid to try.
He went to ker room and hastily packed a small cabin trunk, leaving the room in considerable disorder. Then she told the maid to call a cab. W hile she waited she wandered into the drawing-room. Her eyes fell upon a photograph of Jim that stood on the piano. She took it up and looked at it, marvelling that those grey eyes, set wide apart and so full of kindliness and chivalry, could be so perfidious. Stealthily she kissed the photograph. Dear, good old Jim! She hoped that he would be happy, come what might.
When the cab drew up at the door she put aside the photograph, and with a queer little gulping sob, hurried out.
JIM ARRIVED home earlier than he was wont. He was full of good resolutions. He had been, so he told himself, a pig and a bear, and he meant to be far nicer to the little woman to whom a thoughtless complaint meant so much. Kitty was everything to him. He could not live
,, tty were estranged from him.
Kitty!" he shouted, as he always did. "Kitty!"
But the house sent an echo back to his voice. The maid appeared. "Mrs Stanhope had gone out," she said.
"Oh— oh, all right. No, I don't want tea."
He was disappointed. He had hoped that she would be at home to greet him, and to tell him that what had happened had been all a misunderstanding. He was man enough to hope that she would tell him that she had been silly. And then he would kiss her and they would be friends.
He went to the desk in the study on which Kitty usually left a note when she was going out without telling him. There was no note on the desk, only a bundle of letters opened in a,hurry. He glanced at these. Two were invitations; the third— he snatched at the
third and read it.
"My dearest Kitty," it ran, "I am so glad and so proud. I could hardly believe my eyes when I read that you'd come with me. it will be heavenly! You are the dearest, sweetest girl in the whole world. Will you be at the Grosvenor Hotel at six o'clock? I'll be waiting for you. Love and many kisses.-REGGIE."
Jim stood stock still for a moment. He remembered a lot of things-Kitty's manner, her aloofness, her sharp words. His eyes narrowed and his chin stuck out threateningly. He did not mean to let Kitty make a fool of herself. That was what he called it.
He rang the bell. "When did Mrs Stanhope go out?" he demanded.
"About two hours ago."
"'Thanks. That's all.'
He thrust a hat on his head and rushed from the house. In ten minutes he was at the Grosvenor Hotel.
"I want to see Mrs Stanhope," he insisted of the commissionaire.
"Mrs Stanhope? Is she staying in this hotel, sir?"
"I don't know. How the deuce do I know? Find out if she's here."
The man fled before his threatening manner. Jim strode vicious up and down the lounge. This Reggie man, he told himself, would have a bad time of it if they met. Where on earth had Kitty met him? Hitherto he had thought that he knew all his wife's friends. He did not blame Kitty. She had been carried away, he told himself, by the soft words of a fascinating scoundrel. No, no; Kitty was not to blame. He had neglected her too much of late. What with his work and the other encroachments on his time he had been away from home far to much. He would put that right. He would prove to her again that no lover could be j more tender than he. He would win her again for himself.
"Kitty!" He saw her crossing the lounge, and he hurried towards her. He saw on her face what made him believe the worst, for Kitty's eyes were frightened and her lips trembled. "Great heavens! Kitty," he said, "what made you do this?"
She drew back from him. "Am I not at liberty to go out when I choose now?" she asked, her voice shrill with excitement.
"It's no use asking that, Kitty. I know all."
"What do you know?"
"I read the letter. I couldn't help it. I was looking for one from you when I saw it. But I'm glad I read it. I've come to save you from this scoundrel. Kitty, Kitty, you still love me. You know you do. Come back to me. Come back to me. You know there's nobody in the world can take your place "
"I know nothing of the sort," she interrupted, speaking deliberately.
"Kitty! What on earth "
"Oh, yes, you will quickly console yourself. You are doing so already."
Jim looked at his wife in some alarm. He wondered if she had taken leave of her senses.
"You needn't try to look as if you were innocent!" exclaimed Kitty. "I saw you— last night— with that awful woman."
Jim gasped. "Good heavens!" he cried.
"Yes, and Mrs Clayton has also seen you with her."
"Listen, Kitty "
"I won't listen. It's too— horrible. That letter— that letter from this Violet person "
"Never mind that letter from Violet." Jim was suddenly roused. "What I want to know is what about that letter from Reggie? Is the fellow here? If he is, I'll—"
"Do you mean that you deny that you are carrying on with this woman Violet?" Kitty, her head very erect, asked the question imperiously.
"Hang it! Violet's my sister!"
"Your sister?"
"Yes."
"But I've never—"
"No; she's the youngest. You know you haven't met her. She's been on the Continent at school. She came back a couple of months ago. She can't get along with father. When he went away on business she escaped to London— didn't tell a soul. Like a young fool, she went on the stage— walks on for five minutes at the beginning of a musical show. Two nights of it made her hate it worse than poispn; so she wrote to me— begged me to get her out of the hole, and I'm doing my best."
"But— but why didn't you tell me?" stammered Kitty.
"Because Vi made me give my word of honor I wouldn't. She's heartily ashamed of herself, and wants to get back without anybody being the wiser. But all that'll keep. We've got this Reggie business to settle up. How did he get round you like this? Who is he?"
Kitty laughed suddenly.
"It's no laughing matter, Kitty. It means everything to me."
"Reggie is"— Kitty broke off with another laugh, half hysterical, "Reggie is Mrs. Clayton's sister Regine."
"Mrs. Clayton's sister! But—"
"She wrote to me to dine with her tonight. I was so— so miserable that I accepted. Oh, Jim!"
"Oh, Kitty!"
Jim looked round him hurriedly. Only an old gentleman was within view. He drew his wife towards him and kissed her passionately.
"Bless my soul!" said the startled old gentleman.
"Never again, Kitty," Jim mummured solemnly.
"Never again, Jim," she replied in a whisper.
_________________
Hugely successful husband-and-wife writing team; Egerton Castle was a professional soldier and leading figure in the revival of historical fencing. He competed in the 1908 Olympics in sabre and epée.
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They had their time, and we may say: they were!
Don Lewis of Madrid is now the sole remaining master of the world.
—Ben Jonson (The New Inn).
IT WAS close upon noon, hour of the "ordinary" at the Bolt-in-Tun, that noted tavern over against Ludgate, by the Fleet.
Hither a goodly company of your cavaliero gentry, whether captains of fortune or town gulls, were wont daily to foregather, intent as much upon the gleaning of foreign news as upon the savory promise of a good dinner.
For the common room of the Bolt-in-Tun was rarely devoid of some new great man fresh from oversea experience and full of tales as a hen is of clucks. Here might you at all times reckon upon the diversion of tall stories of Bohemia or Eldorado; of Castile's splendor or cruelty of border onsets and leaguers; of outfalls and camisadoes in Portugal or Muscovy; of boardings, wrecks, and discoveries about the Spanish Main— admirable and much-admired adventures which nevertheless seemed to have left their hero none the wealthier, save in fine-chased outlandish oaths.
But this day, the last of September in the year 1602, forty-fourth of Queen Elizabeth's reign, the ruffling community at the "Tun"— old and young, all lovers of a blade— was too deeply engrossed in the topic of the London hour to have much interest to spare for travelers' tales.
Yet the latest oracle of them all, a man, tall, gray-bearded, of freebooting manner and conscious truculence of mien, was not only well prepared (as his attitude testified) to fill his post with due relish, but, unlike many of his kind, bore evidence of having really countered many hard knocks of fate. One hollow orbit, a gash that had shorn his weather-beaten countenance of the best part of an ear, not to speak of a left hand reduced to one finger and the thumb— each memento of adventure might in its turn have served for fitting introduction to some tall story.
For the moment he sat in moody silence, his single eye roaming fierce and wary from one to the other of the eager faces about him— watching for the chance, it seemed, of springing upon the talk and holding it as his own. From time to time he lifted the ale pot to his lips with that mutilated hand that yet showed menace in its pinch. At length a scanty stock of patience seemed, on a sudden, to fail him; for he raised a voice that drew every eye suddenly full upon him.
"Vincent, again!" quoth he. "By the curse of Mahound, and who may this Vincent be that ye all should be gathering, in thought, like so many rats to-day round his carcass? Let us be talking of living men, my springalls, and let the dead go rot; for, by your laments, I take it that he's dead in his bed even as any old woman— this same gallant Vincentio Saviolo!"
For an instant there was that pause around the table which marks some monstrous pronouncement; then a sudden clamor among the huffing crowd, a scraping of boots and spurs as sundry started to their feet, a mouthing of oaths, a jingling of cans as others turned upon their bench to confront the blasphemer. It required all mine host's persuasiveness to quell the rising threat— aided, no doubt, by the steadiness of the adventurer's single orb that looked with such mastery out of the tanned visage.
"I pray you, masters, no tumult here, and on this day! And pray you, good Captain Strongi'th'arm, you should know that the name of Vincent Saviolo, the great master of fence, who died but yestereve, is one we speak here with respect. Where shall he be mourned more than at the Bolt-in-Tun, which has sounded to his tread daily these twenty years? But you are from foreign parts, Captain, and have not known him."
"Twas the tallest man of his hands, at all manner of weapons, but above all at rapier play," asserted a gallant from the end of the table, and made in dumb show, with his two forefingers extended, the sketch of a pass with sword and dagger.
"The subtlest arbiter in all matters of honorable difficulty," cried another, older and grave. The encomium was capped by a youth with a court air about him.
"A most noted favorite, look you, of her Majesty. Her Grace liked above all things to be heard tripping Italian with the gallant signor. Ah, Her Grace knows a right proper man!" added he and smiled as one who has his reason for saying so.
"Aye, aye," commented mine host genially, glad to see the vexed question like to be settled by wag of tongue only, "and Master Vincent was likewise a friend of my good Lord of Pembroke."
"And I'll tell you more," interposed a raffish blade from the "Friars," much bedizened if somewhat out at elbows; "one who first put a rapier in Master Will Shakespeare's hand — one who was himself the butcher of a silk button (Oh, rare !) as Mercutio hath it in the play!"
Captain Strongi'th'arm's little fierce eye, which had mellowed under something like amusement, suddenly became fixed upon the doorway.
"Here come two as goodly youths," he asserted into space, "as I have seen since I landed. But, body o' me! whence do our honest English lads get knowledge of these foreign antics? In my time, an elbow in the stomach was the way to settle precedence if the portal was scant for two."
"Aha now!" exclaimed the gallant who was of the court, "these same antics, as you call them, are as a point of honor with all scholars of our lamented Master Saviolo, and all the more punctiliously observed by yonder pair that, from the friends they were yesterday, they have become rivals to-day."
"Say you so?" called out eagerly a young gull from the other side of the table. "How so, fair sir?"
"Why, 'tis the sole talk in Paul's Walk this morning. Have you never heard? Robert Beckett and Dick Wyatt are, by Signor Vincentio's dying wish, expressed to my Lord of Pembroke himself, to contend for the reversion of the Master's honors in the 'Friars,' aye and of the mastership itself at the Academy!"
All glances were turned toward the door, to gaze upon the two who had assumed so sudden an importance in the ruffling world. The question of courteous precedence had been settled and the shorter of the newcomers advanced into the room with a slow step and an air of gravity that seemed to sit uneasily upon his comely sanguine countenance. A goodly youth, broad-shouldered, sinewy, his bright brown eyes seemed made to match a flashing smile.
"Master Robert Beckett, a student at the Temple— good Kentish stock, sir," murmured mine host into Strongi'th'arm's split ear. "And behind him, sir, his friend, Master Wyatt."
"A tall galliard," commented the adventurer, "though less of a gentleman than your Templar."
"Aye, good sir," assented the other, still under his voice; "your perspicacity has hit in the gold. 'Twas a mere city 'prentice— till some good dame marked him for her heir, and dying left him rich."
"Master Vincent's two best scholars, Sir Traveler," here interposed a typical Paul's man, with long tooth and ragged lip, fixing on the veteran an aggressive stare and speaking loud as one in hopes of stirring up the drooping spirit of fight. These are the lads to take up with you for the fame of Saviolo's Academy!"
Under the insolent look, the old man's blood was fired again. He struck the table with his sound hand.
"Good lack!" he cried testily. "Saviolo! Saviolo! I've a surfeit of the name!"
As the words rang out, Master Beckett halted and faced the speaker. Then, with measured action, he unhooked his rapier and clapped it, still sheathed, on the table. Not brutally, mark you, but with that nice hint of declared hostility, as learned in the inner room of Saviolo's Academy, where the more recondite points of honorable quarreling were studied.
After which he sat down in silence, half facing this condemner of the revered master. Silence had fallen; even the drawer hung in the doorway to watch progress.
A gleam of new appreciation appeared in the veteran's solitary orb. For a while he gazed upon the Templar; then, slowly smiling, raised his tankard and saluted.
" 'Twas right gallantly done, young sir," he said. "Don Lewis Pacheco de Narvaez"— Spanish pronounced with exaggerated lisp— "Don Lewis, who follows the foot-steps of the great Carranza (mirror of cavalier perfection), never put the counter-check quarrelsome with better grace ! You mind me of him, fair youth," he went on paternally. "Hast traveled, doubtless? Nay, I'll swear thou hast met him. None but your Castilliano, say I, to open a difference with the right martial scorn."
"Sir," retorted Beckett with some harshness, giving his beaver, as he spoke, a bellicose dent with his knuckles, "I claim no travels, and therefore no Spanish schooling. Nor have I known of a brighter mirror of honorable bearing than Master Vincent Saviolo, whose loss we are lamenting."
"Why, 'tis as the burthen of a song!"
"And this," the young man interrupted, of a sudden overboiling, "I am ready to maintain with disputation, and eke with my body, against any soldado or captain who will walk!"
"Well crowed for a cockerel, fair sir, since crowing there must be. Yet, mark me, somewhat too loud at first point of quarrel. Hast come to the challenge already— and upon a lie circumstantial only? And as for thy retort, it lacks, first, element. 'Nor have I known,' say you. How could'st thou know? Hast not traveled. Cockayne is fair enough— 'tis not the world. How old are you, boy? Thinkest thou, because thou hast achieved fair London skill in thy rapier, could'st already have the whole art and mystery of fence under that saucy cap?— which same thou mayest as well remove at this stage, lad, for I will not fight thee."
"Nay, then, sir, 'twere fitter not to dispute when there is no readiness to prove."
The retort, given in a tone of doggedness, was capped dryly enough:
"Aye, 'tis easy for April to challenge December. Time was, look you, when I would have met this Saviolo in proper wrangle and disputation. Aye, I would have confuted his passes with suitable blade logic! Wilt fight me for thy teacher's sake?"
He stretched out his left hand as he spoke and laid it, not unkindly but with some authority, on Master Beckett's arm. Ere the lad could fling off the touch, he caught sight of the maimed stumps, and reddened.
"Aye," went on the old soldier resignedly, "that was my dagger hand, a halbert at the infall of the Pamplona palisadoes. 'Tis gone, fit for naught but the holding of a pipe, or the ringing of a coin! And without your dagger, these days, your rapier's best strokes in counter-time are naught. To such as me, your broad bilbo"— he jerked his thumb toward the basket-hilt that hung behind him on the wall— "is your only thigh companion. Plain cut and thrust; and the less occasion for it the healthier. For, in all fighting — as one of your mastery, fair sir, full well knows— he who trusts long to mere defense waits but to be hit. 'Tis the onslaught wins the duello; and to what manner of onslaught, think you, master, will this timber lead me against thy lusty legs? "
He hoisted himself from the bench, thrusting his figure into a burlesque attitude of fence; and it became plain to all that his right leg was naught but a wooden stump.
A murmur ran through the room, followed by a general shout of laughter; the old man struck at the wood with the knife he was brandishing and lumbered back to his bench. Then, after surveying the piteous make-shift for the missing limb with an air of melancholy philosophy, he turned his shrewd eye once more on the youth's abashed face.
"Time was!" he repeated, between a sigh and a laugh. "I be now but a hulk, towed into harbor at last, from long journeys, unfit for fresh cruises. But what though? A man may be no more for jaunty quarrels, yet he may speak. Ho, there! Thomas the drawer! Bring a quart of burnt sack; and put me a toast in it, and place it me by my young friend's elbow! Nay sir," he added with a kind of paternal authority, "but you shall have a nooning cup with me."
"Oh, sir!" cried Beckett, and his lips trembled upon words of regret that failed to form themselves.
The drawer had returned with the brimming tankard, the roast crab bobbing, a little brown island in the frothing amber of the burnt sack. The young Templar seized the cup and, pledging the donor with his frank glance, raised the draft to his lips. Then, removing his rapier from the table, further doffed his cap with pretty deference.
Dick Wyatt, who had watched his rival's behavior, fruitlessly racking his brain in search of some right proper cavaliero sally of his own, here followed the example, if more awkwardly, and sat down on the other side.
Strongi'th'arm looked from one to the other with benevolent interest:
"And so you two boys are rivals for the great prize?"
The glances of the two young men met. Blue eyes and brown flashed a second like blades; then, upon a common thought, were veiled with dropped lids, and both boyish faces colored deep.
"It was the Master's wish," said Beckett then. "He could not choose between us."
Wyatt tossed his fair curls with sudden defiance.
" 'Twill be a rare sight, Master Traveler," quoth he, with not unbecoming arrogance. "Trial in the 'Friars' at Rapier Single, Rapier and Dagger, Rapier and Cloak, the Case of Rapiers, on the scaffold, under my Lord Pembroke's ordering. Ah, and under Her Grace's own eyes! We have six months to to be ready against the match."
And again the young eyes met.
Captain Strongi'th'arm cast round the table a glance of triumph; in spite of the counter-interest, he was at last the leader of the meeting. He chuckled in his beard, cleared his throat, and took the lead that was his due.
"Having heard you, sirs, there even comes to me a regret that I knew not this Master Vincent. (It was soon after the great year of Cadiz that I sailed from home.) God, no doubt, made him a good man, since the youth of England loved him so greatly. Nathless, what know you of other lands where cunning at tricks of point and edge is as common as potency at ale-potting among us? What know ye of lands where the long rapier is the true staff of life? For, hark ye, in these days, your signor, your don, and your mounseer finds a commodity of secret foynes better equipment in a walk through the town than the best-lined pouch. No gallant worth looking at that has not killed his man! Beyond seas, every captain of fortune and eke every private gentleman, if he weathers the thirtieth year unscathed, must needs be indeed a master sword. Aye, believe rr s, he who would set up as a master, let him have met abundance of cunning blades — not scores but hundreds! More to learn every year, north and south. If it be not in Antwerp, then in Milan or Madrid— Now where in England "
"I marvel greatly, sir," put in a gallant, huffily preparing to rise, "at hearing an Englishman extol the foreigner's valor over his countryman's."
The veteran's eye lighted with a flash. He was about to make a scathing reply; but checked himself and resumed his didactic tone:
"Valor? We speak of fencer's skill, not of the soldier's fight natural, wherein (who should chronicle it better than I, Captain Strongi'th'arm?) our English do excel at push of pike and swash of good backsword. We speak of the duello ; it has rules of bearing galore— aye, and surprises endless, as on any chessboard. And no man may say that he has encompassed them all. Great he may be, even as your dead Vincent— till a greater be found."
Eager, the circle now hung on the words. None more eager than the two young rivals, who had edged along the bench till they pressed the speaker on either side. Brown eyes sparkling, white teeth flashing, Beckett flung a breathless question into the first pause:
"Who, then, most experienced Captain, since"— dropping his voice in melancholy loyalty— "since our Vincent is no more, reckon you the true master of these days?"
The fine old wreck of venture was now fully launched upon the waters of garrulity. He turned his single eye toward the rafters, as if he could see painted thereon some vivid images of memory.
"Ah, who shall say?" he went on with gusto. "Not I, till I have seen all those who would be called masters brought together in one pit and matched as cocks are in battle royal. Aye, the talk is now of the peerless Narvaez of Madrid. Yet have I known others as magnificently spoke of. There is Petty Jean the Burgonian, look you— and the Seigneur St. Didier of Provence. And we hear of Caizo the Neapolitan and Tappa Milanese— and of Mynheer Joachim, best famed as the Great Almayne— and I have known Meister Eisenkopf, alias Mastro Capoferro of Bologna— a valiant! Valiant? They are all valiant as cocks, on their own ground! Ever, when I hear of a new mighty peck-and-spur, I marvel what would happen of the last, could they both meet on the same dunghill! I knew one, especially, of late— and, body o' me!— were I a youth again with limbs and eyes and blood fit for prowess; were I one of those that are ever readier with proof by stoccado than with word argument, with slap of cloak at the face than with sweep of plumed hat—" He struck Beckett on the shoulder with the mutilated hand, in friendly mockery, to emphasize his words and, at the same time, not to leave the eager boy on the right out of his amenity, gave Wyatt a sly thrust of his wooden leg under the table. Then he proceeded: "Were I one of your wild cats, say I, 'tis not to Don Lewis, nor to Thibault of Antwerp, nor yet to Cavalcabo of Rome that I would hie me— though Cavalcabo was a man ere he was slit to the heart by one Fabricius, a Danish gentleman, all about a matter of wager in fencing argument. To none of these, but to one like Maistre Todescan of Geneva."
Now, it was singular to note how, at this point, both the scholars flung a furtive glance toward each other, arrested midway, and modestly drooped again upon their can. Singular, too, the abstract air they assumed; and the tone of indifference in which Dick Wyatt presently asked:
"And what countryman was he, worthy Captain?"
The veteran who, lost in fond introspection, had been twirling his tankard to stir up the last drop of sugar, tilted it finally, smacked his lips, and was off:
"Would I could say of such a man-queller he is an Englishman! But no. They call him Todescan. Ho, ho ! I once met a corporal in Piedmont they called Espingola, who was the longsword man of a German company! Now— an he and my Todescan were not within the same skin— but 'tis no part of an old soldier's work to rake up tales! So, Todescan, from Provence, and a Huguenot— let him have it so, I say!
"Anyhow he is a great man in Geneva, provost-of-arms, trainer of the town companies, accepted citizen.... Aye, aye, those long-head burghers, ever thinking of their ravening neighbors in the mountains of Savoy, have gaged the worth of such a man! Espingola was a good rogue, stuffed with fighting tricks as a brush is with bristles, and the simplest of them worth a Jew's eye.... Todescan sings psalms, hath no variety in his swearing, and holds an even prospect of not dying in his boots after all! And the youth of Geneva sucks knowledge out of him as a weasel sucks an egg! But," added the speaker slyly, as he marked the changing visage of the young Templar, "rest ye merry, masters, they are little likely to cross the silver sea to contest it with Saviolo's scholars for the succession of Saviolo's honors!"
Beckett rose suddenly.
"I cry you mercy, Captain," he said, taking up his rapier from the wall and slinging it briskly back to its carriages as if moved by a mighty haste, "I would we could invite you to a friendly bout on the scaffold; but since it can not be— Bellona having marked you too often for her own— why, then, give you good den, Signor Strongi'th'arm!"
The Captain rose upon his stump, made an elaborate congée, and stood, with good-humored mien, watching the young man salute his comrade and stride out of the door in right dapper deportment. When the last inch of the smartly cocked rapier scabbard, neatly draping a fold of the cloak, had disappeared round the corner, he himself called for his bilbo and cape; and as he flung the patched folds with noble gesture about his old shoulders, he found Dick Wyatt at his elbow.
"Ah, fare ye well, young sir," said he genially. "Shall ye take advice? Then, till your locks are blanched and rare, like these, never believe you have that skill, not only in your rapier play but in any art military, which is not some day to be caught in a trap. Now, I mind me, being in Genoa, the year of the great Barbary sailing, there was mighty talk of a new-fangle kind of fire-pot, and—"
"But, nay, good Captain, let me entreat you yet to one moment more of rapier-talk. An it please you, I would fain attend you on your walk home."
And as the clank of the lusty young spurred heel presently rang out past the open windows of the tavern, punctuated by the thud of the voyager's wooden stump on the cobblestones of Fleet Lane, the lingerers within the room could hear a boyish voice tammering upon the outlandish name: Todescan— Todescan of Geneva— Todescan of Geneva.
ii
Thou art a traitor and a miscreant,
Too good to be so and too bad to live!...
With a foul traitor's name stuff I thy throat!...
What my tongue speaks my right drawn sword may
prove.
—Shakespeare (Richard II).
IT WAS the eleventh of December by English reckoning— the twenty-second according to the new Gregorian calendar used in foreign lands— that Dick Wyatt, at a turning of the road by the elbow of a hill, came in sight of the goal of his three months' journeying.
Reining in his nag, he gazed. There was Geneva! It rose in the distance from the plain, severe within its bastioned walls; a few spires faintly gilt by the parting rays of the sun fast sinking behind the farther chain of low hills. There was something in the spring of the cathedral on its eminence above the black clustering roofs which brought back to his mind, with a transient pang of yearning, the outline of Paul's on Ludgate Heights, away in far England. In the forefront the Rhone bounded and roared, foaming in its southward race. Beyond the grim city spread the dark waters and the silence of Lake Leman. Beyond again, through the clear frosty air, against a darkening sky, towered the still gold and rosy snows of Savoy.
The sight, impressive enough, was specially welcome at the end of a day's ride through bitter weather and sore rough ways. As the traveler gazed, with eyes of satisfaction not unmixed with awe, a distant boom rolled through the still air.
Many experiences had Dick Wyatt gone through since he had left his peaceful island; among others the disastrous one of closed town-gates at fall of night. He spurred his tired mount, therefore; and it was with but a few minutes to spare that he reached the Porte de Cornevin and found himself inside the staid stronghold of Calvinism. Before being granted free entrance, he was suspiciously questioned by the sergeant of the burgher guard on his character, religion, and the purpose of his journeying— an examination which he passed with some difficulty, for French was still unready to his tongue. So soon, however, as it transpired that his business was with one Maitre Todescan, the sour visage relaxed; he was not only admitted but sped on— any friend of worthy Master Todescan, Provost of the Town Companies, must be welcome in Geneva!
And so, all in the uncertain light of a Wintry orange afterglow, the last comer to the town found his way through the winding streets; past the old Castle of St. Gervais, by the Pont aux Mariniers over the thundering Rhone as it rushes out of the lake, across the isle, toward the steep rising Grand Rue, wherein— so had said the burgher sergeant— dwelt the great provost-at- arms, "at the sign of the Roy David, just a pistol-shot short of St. Germain Church."
Dick Wyatt, after the manner of men haunted by a fixed purpose, paid little heed to aught but what fell in with the main tenor of his thoughts. He marveled not at the prosperity of the noble Free City, at the orderly sober throng, the breath of peace that pervaded the place— unlike those airs of furtive merriment snatched between spells of disaster which marked the war-ridden towns he had recently passed through; he took scarce note of the houses, wondrous tall, showing at almost every floor a glow of fire or lamp that met you like a smile of welcome. But rather he marveled how a man of martial renown, such as the great Todescan, could find congenial dwelling among people where psalming and grave converse rather than the ringing of spurs and the cocking of beavers seemed the chief assertion of manliness.
And it made his heart leap, for all his weariness, as he halted at length before the Roy David, suddenly to hear, above the bustle of a hostelry at supper-time, the rousing clank of iron, the stamp of foot, the sharp cries, which tell of the fencing hour. The sounds proceeded from a row of windows on the first floor, lighted redly and wide open in spite of the great cold.
"So! Todescan at last!"
With an eager presentiment of all that he— well-prepared scholar if ever there was one— was soon to learn under those projecting gables, Dick Wyatt entered the inn. Little did he dream how fast his knowledge would grow that very night!
Mine host of the Roy David appraised the newcomer with one look of an experienced eye.
"Aye— faith! There is still accommodation, though my house is all but full. And you would have speech with Master Todescan? And, faith, I thought as much. Though what there is in our Todescan that you all should thus— and another Englishman too! But I, for one, have no call to grumble.... And I may make bold to guess further, my gentleman, that you desire speech of Todescan even before sight of supper? Eh? Said I truly?"
And without more ado the traveler was conducted up a winding stairway to the door of the fencing-room.
'Twas a long, low, beam-ceiled gallery, covering the whole depth of the house from high street to back lane; lit with four oil lamps; bare of all furniture but for a couple of forms and an arm-rack in the corner. The last lesson of the day was over. A heavy-looking youth had just drawn on his doublet and was adjusting its points, ever and anon wiping his face and the back of his neck, spite the icy blast pouring through the windows.
"Maitre Todescan," cried mine host from the threshold, all professional cheeriness, "again I bring an English admirer— one, too, mark you, that can not wait another hour before saluting you! What a man you are, aha! No doubt you would, as usual, partake of supper together? I leave you. But the time to toss that basket of trout into the pan and to carbonade a rib of that veal— say I well? Aye, and a pitcher of the white wine of Morges— eh? I know, I know!"
Without waiting for reply, he retired, leaving Dick Wyatt face to face with his great man.
The first impression was curiously unpleasant, and Dick was seized with an unexpected revulsion— a sense of resentment as against something unnatural. Every master of the blade he had known in his days, ruffian at heart though he might be, had borne about him the note of joviality. But here was a saturnine visage with a vengeance ! An unformed thought quickly took possession of the Englishman's mind; in practise with such a one, cunning strokes of fence would assume a new purpose; would savor more of cruelty and treachery than of skill!
As a fact, Maitre Todescan's face displayed anything but cordiality at that moment. It was with the air of him who finds his time trespassed upon at a decidedly inopportune moment that he turned upon the visitor, looking deeply at him. With an engaging glibness, cultivated on repeated occasions, the youth fell to explaining his presence. For a while Todescan listened in silence; then suddenly seemed to make up his mind to more graciousness. A smile found its way to his lips, without, however, reaching the eyes, that remained filled as with some dark and absorbing speculation.
He was honored. He would— on the morrow— offer his humble services to the gentleman. Now, he must go forth; he had charge to-night of the burgher guard's watch. But to-morrow.... He bowed. There came a furtive look into the close-set eyes. It was happy for the stranger that he had just saved the hour of the setting of the watch. The days were of the shortest. Had he encountered any noticeable experience on his approach to Geneva? Which road had his been? From the Bern side? Ah, from the north!
He stood musing for a moment. Well, he must even crave the young master's leave— until the morrow.
He spoke with a conscious air which betrayed the tardy grafting of courtly manners upon an original stock of camp brutality. And Dick Wyatt, escorted down-stairs, politely but firmly shaken off at the kitchen door, as he watched the fencing-master wrap himself up scientifically in his great cloak and stride out into the night, had a fantastic impression as one who has just passed by an unknown personal danger.
In some dudgeon, with lingering regrets for the merry taverns of Paul's Chains (oh, how far they seemed!), he consumed his trout and drank his thin wine by himself. And soon after, the melancholy drone of curfew having sounded from a neighboring tower, he wended his way dejectedly to the bare and very cold room allotted to him just below the eaves.
But under the combined influence of bodily chill, overfatigue, and mental annoyance, it seemed as though the soothing of sleep were not to be granted that night. After a few hours of angry tossing, the youth made up his mind to defy the curfew laws, struck the flint, and once more lit the small length of tallow allotted to him.
Geneva at last!... Three months since he had started from England, but a few days after that tavern meeting which had fired his young blood, and, throughout, the burden of his thoughts had been Todescan— Todescan of Geneva! A long and tedious way it had been, with more than one unpleasant adventure. Laid by the heels at Cologne through some pernicious fever; hindered almost at every step by his ignorance of tongues, of travel... But the goal was reached; Geneva at last!
Wrapped in his traveling-cloak, he began to rehearse the tale of his fencing knowledge, in preparation of the morrow's ordeal, when he should face, foiled rapier in hand, "the king of them all," as Captain Strongi'th'arm had dubbed this Todescan of Geneva.
After the manner of men enamored, living in dreams of their lady; of poets, haunted by rhymes and hits and metaphors; of misers, with thoughts ever circling round their treasures (madmen all, in their degree), so this youth, on whom the meretricious new-fangled rapier had cast her spell, had grown mad— mad as any lover, rhymester or harpagon; fencing-mad even as the Martius portrayed by Marston. No uncommon occurrence about these years! Not of lady's eyebrows or instep; not of dimples by rosy lips, ran his fevered thoughts, but of nattiest tricks with edge and point, of undiscovered wards of the swift blades, and of the deadly masters of swordland!
The few inches of candle supplied by the Roy David came abruptly to an end; the long unsnuffed wick collapsed, drowned its flame with a sizzle, and left him once more in darkness. Dick Wyatt was in that state of nocturnal lucidity of mind in which it seems verily as if sleep would never be known again in life. He remained as he was, sitting up in bed, gazing at some particular bright star that, between two gables, peered into the blackness of his room. In time the star progressed out of sight, and he had nothing left but to hearken to the all-pervading silence; that singular silence of an enclosed town buried in slumber on a night of frost when not even a prowling animal is about.
Into the stillness the tower-clock of a neighboring church dropped the stroke of one. The grave note reverberated with an odd emphasis; the pulsing vibrations hung lingering upon the air as if in warning. Strangely, the reminder of the hour appeared to break a spell. At first, to the musing listener, it was only as if that sense of death-like hush had departed. True, he could hear nothing; yet he felt as if, in the world around, were sounds that ought to be heard. Presently he realized that there was indeed something astir under the silent scintillation of the stars. Filled with an unaccountable sense of surprise, he sprang out of bed, and, standing tiptoe in the darkness, strained his ear to catch he knew not what. A moment later he had pushed open the casement and thrust his head into the cold night; a rumor without, very faint, intermittent, indefinable; into the midst of it, suddenly springing, human sounds; a sharp cry, pain or rage; a call; and then a shot, harquebus or pistol; another! Silence again, and now a clang that made the woodwork rattle. All was as clear to his mind's eye as if he saw; a culverin on the rampart had spoken. It was fight! It was a dead-of- night assault on the sleeping town!
The news began to pour like water from open sluices through the main ways. Drums, sharp and panting, ran north and west, checkering the night. One came drubbing up the High Street, and Dick bent out of his window to peer down. Nothing to be seen but a denser shadow in the dark, a faint whiteness — the skin of the drum. But out of the murk rose the cry, thrown out between the taps, strangled words from a throat out of all breath:
"To arms! To arms! To the Tertasse— the gate is taken! The Savoyards!"
Right and left casements clattered back; heads were thrust forth with much exchange of exclamation. Half-dressed men, many in naught but shoes and shirts, came hastening out of their houses, halbert or matchlock in hand, feverishly concerting as they scurried toward the west ramparts, whence the clamor upwelled. And presently, over all, the great bell of the Cathedral threw the clang and drone of the tocsin, lamentable, making the windows, the very rafters, shiver as if with terror in the dark.
Some new treachery of the ever-treacherous Ligue party— the ferocious mercenaries of the Duke of Savoy.... The sack of the town!... 'Twas a fearsome thing to contemplate— Les Savoyards! Awestruck voices cried the tidings from window to window.
Dick Wyatt understood but one thing; and a new spirit awoke in him. He thrust his feet into his list shoes— no time to pull on long boots— buckled his sword over a still unfastened doublet, and groped his way down the black stairs into the street; the house door was open. His host, loading a harquebus on the steps by the light of a lantern which the half-clad handmaid held up, shouted something to him as he passed out— something he could not understand.
He found himself swiftly caught by the ever-increasing stream flowing toward the lower town. Men moved like shadows. Here and there a lantern made a narrow circle of light. More shirts, vaguely white in the all but complete darkness, were to be met than doublets or cloaks; many a foot went bare, to save that priceless minute of time at the rampart that might decide between success or massacre. With jaws firmly set on the thought of the coming death-struggle (aye, and on the thought of children and women !) none found breath to spare for words. A halt was called at last, at the entrance, squat, thick-pillared, of some monstrous cavern— or so it seemed to Dick. Pungent into the crisp air spread the smell of apples, onions, straw... . Ah, the Market Hall! A man sprang into the midst of them, out of the black. His voice rang; a soldier's voice, accustomed to command:
"Back! To the Bastion de Rive, every man! Every man, I say! The attack at the Tertasse is but a feint. The enemy is at the Rive Gate! That is where men are wanted! Back!" He ran, flinging out his arms ; and the whole posse turned before him as the flock before the sheep-dog. The light of a lantern fell upon a harsh thin face, upon gleaming small eyes. 'Twas Todescan the Provost.
Dick Wyatt's soul leaped to the splendid mastery of the soldier in the emergency. Here was the champion in his right place; here the leader for him; here a gorgeous chance to take his first lesson from the terrible blade!
Upon the very spring of this elation fell a sudden chilling doubt. The last of the crowd had moved lustily up the narrow street once more, but Todescan had stopped short; and, with a stride to one side and a swift glance from right to left, he had dived down an alley. After a second's hesitation, moved by uneasy curiosity, Wyatt bounded forward in his wake, found the mouth of the entry, and noiselessly followed in pursuit.
The alley, narrow, winding, and all but closed from the skies by overhanging eaves, was pitch-dark. But the rapid, assured footsteps in front guided him and he was able to thread his way. At a turn of the lane a vague lifting of the gloom told of a more open space; and, against the lighter background, the black bulk of his man became perceptible. A vague yet overpowering suspicion caused Dick Wyatt to remain concealed. Todescan had halted. His steel cap, catching the glint of starlight, revealed furtive movements as of one peering and hearkening. Against the faintly luminous sky, a crenelated outline, cut high above, told the nature of the place— an inner patrolway at the foot of the town walls. The night all around was now alive with rumor, but this spot still held silence and emptiness. With a dart, like a serpent, Todescan suddenly stooped, and from under a pile of stones (as far as the listener could judge) dragged forth some heavy object.
Wyatt watched, held by the horrid suspicion that gripped him ever more sickeningly. Todescan was fiercely busy. There came a thud, as though the unknown thing that was so heavy and clanked on the cobbles as it moved, were being thrust against a door. And now, out of the darkness danced the red sparkle of flint and steel. A faint point sprang and remained aglow. Thereafter, more sparkle and then a steady fizzle.
Wyatt was no soldier, but he knew the quick-match and the little hissing fire-snake whispered of dire treachery. With his evil glimmer it kindled lurid understanding in his brain. An unguarded postern in the ramparts, a traitor behind it, a petard to blow the breach!
The young man's blood rose in fury. He drew his sword; his cry rang out incoherently:
"Oh, base and murderous! Treachery! Hold, rogue, traitor, renegade rogue! Help there! O sweet Jesu!"
The English words could be but sounds to the knave; but their clamor was eloquent. Todescan started, wheeled round; his blade leaped forth. The scintillation of the match cast the merest trembling gleam, yet he recognized the youth; and, cursing him blasphemously for an English fool, opposed his headlong attack with contemptuous yet vindictive mastery.
For a single moment, that yet seemed, in its tension, to pass the bounds of time, as Wyatt found himself under the glare— felt rather than seen— of those sinister eyes that from the first had struck a chill to his soul, the full realization of his madness swept upon him. He was challenging to the death the world's greatest swordsman; all his own science served but to emphasize his sense of appalling helplessness. But, even at the first meeting of blades, the misgiving vanished. His spirit rose to exaltation, stimulated by the very feeling of his opponent's superb authority. His sword seemed to be less combated than taken possession of; stimulated, too, by the low chuckle that Todescan gave. The utter scorn of it— so might a demon laugh in the dark, exulting in the power of his own soul!
Upon a singular trick of the imagination, as in the flash of a vision, he was once more in the old fencing-room of Paul's Chains, in the "Friars"— there rose the great yellow windows looking Thamesward, the paneled walls, the hacked pillars— and there, over the point of his own foiled rapier, the kindly, keen face of his revered master, of Saviolo, the mirror of chivalrous courtesy. Hark to his voice, admonitory yet encouraging:
"Eh là! point in line, figlio mio; ever in line! And ever lower than the wrist! Lower — lower, good lad! Thumb down, and up with the little finger, elbow out, nearly straight! So— and I promise thee, ne'er a blade in the world shall surprise thy ward!"
As if in obedience, he swiftly fell into the well-practised expectant guard. Even as he did so, there was a jerk— it was almost like an exclamation of wonder and disappointment— in the steel that pressed on his own; and Dick Wyatt was back again, fighting for his life, the Genevan cobblestones under his feet, the glimmer of the quick-match and its steady hiss— frightful menace!— warning him to haste! He gripped the ground in his soft shoes (a blessing it was he had not waited to don the great boots! ). He set his teeth. Never, for one breathing-space, did the terrible long-blade release his own. He felt it gliding, seeking to bind, fiercely caressing— the deadly spring behind a tiger's crouch— felt the invincible unknown thrust ready against the first weakening. And that weakening was coming apace ! It was all he could do to hold his opposition. As a kind of spell, cast by the fingers of steel and the superhuman flexibility of his opponent's wrist, a palsy was creeping up his outstretched arm. And one twitch of relaxation, he knew, and he was sped!
Now, whether from the depth of his own need, or whether the spirit of the master were hovering over a beloved scholar in his dire extremity— who shall say?— certain it was that the very tones of Saviolo were now recalling to Wyatt's brain a favorite axiom of the fence-school:
"Chi para, busca; chi lira, tocca!" (He who parries, only seeketh; he who thrusts finds!)
It was to the youth as if a flame had been lit in his soul. Why wait in anguish to parry a coming secret thrust, when he could still himself strike? Up he sprang; brain and eye, wrist and nimble feet in magnificent concert. To his dying day, Dick swore that, for the instant, he saw in the dark, even to the dreadful grin on the face opposite to him. His ear, strained to the same marvel of keenness, caught the sound of a catching breath — not his own. Exultant, he thrust; out went Saviolo's favorite botta lunga sopramano!
It was on the very dart of Todescan's stroke, which leaped out like a bolt from ambush— but one splinter of a second too late! Todescan's own pass: the fierce, jerky binding, the incredible turn of the wrist inward, the infallible estocade that was to have driven the point irremediably under the armpit and let free the overweening soul that dared oppose him in earnest! There was a sinister grating of steel, and the edge of the menacing blade glided, harmless, by Wyatt's side; but his own rapier, driven straight, heart-high, went home. Todescan, caught on the start of his own lunge, actually ran upon the point!
At any other moment, the horrible ease with which his steel traversed living flesh would have sickened Dick Wyatt, but now there was nothing but fierce leaping triumph in his blood; the great gaunt figure had stopped dead-short. A broken curse, a groan ending in a long sigh, and the Provost of Geneva fell at the feet of the bewildered London apprentice, whose bright blade was now black to within a foot of the hilt.
"Master Vincent Saviolo— have thanks!" cried the youth and waved the victorious weapon at the stars. Even as he did so, a drop falling from it glittered, a dreadful red, in the light of the quick-match. "My God!" he called out, upon a new thought; flung the good sword from him, and was down on his knees, tearing like one possessed at the last inch of the burning rope.
The urgency of the peril, for he had no mind to see the fruits of his great combat thrown away, lent a desperate sureness to his effort. In another instant he had sprung up again and was stamping the last spark under foot. Then he stood and breathed deeply, feeling dazed, almost as in a dream.
Hemmed in by the rumors, this little square under the bastion was still wrapped in stillness— a stillness that suddenly grew awful to Dick as he thought of the dead man. It was the first time he had sped a soul. In the cant of rufflers, this was "his first man."Yonder black heap— that was he who had been Todescan, a name Dick had never spoken but with bated breath!
The sight of torches bobbing at the far depth of the wall lane, the sound of running steps and voices uplifted, startled him from his mood. With a sudden vividness he saw his own peril. To be found alone with the corpse of the honored Provost, near the tell-tale petard and the remains of the quick-match, he, a stranger just arrived in the city, without a single friend, without even speech to explain or defend himself— his doom as spy, traitor, and murderer would be trebly sealed! He hastily picked up his rapier, and made a wildcat spring up the steps that led to the battlements, reaching the black shelter of the platform only just in time.
There, although prudence urged a noiseless flight along the walls to some farther quarter of the town where, unnoticed, he might mix with the throng, he was fain to sit down and gather strength, for shaking knees and laboring heart refused service. He dropped on the sill of an empty gun embrasure, and listened. Within the walls the steps and voices were drawing near the spot where the body lay. Outward, beyond the moat, stretched the fields under the starlight. Frogs were croaking with strange persistence. All at once the lane below him was filled with new sounds, exclamations, hurried steps, a clang as of a falling pike. Impelled by a desperate curiosity he crept back to the edge of the platform and looked down.
Luridly illumined by the glare of torches, he could see a party of disheveled, anxious-faced burghers, a score or so of them, armed with harquebus or halbert, clustered together. One rushed, cursing, from the petard at the postern to the body of Todescan. Another was shaking his fist upward as to some unseen enemy. Dick was preparing to crawl to some safer hiding-place, when it was borne in upon him, to his utter astonishment, that the slayer of the Town Provost was already vindicated. Little French had he, true, but his wits were sharpened by danger and deed and by his knowledge of the truth in this matter. One, who seemed to be the leader of the party, was speaking, emphasizing his words by vindictive thumps of his clinched hand on his palm:
"He sent us to the Bastion de Rives— there was no enemy there! That was his treachery! Todescan has betrayed us— but God has avenged!"
And deep-mouthed, thrice repeated, came the words:
"Todescan the traitor!"
Dick Wyatt straightened himself with a long sigh of relief. Yet he deemed it still best play to withdraw unseen from the neighborhood of these hard-pressed, excited men. Stealthily he wiped his blade: and, in disgust, flung the bloody kerchief over the wall into the ditch.
Instantly he was struck by the singular cessation of the obtrusive frog-croaking. He paused a moment, wondering. Then, as though the throwing of a kerchief had been an expected signal, from the darkness without a muffled call came up the wall:
"Eh, is it you at last, Espingola! Are you ready?"
At once one of the words evoked the memory of old Strongi'th'arm: "a corporal in Piedmont they called Espingola"— had said the old man of travels; and he thrust his head through the embrasure and peered into the moat. Yonder, in sooth, huddled at the foot of the rampart— in their black armor, darker shadows upon the gloom— lay a party of the Savoyards.
Boyish Dick forgot his wise resolution; all thoughts of safety, of self-preservation, evaporated. He sheathed his rapier and rushed back boldly to the platform's edge.
"Ho, there, my men!" he shouted in sturdy English to the party that was, even then, hastily moving on. "Here, here! The enemy is yonder!"
All torches were lifted, all heads looked up in astonishment. He pointed and waved vehemently, and summoned a scrap of their language to his tongue:
"L'ennemi! L'ennemi! Là— Ià!"
Rapidly the burghers lined the parapet. Those outside who had expected a secret ally to beckon from the breach were confronted by defenders. Stealth and silence were of no further avail; the Savoyards up-sprang. The harquebusade began.
THE story of the escalade of Geneva has become matter of history. Widespread in all Protestant countries has been the bitter tale of that night surprise, treacherously planned in the midst of proclaimed peace. And all who heard of it know how nigh the vile plan came to fruition; how narrow, for one panting hour, remained the margin between victorious repulse and annihilation; what nameless orgies of blood, lust and rapine were, by the Duke's explicit orders, to follow on the shout of "The city is taken."
Once indeed that cry of terror was actually raised, to strike ice-cold to many an innocent heart. And no doubt it would have been justified, had all the concerted measures of assailants without and confederates within come to their expected issue— of which the most pregnant was the blowing up of the forgotten little postern under the Bastion de l'Oye!
But as yet Dick Wyatt knew naught of all this. Toward the fourth hour of the morning when the last gun on the south walls had vomited its last shot at the retreating enemy; when the Savoyard army had vanished into the darkness whence it had sprung, the young man, sitting on a heap of rubbish, exhausted, dazed with fight, had not yet plumbed the mystery of the night's monstrous doings. He had had a glut of sword work; not, indeed, of the subtle fencing tricks of his dreams, but of furious strokes, by mere fighting man's instinct, all in the light of nature; here falling on morion or corselet, there roughly warding a push of pike. The struggle was over; but about him turmoil was still seething. The whole town was in the street, yet in the midst of the throng he was in solitude. Each in the crowd was moved to exultation or thanks-giving, to lament or solicitude for friend and kin; but he had no friend among them; none thought of dropping him a word of kindness.
By the light of one of those street fires that had been kindled wherever possible until the opening of the blessed eye of day, he was sullenly attending to' sundry slight wounds that now had begun to stiffen and smart. A morose depression gathered upon him. A hand was clapped on his shoulder: "Why, Dick Wyatt! Hast also come to Geneva?"
He had not heard the beloved tongue from a true English mouth these weary months. His heart leaped. He sprang up. Oh, marvel! No less a man than Master Beckett! Master Beckett torn in attire and powder-stained; mocking, yet with a tender gleam in the eye. Their hands met.
"I have looked for thee, Dick, among the dead, the maimed, and the sound, and here art thou at last!"
"How now— yet you knew me not here?"
"Nay, an hour ago I never dreamed of Dick Wyatt. But down yonder, at the Tertasse Gate, where the croaking frogs were made at last to choose between jump the wall again or take our steel, there was one burgher— a tall man, by the mass, but yet he owed something to the timely help of my rapier. 'Grand mercy!' saith he. 'You English are rude escrimeurs' (thus they call a fencer, Dick); 'we left one on the Bastion de l'Oye. He hath little French, but he drummed right heartily on the black harness of the Savoyard.' 'An Englishman?' says I. And there being no more work to do I looked for him who had little French lest he want succor or friendly word, but never thinking of thee! What make you from Lombard Street, Dick Wyatt?"
"Aye— and what make you in Geneva from the Temple, Master Beckett?"
The retort was made smiling. Gone was melancholy; gone, too, was the rivalry that had burned sore in each heart against the other. They stood, eye in eye. Presently they both laughed; the same thought was in their minds.
"So! In truth they did speak of another Englishman," said Dick.
" 'They' spoke, say'st thou? Who spoke?"
"In Todescan's fence-room," said Wyatt gravely.
Master Beckett mused a moment.
"When came you to Geneva, friend Dick?" he asked.
"Yesterday, at nightfall."
A great astonishment writ itself upon the Templar's countenance.
"Last night! Plague on thee, Dick!" he went on banteringly as he marked the other's enigmatic smile, "but thou wast in monstrous haste! Well— come. Tis fair time to go crack a quart for a morning draft; or so at least 'twould be in London. Todescan?" he chuckled. "I have news for thee, Dick. But come."
Arm in arm they made their way to the nearest tavern; and there, seated at a retired table, with a stoup of warm wine and a white loaf between them, resumed converse. "'Twas venturesome of thee, Dick, to come seeking knowledge so far," quoth Beckett.
"You came as far, methinks," was the good-humored retort. Dick Wyatt had never felt himself a match for his rival in words. But at this game of friendly mockery he held to-day the highest card in reserve.
"Aye, so," said the Templar lightly. "But with me the enterprise was less. I have a gift of tongues— and friends in the university. 'Twas easy. But since start you did, 'twas a fault not to have started sooner— I do assure thee," he added with meaning. " I left on this quest it comes nigh three months since."
And then, with gusto, did he relate the story of a long pilgrimage of fence. Marvelous were the names falling sonorously from his tongue; every master mentioned by Captain Strongi'th'arm, and some others to boot. But it was anent his stay in this very city that he waxed most eloquent: Todescan, traitor or no, had proved the arch-master, the demigod of the blade!
"Aye, Dick, 'twas pity thou earnest not sooner! Canst scarce, now, learn the 'thunderbolt of Todescan,' this invisible sudden death that laughs at plate or gorget. Canst indeed never learn it— save, of course, from me, when the time is ripe."
"Save from you, Master Beckett?"
"Yes, Diccon, save from me. The secret died to-night; Todescan was killed on the walls!"
Master Beckett, not unnaturally, attributed to disappointment the silence in which his rival received the news.
Dick Wyatt was reflectively rubbing his chin. For one brief instant he had burned to cap, by an obvious, crushing retort, his friend's ill-concealed exultation. But he now resolutely folded his lips upon his secret— telling himself that, in Beckett's own phrase, the time was not yet ripe.
Since they were yet to meet in friendly contest of skill, he would reserve the story of the momentous duel until the moment of victory— for, of a surety, on the day of trial he would be met again by this thunderbolt of Todescan, and how could he doubt now that he must prove victorious on the lesser as on the greater issue?
Assuming all the air of one who knows he has been checkmated, he changed the drift of the talk.
iii
SOME three months later, on the very morning of their return to London, Dick and Master Beckett together sought the Bolt-in-Tun. They passed through its portals— this time with never one of your elaborate tricks of courtesy as to precedence, but the taller with his arm on the other's shoulder— and found the old place humming, as on the day when last they had seen it, with the talk of a death— a death of far other importance even than that of Master Vincent. England's great Queen had passed away ; ill filled was her place by a little, ungainly Scot.
The comrades were greeted with a shout. 'Twas six months since they had been seen in Ludgate. Queries assailed them on every side; but, by tacit agreement, they kept their own counsel. True Englishmen, whose prowess was so soon to be tested in loyal public contest, they had no mind for boasting of knowledge acquired, after the fashion of your tavern-haunting gull. But, at length, so much leaked out: they had been preparing, each after his own fancy, for the great day of my Lord of Pembroke's prize- playing, in honor of Saviolo.
It was Beckett dropped the information— a trifle loftily, perhaps, from the height of his traveled experience. He thought to impress his stay-at-home friends. The announcement was met, first by silence, in which eyebrows were raised and glances exchanged; then out broke a hubbub— banter, mockery, condolence. Poor lads! these long six months preparing! And here was one who knew, from knowledge certain, that public prize-playing would never more be seen in Merry England!
The one who knew (from Whitehall he) spake: His new Majesty loathed swordsmen's shows, and forbade them. He could not look on a blade without shudder. Nay, if he had to knight a man, he must needs avert his eyes so doing.
Dick and the Templar stared at each other. Were the friendly rivals glad or sorry? They scarce knew. Dick took a deep breath.
And now, from the head of the table— his place by rights it seemed to have become— up spoke Captain Strongi'th'arm. From the moment he had recognized the young men, he had remained watching and listening in unwonted silence. His single eye was more commanding than ever. He tapped the table with his two fingers, and there fell a stillness in the room. He spoke of kings and of her who was gone: of Mary of Scotland and of many instances he had known, at home and abroad, of men like the new King James, her son, frighted for life before their birth by a woman's terror. Then, from Jamie's horror of a drawn blade, came he to talk of fight and prize-playing and the like — thence to his darling theme: the great Masters of the Sword, alive or dead.
"Aye, young masters, you may have had your snippets of travel; but had ye known the tall men, the great days! There was Cavalcabo, mark you, the mighty Italian; but he is dust. Now, the nearest to him, in subtilty, was Eisenkopf (of Mainz in the Palatinate). He, for all his High-Dutch name, was from the south also: Capoferro was he. Now the Eisenkopf had a certain thrust he called Pigliafilo—"
"I know the trick," said Beckett, over his can.
Captain Strongi'th'arm raised an eyebrow.
"Yet, to my mind," he went on, unheeding, "ne'er so great a man at the rapier— that is, for the single duello— as Petty Jean, in Paris. He it was devised the botte de Nevers—"
"Aye"— from the Templar again. "Petty John taught it well. But he teaches at Lyons now."
The Captain's eye rolled a little redly upon the fair, cool youth; 'twas'scarce wholesome, for one of so few years, to know so much, to be so sure of speech. He must be set down.
"Ha, but only when a man has measured blades with Thibault of Antwerp, Thibault, the heritor of Carranza's own science, all by mathematical logic, squares and tangents to the circumference"— he kept his eye severely upon Beckett, as the young man showed signs of opening his mouth again— "or eke with Meister Joachim of Strasburg on the Rhine, whose lesson was rhythmic and required for its mastery the lilt of fife and taber. —I mind me of a plaguy round-cut he would engineer on your extended arm, that he had christened estramasson de Manchette; it would do for you, by neat rapier-slicing, what the Spanish dog's halbert did for this hand, at the palisado of Pamplona—"
"Saving your experience, good Captain," interrupted Beckett demurely, "you mistake. Estramasson is the Sieur Thibault's own device, by rule geometrical. I have practised both with him and with Master Joachim."
The veteran's gathering testiness exploded. He rapped out a parcel of rare outlandish oaths and spluttered the name of Todescan. Todescan, to his mind, the very angel— the very devil of the sword! Who had not faced Todescan of Geneva knew naught of finality in fencing. Todescan's noted thrust
Here, once again, was Master Beckett's moment to insert (with pardonable pride) the story of his acquired gains in far Geneva. He parted his lips to speak, his brown eyes sparkling, his frank smile flashing.
But, subtly, in a delicate, insinuating voice that dropped into the brief moment of silence allowed by Captain Strongi'th'arm's pause for breath, Dick Wyatt forestalled him:
"Todescan, aye— of Geneva. And his noted thrust: at the armpit, on a binding of the blade, thus—" He made a spiral movement with his extended wrist, and glanced for one instant slyly at Beckett's amazed face. "Todescan of Geneva— 'twas I killed him. Yea"— and this was addressed more specially to Captain Strongi'th'arm— "ran him up to the hilts, with Master Vincent's own punta riversa!"
________________
4: The Lovely Little Dinner
J. J. Bell
1871-1934
Australasian (Melbourne) 28 Feb 1931
[The Strand Magazine Nov 1922]
THE young man, whose attractive countenance wore an anxious expression, raised his hand more than once before he ventured to tap.
"Come in," said the voice of Miss Hilda Drake, and, as he entered her office, it added: "Pretty punc., aren't you, duckie?" She was preening her self daintily before a mirror in the corner.
"I am— er— relieved to hear you say so," he returned, with more embarrassment than humour.
She flashed round, with a muttered "Goodness!" and became slightly pink.
"Why, it's Mr. Derrick!" she said. "I thought you were Betty Falconer."
Mr. Dexrick said nothing.
"Something I can do for you, Mr. Derrick?"
"There is, Miss Drake." A pause. "I want you— awfully badly— to come and dine with me."
"Dine!" A dozen exclamation marks would fail to convey any idea of the as tonishment she got into the solitary syllable.
"It is true," he said, after another pause, "that the word falls rarely from my lips; It is likely, indeed, that you hear me utter it for the first time. Still, there it is!"
The girl's grey eyes regarded him in a searching, though not unkindly, fashion.
"Like everybody else in this building," he went on, "you are aware that only last week I was very nearly evicted from my studio for non-payment of rent."
She made a little gesture of protest.
"Still, here I am, asking you— begging you, in fact— to come and dine with me."
"It's exceedingly kind of you, Mr. Derrick," she said at last, beginning to arrange the papers on her desk, for it should be mentioned that Miss Hilda Drake was a writer, and quite a successful one. "But— well, you see, as it happens, I have never gone out to dinner with a man."
Very respectfully he rejoined, "You have frequently gone out to lunch or tea."
"There is a difference, isn't there?"
"A matter of a few shillings," he said with an airy wave of his shabby hat and the ghost of a smile.
Something danced in her eyes; then gravely she shook her head— a prettier head than ever Mr. Derrick had been able to draw.
"You are considering the proprieties," he remarked; "but what have the proprieties done for us? Besides, you and I are getting on to be fr—acquaintances. Miss Drake. We have already met on 87 occasions— at the club, at the houses of mutual—"
"Eighty-seven!" She laughed. "Do you keep a diary?"
"Not an ordinary diary. It is really a little book, which my rich aunt gave me in which one is supposed to record one's receipts and expenses; but as I so seldom have any receipts, I have got into the habit of entering happy events instead. I hope yon don't mind being a harppy event."
"I'm afraid I have never quite understood you, Mr. Derrick," she said, becoming thoughtful, "though, as you say, we are getting to be old— friends."
"I trust you may never quite understand me," he returned, solemnly. "But, as a poor gentleman asking a successful lady to dinner, I assure you there is nothing about me the least sinister."
At that the girl smiled, saying "I accept the assurance, and thank you once more for the invitation. But, as a matter of fact, Betty Falconer and I have planned to take a meaI in town and go to a theatre."
The young man's chagrin was apparent. Just then he bitterly resented Betty's existence on this planet.
"In that case " he began, letting fall
"Excuse me," said Hilda, turning to the phone, which had begun to ring.
It was impossible for him to avoid hearing her part in the conversation. Once he glanced at her, but without learning whether she was annoyed or pleased.
"Pardon me," he said, as she replaced the receiver, "but is it possible that Miss Falconer can't keep her engagement?"
"Well, yes," admitted Hilda, adding quickly, "so now I shall go straight home."
Desperately he cried, "If you have one atom of friendly feeling, you will do no thing of the kind! I promise, if you in mat, to let you go at nine o'clock, an hour which even the late Mrs. Grundy would have regarded indulgently."
Hilda went over and locked the safe, wherein reposed many manuscripts, for among her other activities she edited a monthly magazine. After that she faced him in her usual frank way.
"Mr. Derrick, does it matter that it should be to-night?"
"To me it is vital."
"Oh, I don't mean to be rude, but will you tell me, without any frills, please?"
"I will tell you when we have dined, and there will be no frills. My reason for asking you is a good, sound, selfish one."
For a while she looked dubious; then all at once, as though an idea had struek her, a smile flickered.
"I will come, with pleasure," she said and began to draw on a glove.
"I shall thank you all my life," he replied, and meant it.
She glanced at her attaché case, and he offered to carry it.
"No; I'll come back for it on my wav home. Since we are to dine, I don't want to be reminded of the office."
On the landing, with an upward glance, she inquired whether he had locked up his studio.
"What does it matter?" he said.
However, to please her, he ran upstairs and tried the door. It was locked. He opened it and glanced round. A letter delivered by a messenger lay on the floor! It looked like a bill, so he let it lie. Having locked the door, he rejoined Hilda.
"The masterpieces are intact," he informed her.
"I do not know why you should speak so bitterly about your work," she said.
"I'm going to forget about it now," he returned, ashamed of his sarcasm
"Why forget about it?"
But he turned the conversation with an inquiry concerning her new book.
On the pavement he signalled a taxi cab.
"Please!" she protested; "it's unnecessary on this fine evening."
"Let the poor artist have his little hour," he said.
In the cab she eyed him with friendly curiosity. "Something has happened to you, Mr. Derrick."
"You may have a guess, if you wish, later, Miss Drake."
And he brought the talk back to her book.
At the entrance to Yarry's restaurant she stopped, hesitated, and said:
"We have agreed that we are getting, on to be old friends. Don't think me ungracious when I take the liberty of suggesting a quieter place."
"Yarry's is as quiet as any. There is no band."
"Oh, you know what I mean. I am ready to be entertained, but I'd rather not be feted. When I accepted your invitation—"
"On the off-chance of your accepting, the poor artist engaged a table here."
"Is it your birthday?" she asked, suddenly.
"Not exactly. Still, it may be said to mark the beginning of a new phase. Bear with me, and enter."
"Forgive me! I know I'm horrid," she said, with a quick change of tone. "I'm sure I shall love dining here."
Presently they were seated in a secluded corner.
"This is charming! What glorious flowers! This is an exceptional occasion— isn't it?" she said, softly.
"Yery exceptional," he answered. 'This is our 88th meeting. It can never happen again. Will you give me permission to call you Hilda?"
"Why not?" he replied. Eighty-eight does seem almost adequate."
"Thank you, Hilda. Now, I have the misfortune to be registered as William, and commonly known as Bill. I know it's asking a great deal, but if you would kindly make an effort—"
"There are, I believe, names more diffi cult to pronounce," she said, gravely.
And they both laughed.
In fairness to Bill's manhood, let it be said that he should have attempted to call here "Hilda" long before this, but for one thing— the small formality acted as a sort of brake on his feelings. In spite of a cer tain comradeship between them, he had ever to remember that she was a successful writer, and he himself a failure of a painter. To-night, however, the end of everything being so near, so inevitable, he dared to indulge himself for an hour, and almost to disregard the end itself.
It was a cheerful little feast, as happy a ninety minutes as Bill had ever lived. There was no noticeable pause in their talk till the waiter had retired, after serving coffee.
At last she looked up, smiling.
"Now, may I guess what has happened?" There was an eagerness in her voice which, somehow, perturbed him. He had planned to carry off the little affair verry lightly. So far as she was concerned, it was to be a comedy—with a tiny touch of pathos, perhaps, but no more.
"Yes," be said, "you may have a guess if you like."
"You have sold a picture, Bill."
It may seem strange, but he had not reckoned on such a guess, and he hesitated, wondering if he might, for once, lie to her— Hilda, with her eyes so kindly bright, her lips so sweetly parted in expectation. For he had not dreamed that it could be of any real moment to her.
"You have!" she cried. "Which one?"
"Alas! no, Hilda," he said, truthfully, "I have sold no picture."
"Oh!" she murmured, as though some thing had hurt her; and there was silence.
Bill had the conviction that he was making a mess of it at the beginning. He had looked for some mild sympathy, but not this clear concern.
"I will tell you what has happened," he said, reluctantly. "My Aunt Agatha died in Rome last week."
On several previous occasions he had mentioned the old lady, who was generally supposed to regard him with affection, and his profession with abhorrence.
Once more Hilda's expression changed. Leaning towards him, she whispered:
"Your rich aunt, Bill?" And again there was eagerness in her voice.
"Yes," he replied, as lightly as possible; "but by some strange inadvertence sbe omitted to leave me even her love."
"Oh, how could she, the old—" sounded like "fig," but there were no figs on the table. "I beg your pardon, Bill! I ought not to have spoken like that, but
"As a matter of fact," he said, casually. "I had expected her to live for years, and I have never flattered myself that I deserved anything from her. I'll admit that a legacy at the present crisis would have—"
"Crisis?"
"Fiasco I should have said. Your coffee is getting cold, Hilda."
She sipped it dutifully.
"I'd like you to believe," he went on, "that I'm not resentful because she has left the £60,000 to my elder brother, George, who—"
"Indeed!" It was almost a snap, and at that moment Bill eliould have been very sorry to have bad to present his brother George to Miss Hilda Drake— sorry for George.
"But I'm going too fast," he said. '"Now about the cri— the fiasco."
"No," she said gently. "Just tell me the good news, Bill."
He stared. "But there is no good news."
Wide-eyed she looked at him. Then her gaze went round the sumptuous place, dwelt for a moment or two on the beautifully appointed table, and returned, distressed, to bis face.
"Then why— why are we here?'
"Don't be angry with me," he begged. "I'm going to explain."
"Oh, I'm not— angry." She made a small, weary gesture. "I will listen."
"It won't make a long story. I asked you to dine to-night simply because I wished to have you all to myself for an hour; and I wished to have you all to my self for an hour in order that I might have the memory of it in times to come. Which, you will admit, is a good, sound, and selfish reason."
He drank some of the cool coffee. Hilda, chin on hands, was gazing down at the cloth. He could not have told whether she had heard him. .
"I did not seek to deceive you," he resumed, "when I declared that it was an exceptional occasion. Our little banquet, besides giving me a memory to treasure, may be said to celebrate my retirement from art." He was not looking at her, but he felt her slight movement. "To-night I shall quit the studio for the last time, and—"
Her eyes were upon him. He had to meet them. They were full of a sort of horror.
"Bill, you are not going to give up!"
"Must; Hilda! I've spent my patrimony in learning my trade. Whether I can paint or not is for others to say: but I have proved that I can't earn anything by it!"
"But you are young. You cannot give up!"
"Even youth cannot flourish on nothing a year, and I don't really enjoy getting into debt."
"Your brother— Forgive me; that, was impertinent, perhaps."
"It was friendly. But I must tell you now that George, though, he has no patience with me as an artist, has shown me, as a brother, the greatest generosity. With a sum equal to half of his aunt's legacy, he is arranging to buy me an interest in a sugar estate in Java. I expect to sail ten days hence."
"In Java!"
"Rhymes with guava, in case you ever think of writing a poem about it." It seemed necessary for him to say something foolish then. "I have a notion that the guava is a sort of fish."
"Jelly," she murmured, absently, looking away.
"A jellyfish— thanks!"
She did not respond. "I suppose," she said, presently, "it is a long way off. Yes, I know it is."
"Pretty safely removed from art circles. But even if George had that in mind I can't blame him."
"Many people," she said, rather indifferently, "believe in your work."
"They don't buy it." A pause.
"You have definitely decided to go?"
"My passage is taken."
Hilda sat up. "I dare say you will have quite a good time out there." Her manner had grown almost cold. She glanced at her wrist. "It's half-past nine."
"You're a bit sorry for me, aren't you, Hilda?"
"Oh, yes, I'm sorry." Her voice sounded a little impatient. She looked to her gloves.
Bill summoned the waiter and settled the bill. In a way he felt that the whole thing had been a mistake, yet he was glad of the memory, though it was not just what he had hoped for. Yet, what precisely he had hoped for he could not have told.
This time Hilda did not demur at the taxi-cab. She talked a good deal during the short run, declaring brightly that she must read up about Java.
At the door of her office she held out lier hand. "Thanks for the lovely little dinner."
"I'm going to see you home,'" he told her. "Don't forbid me that."
"I've just remembered a letter I must write."
"How long will it take? No, never mind! I'll wait up in the studio till I hear your door bang. You won't run away. Will you?"
She smiled faintly. "No, I shan't run away."
As he went up the stairs, he wondered if she had meant to suggest that it was he who was running away.
Rather glad to get into the stillness of the studio, he did not switch on the lights. There was nothing more for him to do there. His "works" were all ready for removal; a few, as souvenirs, to old friends, the rest to a dealer who had promised, with a shrug, to do what he could.
After all, no man likes to be beaten, and for seven years Bill had worked really hard and found most of his happiness in the studio. But of these things he thought little as he sat there in the dark. Nothing greatly mattered beside the fact that he was going away— from Hilda. And he felt that in some respect he had blundered and Burt her feelings. Such a true little friend she was, too! He tried to assure himself that she did not despise him for- having given up. He wondered whether, had his aunt's will be different, he should have made a name in the long run; whether, also, he might, in time, have won more than a girl's friendship. Alas, there is nothing so vain as "wondering."
The cigarette he had lit on entering had smouldered away when he became aware of a sound at the door. It seemed late for the caretaker, but he presumed the man had forgotten his key, and went, unwillingly, to open it.
Hilda stood there, under the glaring landing light. It was with a shock that he saw, or fancied be saw, she had been crying. She was, however, smiling now.
"It occurred to me to ask you a question," she said. "But first let me tell you that once, when I was going to give up writing in utter despair, a friend persuaded me to hold on— and a little later a manuscript was accepted."
"Your friend knew what he or she was talking about. But even if I could wait— and I would not funk a spell of positive starvation— I have given my word to my brother. Already, probably, he has parted with his money.
She nodded kindly. "Still, I'll put my question. Supposing there was a sudden ran on your pictures; supposing, all at once, people began to call and buy them; supposing you sold quite a lot. Would you not ask your brother to give you a chance to carry on?" Her beautiful eyes were looking into his, but soon they wavered, and dropped.
In all his life nothing like that revelation had ever happened to Bill.
"Hilda," he said, "do you want me to fall down and kiss your feet?"
"I— I don't know what yon mean!" she cried, in faltering indignation.
"Kindest girl in all the world," he said, and his voice shook, "what on earth would I you do with all my pictures when your agents had dumped them at your door?"
He thought she was going to break down, but presently she gave a little laugh. "I dare say I said it badly," she said, "but if a friend can't help a friend, what are we in the world for?" Her mouth quivered, yet with another laugh she took a step forward and picked up the neglected missive. "Is that how you treat your letters?" she hemanded, banding it to him.
"You shouldn't have troubled. It's only a bill," he said, turning it over. "No, by jove! It's from George!"
"I'll wait downstairs," she said, promptly.
"Please don't go. It's a bit dark down there. I'm quite ready." And he prepared to lock up."
"But you must read your letter.
"Well— if you'll excuse me, George, a good business man, is always mercifully brief."
Bill tore open the envelope, and read:—
Dear Bill,
I feel I have not been quite decent. I wanted to do what I thought best for you, but I now doubt whether I should he justified in ordering your whole life. Will you let me invest the money for you, and give me your word that you will not touch the principal for 10 years? If so, you are a free man. Come and talk it over, any time up to midnight.
George.
Hill was trembling as he said: "I'd like you to read this."
She shook her head. "I think it means that— that you are not going"— her voice grew faint— "not going to Guava— I mean Java?" She gave a queer, weak little laugh.
'Hilda!" He caught at her hands. "Hilda— does it— can it matter to you?"
"Oh, no: not very much. Still, I dare say "
Eventually they went out into a world grown perfect in all respects. In a perfectly appointed taxi, perfectly driven by a chauffeur with perfect manners, Hilda, who is not (fortunately for Bill) without a practical side, suddenly exclaimed:
"And, oh, Bill, isn't it nice to think that, after all, the lovely little dinner wasn't wasted?"
_________________
5: At The Sign of the Eagle
[Sir] Gilbert Parker
1862-1932
Novelette, 1912
"Life in her creaking shoes
Goes, and more formal grows,
A round of calls and cues:
Love blows as the wind blows.
Blows!..."
"WELL, what do you think of them, Molly?" said Sir Duke Lawless to his wife, his eyes resting with some amusement on a big man and a little one talking to Lord Hampstead.
"The little man is affected, gauche, and servile. The big one picturesque and superior in a raw kind of way. He wishes to be rude to some one, and is disappointed because, just at the moment, Lord Hampstead is too polite to give him his cue. A dangerous person in a drawing-room, I should think; but interesting. You are a bold man to bring them here, Duke. Is it not awkward for our host?"
"Hampstead did it with his eyes open. Besides, there is business behind it— railways, mines, and all that; and Hampstead's nephew is going to the States fortune-hunting. Do you see?"
Lady Lawless lifted her eyebrows. " 'To what base uses are we come, Horatio!' You invite me to dinner and— 'I'll fix things up right.' That is the proper phrase, for I have heard you use it. Status for dollars. Isn't it low? I know you do not mean what you say, Duke."
Sir Duke's eyes were playing on the men with a puzzled expression, as though trying to read the subject of their conversation; and he did not reply immediately. Soon, however, he turned and looked down at his wife genially, and said: "Well, that's about it, I suppose. But really there is nothing unusual in this, so far as Mr. John Vandewaters is concerned, for in his own country he travels 'the parlours of the Four Hundred,' and is considered 'a very elegant gentleman.' We must respect a man according to the place he holds in his own community. Besides, as you suggest, Mr. Vandewaters is interesting. I might go further, and say that he is a very good fellow indeed."
"You will be asking him down to Craigruie next," said Lady Lawless, inquisition in her look.
"That is exactly what I mean to do, with your permission, my dear. I hope to see him laying about among the grouse in due season."
"My dear Duke, you are painfully Bohemian. I can remember when you were perfectly precise and exclusive, and—"
"What an awful prig I must have been!"
"Don't interrupt. That was before you went aroving in savage countries, and picked up all sorts of acquaintances, making friends with the most impossible folk. I should never be surprised to see you drive Shon McGann— and his wife, of course— and Pretty Pierre— with some other man's wife— up to the door in a dogcart; their clothes in a saddle-bag, or something less reputable, to stay a month. Duke, you have lost your decorum; you are a gipsy."
"I fear Shon McGann and Pierre wouldn't enjoy being with us as I should enjoy having them. You can never understand what a life that is out in Pierre's country. If it weren't for you and the bairn, I should be off there now. There is something of primeval man in me. I am never so healthy and happy, when away from you, as in prowling round the outposts of civilisation, and living on beans and bear's meat."
He stretched to his feet, and his wife rose with him. There was a fine colour on his cheek, and his eye had a pleasant fiery energy. His wife tapped him on the arm with her fan. She understood him very well, though pretending otherwise. "Duke, you are incorrigible. I am in daily dread of your starting off in the middle of the night, leaving me—"
"Watering your couch with your tears?"
"—and hearing nothing more from you till a cable from Quebec or Winnipeg tells me that you are on your way to the Arctic Circle with Pierre or some other heathen. But, seriously, where did you meet Mr. Vandewaters— Heavens, what a name!— and that other person? And what is the other person's name?"
"The other person carries the contradictory name of Stephen Pride."
"Why does he continually finger his face, and show his emotions so? He assents to everything said to him by an appreciative exercise of his features."
"My dear, you ask a great and solemn question. Let me introduce the young man, that you may get your answer at the fountain-head."
"Wait a moment, Duke. Sit down and tell me when and where you met these men, and why you have continued the acquaintance."
"Molly," he said, obeying her, "you are a terrible inquisitor, and the privacy of one's chamber were the kinder place to call one to account. But I bend to your implacability.... Mr. Vandewaters, like myself, has a taste for roving, though our aims are not identical. He has a fine faculty for uniting business and pleasure. He is not a thorough sportsman— there is always a certain amount of enthusiasm, even in the unrewarded patience of the true hunter; but he sufficeth. Well, Mr. Vandewaters had been hunting in the far north, and looking after a promising mine at the same time. He was on his way south at one angle, I at another angle, bound for the same point. Shon McGann was with me; Pierre with Vandewaters. McGann left me, at a certain point, to join his wife at a Barracks of the Riders of the Plains. I had about a hundred miles to travel alone. Well, I got along the first fifty all right. Then came trouble. In a bad place of the hills I fell and broke an ankle bone. I had an Eskimo dog of the right sort with me. I wrote a line on a bit of birch bark, tied it round his neck, and started him away, trusting my luck that he would pull up somewhere. He did. He ran into Vandewaters's camp that evening. Vandewaters and Pierre started away at once. They had dogs, and reached me soon.
"It was the first time I had seen Pierre for years. They fixed me up, and we started south. And that's as it was in the beginning with Mr. John Vandewaters and me."
Lady Lawless had been watching the two strangers during the talk, though once or twice she turned and looked at her husband admiringly. When he had finished she said: "That is very striking. What a pity it is that men we want to like spoil all by their lack of form!"
"Don't be so sure about Vandewaters. Does he look flurried by these surroundings?"
"No. He certainly has an air of contentment. It is, I suppose, the usual air of self-made Americans."
"Go to London, E.C., and you will find the same, plus smugness. Now, Mr. Vandewaters has real power— and taste too, as you will see. Would you think Mr. Stephen Pride a self-made man?"
"I cannot think of any one else who would be proud of the patent. Please to consider the seals about his waistcoat, and the lady-like droop of his shoulders."
"Yet he is thought to be a young man of parts. He has money, made by his ancestors; he has been round the world; he belongs to societies for culture and—"
"And he will rave of the Poet's Corner, ask if one likes Pippa Passes, and expect to be introduced to every woman in the room at a tea-party, to say nothing of proposing impossible things, such as taking one's girl friends to the opera alone, sending them boxes of confectionery, and writing them dreadfully reverential notes at the same time. Duke, the creature is impossible, believe me. Never, never, if you love me, invite him to Craigruie. I met one of his tribe at Lady Macintyre's when I was just out of school; and at the dinner-table, when the wine went round, he lifted his voice and asked for a cup of tea, saying he never 'drank.' Actually he did, Duke."
Her husband laughed quietly. He had a man's enjoyment of a woman's dislike of bad form. "A common criminal man, Molly. Tell me, which is the greater crime: to rob a bank or use a fish-knife for asparagus?"
Lady Lawless fanned herself. "Duke, you make me hot. But if you will have the truth: the fish-knife business by all means. Nobody need feel uncomfortable about the burglary, except the burglar; but see what a position for the other person's hostess."
"My dear, women have no civic virtues. Their credo is, 'I believe in beauty and fine linen, and the thing that is not gauche.'"
His wife was smiling. "Well, have it your own way. It is a creed of comfort, at any rate. And now, Duke, if I must meet the man of mines and railways and the spare person making faces at Lord Hampstead, let it be soon, that it may be done with; and pray don't invite them to Craigruie till I have a chance to speak with you again. I will not have impossible people at a house-party."
"What a difficult fellow your husband is, Molly!"
"Difficult; but perfectly possible. His one fault is a universal sympathy which shines alike on the elect— and the others."
"So. Well, this is our dance. After it is over, prepare for the Americanos."
Half-an-hour later Mr. Vandewaters was standing in a conspicuous corner talking to Lady Lawless.
"It is, then, your first visit to England?" she asked. He had a dry, deliberate voice, unlike the smooth, conventional voices round him. "Yes, Lady Lawless," he replied: "it's the first time I've put my foot in London town, and— perhaps you won't believe it of an American— I find it doesn't take up a very conspicuous place."
The humour was slightly accentuated, and Lady Lawless shrank a little, as if she feared the depths of divertisement to which this speech might lead; but a quick look at the man assured her of his common-sense, and she answered: "It is of the joys of London that no one is so important but finds the space he fills a small one, which may be filled acceptably by some one else at any moment. It is easy for kings and princes even—we have secluded princes here now—to get lost and forgotten in London."
"Well, that leaves little chance for ordinary Americans, who don't bank on titles."
She looked up, puzzled in spite of herself. But she presently said, with frankness and naivete: "What does 'bank on titles' mean?"
He stroked his beard, smiling quaintly, and said: "I don't know how to put the thing better— it seems to fill the bill. But, anyway, Americans are republicans; and don't believe in titles, and—"
"O, pardon me," she interrupted: "of course, I see."
"We've got little ways of talking not the same as yours. You don't seem to have the snap to conversation that we have in the States. But I'll say here that I think you have got a better style of talking. It isn't exhausting."
"Mr. Pride said to me a moment ago that they spoke better English in Boston than any other place in the world."
"Did he, though, Lady Lawless? That's good. Well, I guess he was only talking through his hat."
She was greatly amused. Her first impressions were correct. The man was interesting. He had a quaint, practical mind. He had been thrown upon his own resources, since infancy almost, in a new country; and he had seen with his own eyes, nakedly, and without predisposition or instruction. From childhood thoroughly adaptable, he could get into touch with things quickly, and instantly like or dislike them. He had been used to approach great concerns with fearlessness and competency. He respected a thing only for its real value, and its intrinsic value was as clear to him as the market value. He had, perhaps, an exaggerated belief in the greatness of his own country, because he liked eagerness and energy and daring. The friction and hurry of American life added to his enjoyment. They acted on him like a stimulating air, in which he was always bold, collected, and steady. He felt an exhilaration in being superior to the rustle of forces round him. It had been his habit to play the great game of business with decision and adroitness. He had not spared his opponent in the fight; he had crushed where his interests were in peril and the sport played into his hands; comforting himself, if he thought of the thing, with the knowledge that he himself would have been crushed if the other man had not. He had never been wilfully unfair, nor had he used dishonourable means to secure his ends: his name stood high in his own country for commercial integrity; men said: he "played square." He had, maybe, too keen a contempt for dulness and incompetency in enterprise, and he loathed red-tape; but this was racial. His mind was as open as his manners. He was utterly approachable. He was a millionaire, and yet in his own offices in New York he was as accessible as a President. He handled things without gloves, and this was not a good thing for any that came to him with a weak case. He had a penetrating intelligence; and few men attempted, after their first sophistical statements, to impose upon him: he sent them away unhappy. He did not like England altogether: first, because it lacked, as he said, enterprise; and because the formality, decorum and excessive convention fretted him. He saw that in many things the old land was backward, and he thought that precious time was being wasted. Still, he could see that there were things, purely social, in which the Londoners were at advantage; and he acknowledged this when he said, concerning Stephen Pride's fond boast, that he was "talking through his hat."
Lady Lawless smiled, and after a moment rejoined:
"Does it mean that he was mumming, as it were, like a conjurer?"
"Exactly. You are pretty smart, Lady Lawless; for I can see that, from your stand-point, it isn't always easy to catch the meaning of sayings like that. But they do hit the case, don't they?"
"They give a good deal of individuality to conversation," was the vague reply. "What, do you think, is the chief lack in England?"
"Nerve and enterprise. But I'm not going to say you ought to have the same kind of nerve as ours. We are a different tribe, with different surroundings, and we don't sit in the same kind of saddle. We ride for all we're worth all the time. You sit back and take it easy. We are never satisfied unless we are behind a fast trotter; you are content with a good cob that steps high, tosses its head, and has an aristocratic stride."
"Have you been in the country much?" she asked, without any seeming relevancy.
He was keen enough. He saw the veiled point of her question. "No: I've never been in the country here," he said. "I suppose you mean that I don't see or know England till I've lived there."
"Quite so, Mr. Vandewaters." She smiled to think what an undistinguished name it was. It suggested pumpkins in the front garden. Yet here its owner was perfectly at his ease, watching the scene before him with good-natured superiority. "London is English; but it is very cosmopolitan, you know," she added; "and I fancy you can see it is not a place for fast trotters. The Park would be too crowded for that— even if one wished to drive a Maud S."
He turned his slow keen eyes on her, and a smile broadened into a low laugh, out of which he said:
"What do you know of Maud S? I didn't think you would be up in racing matters."
"You forget that my husband is a traveller, and an admirer of Americans and things American."
"That's so," he answered; "and a staving good traveller he is. You don't catch him asleep, I can tell you, Lady Lawless. He has stuff in him."
"The stuff to make a good American?"
"Yes; with something over. He's the kind of Englishman that can keep cool when things are ticklish, and look as if he was in a parlour all the time. Americans keep cool, but look cheeky. O, I know that. We square our shoulders and turn out our toes, and push our hands into our pockets, and act as if we owned the world. Hello— by Jingo!" Then, apologetically: "I beg your pardon, Lady Lawless; it slipped."
Lady Lawless followed Mr. Vandewaters's glance, and saw, passing on her husband's arm, a tall, fascinating girl. She smiled meaningly to herself, as she sent a quick quizzical look at the American, and said, purposely misinterpreting his exclamation: "I am not envious, Mr. Vandewaters."
"Of course not. That's a commoner thing with us than with you. American girls get more notice and attention from their cradles up, and they want it all along the line. You see, we've mostly got the idea that an Englishman expects from his wife what an American woman expects from her husband."
"How do Americans get these impressions about us?"
"From our newspapers, I guess; and the newspapers take as the ground-work of their belief the Bow Street cases where Englishmen are cornered for beating their wives."
"Suppose we were to judge of American Society by the cases in a Chicago Divorce Court?"
"There you have me on toast. That's what comes of having a husband who takes American papers. Mind you, I haven't any idea that the American papers are right. I've had a lot to do with newspapers, and they are pretty ignorant, I can tell you— cheap all round. What's a newspaper, anyway, but an editor, more or less smart and overworked, with an owner behind him who has got some game on hand? I know: I've been there."
"How have you 'been there'?"
"I've owned four big papers all at once, and had fifty others under my thumb."
Lady Lawless caught her breath; but she believed him. "You must be very rich."
"Owning newspapers doesn't mean riches. It's a lever, though, for tipping the dollars your way."
"I suppose they have— tipped your way?"
"Yes: pretty well. But, don't follow this lead any farther, Lady Lawless, or you may come across something that will give you a start. I should like to keep on speaking terms with you."
"You mean that a man cannot hold fifty newspapers under his thumb, and live in the glare of a search-light also?"
"Exactly. You can't make millions without pulling wires."
She saw him watching the girl on her husband's arm. She had the instinct of her sex. She glanced at the stately girl again; then at Mr. Vandewaters critically, and rejoined, quizzically: "Did you— make millions?"
His eyes still watching, he replied abstractedly. "Yes: a few handfuls, and lost a few— 'that's why I'm here.' "
"To get them back on the London market?"
"That's why I am here."
"You have not come in vain?"
"I could tell you better in a month or so from now. In any case, I don't stand to lose. I've come to take things away from England."
"I hope you will take away a good opinion of it."
"If there'd been any doubt of it half an hour ago, it would be all gone this minute."
"Which is nice of you; and not in your usual vein, I should think. But, Mr. Vandewaters, we want you to come to Craigruie, our country place, to spend a week. Then you will have a chance to judge us better, or rather more broadly and effectively." She was looking at the girl, and at that moment she caught Sir Duke's eye. She telegraphed to him to come.
"Thank you, Lady Lawless, I'm glad you have asked me. But—" He glanced to where Mr. Pride was being introduced to the young lady on Sir Duke's arm, and paused.
"We are hoping," she added, interpreting his thought, and speaking a little dryly, "that your friend, Mr. Stephen Pride"— the name sounded so ludicrous— "will join us."
"He'll be proud enough, you may be sure. It's a singular combination, Pride and myself, isn't it? But, you see, he has a fortune which, as yet, he has never been able to handle for himself; and I do it for him. We are partners, and, though you mightn't think it, he has got more money now than when he put his dollars at my disposal to help me make a few millions at a critical time."
Lady Lawless let her fan touch Mr. Vandewaters's arm. "I am going to do you a great favour. You see that young lady coming to us with my husband? Well, I am going to introduce you to her. It is such as she— such women— who will convince you—"
"Yes?"
"—that you have yet to make your— what shall I call it?— Ah, I have it: your 'biggest deal,'— and, in truth, your best."
"Is that so?" rejoined Vandewaters musingly. "Is that so? I always thought I'd make my biggest deal in the States. Who is she? She is handsome."
"She is more than handsome, and she is the Honourable Gracia Raglan."
"I don't understand about 'The Honourable.'"
"I will explain that another time."
A moment later Miss Raglan, in a gentle bewilderment, walked down the ballroom on the arm of the millionaire, half afraid that something gauche would happen; but by the time she had got to the other end was reassured, and became interested.
Sir Duke said to his wife in an aside, before he left her with Mr. Vandewaters's financial partner: "What is your pretty conspiracy, Molly?"
"Do talk English, Duke, and do not interfere."
A few hours later, on the way home, Sir Duke said: "You asked Mr. Pride too?"
"Yes; I grieve to say."
"Why grieve?"
"Because his experiences with us seem to make him dizzy. He will be terribly in earnest with every woman in the house, if—"
"If you do not keep him in line yourself?"
"Quite so. And the creature is not even interesting."
"Cast your eye about. He has millions; you have cousins."
"You do not mean that, Duke? I would see them in their graves first. He says 'My lady' every other sentence, and wants to send me flowers, and a box for the opera, and to drive me in the Park."
Her husband laughed. "I'll stake my life he can't ride. You will have him about the place like a tame cat." Then, seeing that his wife was annoyed: "Never mind, Molly, I will help you all I can. I want to be kind to them."
"I know you do. But what is your 'pretty conspiracy,' Duke?"
"A well-stocked ranche in Colorado." He did not mean it. And she knew it.
"How can you be so mercenary?" she replied.
Then they both laughed, and said that they were like the rest of the world.
ii
LADY Lawless was an admirable hostess, and she never appeared to better advantage in the character than during the time when Miss Gracia Raglan, Mr. John Vandewaters, and Mr. Stephen Pride were guests at Craigruie. The men accepted Mr. Vandewaters at once as a good fellow and a very sensible man. He was a heavy-weight for riding; but it was not the hunting season, and, when they did ride, a big horse carried him very well. At grouse-shooting he showed to advantage. Mr. Pride never rode. He went shooting only once, and then, as Mr. Vandewaters told him, he got "rattled." He was then advised by his friend to remain at home and cultivate his finer faculties. At the same time, Mr. Vandewaters parenthetically remarked to Sir Duke Lawless that Mr. Pride knew the poets backwards, and was smart at French. He insisted on bringing out the good qualities of his comrade; but he gave him much strong advice privately. He would have done it just the same at the risk of losing a fortune, were it his whim— he would have won the fortune back in due course.
At the present time Mr. Vandewaters was in the heat of some large commercial movements. No one would have supposed it, save for the fact that telegrams and cablegrams were brought to him day and night. He had liberally salaried the telegraph-clerk to work after hours, simply to be at his service. The contents of these messages never shook his equanimity. He was quiet, urbane, dry-mannered, at all times. Mr. Pride, however, was naturally excitable. He said of himself earnestly that he had a sensitive nature. He said it to Mrs. Gregory Thorne, whose reply was: "Dear me, and when things are irritating and painful to you do you never think of suicide?" Then she turned away to speak to some one, as if she had been interrupted, and intended to take up the subject again; but she never did. This remark caused Mr. Pride some nervous moments. He was not quite sure how she meant it. But it did not depress him as it might otherwise have done, for his thoughts were running much in another channel with a foolish sort of elation.
As Lady Lawless had predicted, he was assiduously attentive to her, and it needed all her tact and cheerful frankness to keep him in line. She managed it very well: Mr. Pride's devotion was not too noticeable to the other guests. She tried to turn his attentions to some pretty girls; but, although there were one or two who might, in some weak moments, have compromised with his millions, he did no more than saunter with them on the terrace and oppress them with his lisping egotism. Every one hinted that he seemed an estimable, but trying, young man; and, as Sir Duke said to his wife, the men would not have him at any price.
As for Mr. Vandewaters and Gracia Raglan, Lady Lawless was not very sure that her delicate sympathy was certain of reward. The two were naturally thrown together a good deal; but Miss Raglan was a girl of singular individuality and high-mindedness, and she was keen enough to see from the start what Lady Lawless suspected might happen. She did not resent this,—she was a woman; but it roused in her a spirit of criticism, and she threw up a barrier of fine reserve, which puzzled Mr. Vandewaters. He did not see that Lady Lawless was making a possible courtship easy for him. If he had, it would have made no difference: he would have looked at it as at most things, broadly. He was not blind to the fact that his money might be a "factor", but, as he said to himself, his millions were a part of him— they represented, like whist-counters, so much pluck and mother-wit. He liked the general appreciation of them: he knew very well that people saw him in them and them in him. Miss Raglan attracted him from the moment of meeting. She was the first woman of her class that he had ever met closely; and the possibility of having as his own so adorable a comrade was inspiring. He sat down sometimes as the days went on— it was generally when he was shaving— and thought upon his intention regarding Miss Raglan, in relation to his humble past; for he had fully made up his mind to marry her, if she would have him. He wondered what she would think when he told her of his life; and he laughed at the humour of the situation. He had been into Debrett, and he knew that she could trace her family back to the Crusades.
He determined to make a clean breast of it. One day he was obliged to remain at the house in expectation of receiving important telegrams, and the only people who appeared at lunch were Lady Lawless, Mrs. Gregory Thorne (who was expecting her husband), Miss Raglan; Pride, and himself. While at luncheon he made up his mind to have a talk with Miss Raglan. In the library after luncheon the opportunity was given. It was a warm, pleasant day, and delightful in the grounds.
After one or two vain efforts to escape, Mrs. Gregory Thorne and Lady Lawless resigned themselves to the attentions of Mr. Pride; and for once Lady Lawless did not check Mrs. Thorne's irony. It was almost a satisfaction to see Mr. Pride's bewildered looks, and his inability to know whether or not he should resent (whether it would be proper to resent) this softly-showered satire.
Mr. Vandewaters and Gracia Raglan talked more freely than they had ever done before.
"Do you really like England?" she said to him; then, waving her hand lightly to the beeches and the clean-cropped grass through the window, "I mean do you like our 'trim parterres,' our devotion to mere living, pleasure, sport, squiring, and that sort of thing?"
He raised his head, glanced out, drew in a deep breath, thrust his hands down in the pockets of his coat, and looking at her with respectful good humour, said: "Like it? Yes, right down to the ground. Why shouldn't I! It's the kind of place I should like to come to in my old days. You needn't die in a hurry here. See?"
"Are you sure you would not be like the old sailors who must live where they can scent the brine? You have been used to an active, adventurous, hurried life. Do you think you could endure this humdrum of enjoyment?"
It would be hard to tell quite what was running in Gracia Raglan's mind, and, for the moment, she herself hardly knew; but she had a sudden, overmastering wish to make the man talk: to explore and, maybe, find surprising— even trying— things. She was astonished that she enjoyed his society so keenly. Even now, as she spoke, she remembered a day and a night since his coming, when he was absent in London; also how the party seemed to have lost its character and life, and how, when Mr. Pride condescended, for a few moments, to decline from Lady Lawless upon herself, she was even pleasant to him, making him talk about Mr. Vandewaters, and relishing the enthusiastic loyalty of the supine young man. She, like Lady Lawless, had learned to see behind the firm bold exterior, not merely a notable energy, force, self-reliance, and masterfulness, but a native courtesy, simplicity, and refinement which surprised her. Of all the men she knew not a half-dozen had an appreciation of nature or of art. They affected art, and some of them went to the Academy or the private views in Bond Street; but they had little feeling for the business. They did it in a well-bred way, with taste, but not with warmth.
Mr. Vandewaters now startled her by quoting suddenly lines from an English poet unknown to her. By chance she was turning over the Academy pictures of the year, and came at last to one called "A Japanese Beauty of Old Days"— an exquisite thing.
"Is it not fascinating?" she said. "So piquant and fresh."
He gave a silent laugh, as was his custom when he enjoyed anything, and then replied:
"I came across a little book of verses one day in the States. A friend of mine, the president of a big railway, gave it to me. He does some painting himself when he travels in his Pullman in the Rockies. Well, it had some verses on just such a picture as that. Hits it off right, Miss Raglan."
"Verses?" she remarked, lifting her eyebrows. She expected something out of the "poet's corner" of a country newspaper. "What are they?"
"Well, one's enough to show the style. This is it:
" 'Was I a Samurai renowned,
Two-sworded, fierce, immense of bow?
A histrion angular and profound?
A priest? or porter? Child, although
I have forgotten clean, I know
That in the shade of Fujisan,
What time the cherry-orchards blow,
I loved you once in old Japan.' "
The verse on the lips of Mr. Vandewaters struck her strangely. He was not like any man she had known. Most self-made Englishmen, with such a burly exterior and energy, and engaged in such pursuits, could not, to save themselves from hanging, have impressed her as Mr. Vandewaters did. There was a big round sympathy in the tone, a timbre in the voice, which made the words entirely fitting. Besides, he said them without any kind of affectation, and with a certain turn of dry humour, as if he were inwardly laughing at the idea of the poem.
"The verses are charming," she said, musingly; "and the idea put that way is charming also. But do you think there would be much amusement in living half-a-dozen times, or even twice, unless you were quite sure that you remembered everything? This gentleman was peculiarly fortunate to recall Fujisan, and the orange orchards— and the girl."
"I believe you are right. One life is about enough for most of us. Memory is all very fine; but you'd want a life set apart for remembering the others after awhile."
"Why do you not add, 'And that would bore one?' Most of the men I know would say so."
"Well, I never used the word that way in my life. When I don't like a thing, that ends it— it has got to go."
"You cannot do that with everything."
"Pretty much, if I set my mind to it. It is astonishing how things'll come round your way if you keep on thinking and willing them so."
"Have you always got everything you wanted?" He had been looking off into the grounds through the open window. Now he turned slowly upon her.
"So far I have got everything I set my mind to get. Little things don't count. You lose them sometimes because you want to work at something else; sometimes because, as in cards, you are throwing a few away to save the whole game."
He looked at her, as she thought, curiously. In his mind he was wondering if she knew that he had made up his mind to marry her. She was suddenly made aware of the masterfulness of his spirit, which might, she knew, be applied to herself.
"Let us go into the grounds," he added, all at once. Soon after, in the shade of the trees, she broke in upon the thread of their casual conversation. "A few moments ago," she murmured, "you said: 'One life is about enough for most of us.' Then you added a disparaging remark about memory. Well, that doesn't seem like your usual point of view— more like that of Mr. Pride; but not so plaintive, of course. Pray do smoke," she added, as, throwing back his coat, he exposed some cigars in his waistcoat pocket. "I am sure you always smoke after lunch."
He took out a cigar, cut off the end, and put it in his mouth. But he did not light it. Then he glanced up at her with a grave quizzical look as though wondering what would be the effect of his next words, and a smile played at his lips.
"What I meant was this. I think we get enough out of our life to last us for centuries. It's all worth doing from the start, no matter what it is: working, fighting, marching and countermarching, plotting and counterplotting, backing your friends and hating your foes, playing big games and giving others a chance to, standing with your hand on the lynch-pin, or pulling your head safe out of the hot-pot. But I don't think it is worth doing twice. The interest wouldn't be fresh. For men and women and life, with a little different dress, are the same as they always were; and there's only the same number of passions working now, as at the beginning. I want to live life up to the hilt; because it is all new as I go on; but never twice."
"Indeed?" She looked at him earnestly for a moment, and then added: "I should think you would have seen lost chances; and doing things a second time might do them better."
"I never missed chances," he replied, simply: "never except twice, and then—"
"And then?"
"Then it was to give the other fellow a chance."
"Oh!" There was a kind of dubiousness in her tone. He noticed it. "You can hardly understand, Miss Raglan. Fact is, it was one of those deals when you can make a million, in a straight enough game; but it comes out of another man—one, maybe, that you don't know; who is playing just the same as you are. I have had a lot of sport; but I've never crippled any one man, when my engine has been dead on him. I have played more against organisations than single men."
"What was the most remarkable chance you ever had to make a million, and did not?"
He threw back his head, smiling shrewdly. "When by accident my enemy got hold of a telegram meant for me. I was standing behind a frosted glass door, and through the narrow bevel of clear glass I watched him read it. I never saw a struggle like that. At last he got up, snatched an envelope, put the telegram inside, wrote my name, and called a messenger. I knew what was in the message. I let the messenger go, and watched that man for ten minutes. It was a splendid sight. The telegram had given him a big chance to make a million or two, as he thought. But he backed himself against the temptation, and won. That day I could have put the ball into his wicket; but I didn't. That's a funny case of the kind."
"Did he ever know?"
"He didn't. We are fighting yet. He is richer than I am now, and at this moment he's playing a hard game straight at several interests of mine. But I reckon I can stop him."
"You must get a great deal out of life," she said. "Have you always enjoyed it so?" She was thinking it would be strange to live in contact with such events very closely. It was so like adventure.
"Always— from the start."
"Tell me something of it all, won't you?" He did not hesitate.
"I was born in a little place in Maine. My mother was a good woman, they said— straight as a die all her life. I can only remember her in a kind of dream, when she used to gather us children about the big rocking-chair, and pray for us, and for my father, who was away most of the time, working in the timber-shanties in the winter, and at odd things in the summer. My father wasn't much of a man. He was kind-hearted, but shiftless, but pretty handsome for a man from Maine.
"My mother died when I was six years old. Things got bad. I was the youngest. The oldest was only ten years old. She was the head of the house. She had the pluck of a woman. We got along somehow, until one day, when she and I were scrubbing the floor, she caught cold. She died in three days."
Here he paused; and, without glancing at Miss Raglan, who sat very still, but looking at him, he lighted his cigar.
"Then things got worse. My father took to drinking hard, and we had mighty little to eat. I chored around, doing odd things in the village. I have often wondered that people didn't see the stuff that was in me, and give me a chance. They didn't, though. As for my relatives: one was a harness-maker. He sent me out in the dead of winter to post bills for miles about, and gave me ten cents for it. Didn't even give me a meal. Twenty years after he came to me and wanted to borrow a hundred dollars. I gave him five hundred on condition that he'd not come near me for the rest of his natural life.
"The next thing I did was to leave home— 'run away,' I suppose, is the way to put it. I got to Boston, and went for a cabin-boy on a steamer; travelled down to Panama, and from there to Brazil. At Brazil I got on another ship, and came round to San Francisco. I got into trouble in San Francisco with the chief mate of the Flying Polly, because I tried to teach him his business. One of the first things I learned in life was not to interfere with people who had a trade and didn't understand it. In San Francisco I got out of the situation. I took to selling newspapers in the streets.
"There wasn't enough money in it. I went for a cabin-boy again, and travelled to Australia. There, once more, I resigned my position, chiefly because I wouldn't cheerfully let the Mate bang me about the quarter-deck. I expect I was a precocious youth, and wasn't exactly the kind for Sunday-school prizes. In Melbourne I began to speculate. I found a ticket for the theatre where an American actor— our biggest actor today— was playing, and I tried to sell it outside the door of the theatre where they were crowding to see him. The man who bought it was the actor himself. He gave me two dollars more than the regular price. I expect he knew from my voice I was an American. Is there anything peculiar about my voice, Miss Raglan?"
She looked at him quickly, smiled, and said in a low tone: "Yes, something peculiar. Please go on."
"Well, anyway, he said to me: 'Look here, where did you come from, my boy?' I told him the State of Maine. 'What are you doing here?' he asked. 'Speculating, said I, and seeing things.' He looked me up and down. 'How are you getting on?' 'Well. I've made four dollars to-day,' I answered. 'Out of this ticket?' I expect I grinned. He suddenly caught me by the arm and whisked me inside the theatre— the first time I'd ever been in a theatre in my life. I shall never forget it. He took me around to his dressing-room, stuck me in a corner, and prodded me with his forefinger. 'Look here,' he said, 'I guess I'll hire you to speculate for me.' And that's how I came to get twenty-five dollars a month and my living from a great American actor. When I got back to America— with him— I had two hundred and fifty dollars in cash, and good clothes. I started a peanut-stand, and sold papers and books, and became a speculator. I heard two men talking one day at my stall about a railway that was going to run through a certain village, and how they intended to buy up the whole place. I had four hundred and fifty dollars then. I went down to that village, and bought some lots myself. I made four thousand dollars. Then I sold more books, and went on speculating."
He paused, blew his cigar-smoke slowly from him a moment; then turned with a quick look to Miss Raglan, and smiled as at some incongruous thing. He was wondering what would be the effect of his next words.
"When I was about twenty-two, and had ten thousand dollars, I fell in love. She was a bright-faced, smart girl. Her mother kept a boarding-house in New York; not an up-town boarding-house. She waited on table. I suppose a man can be clever in making money, and knowing how to handle men, and not know much about women. I thought she was worth a good deal more to me than the ten thousand dollars. She didn't know I had that money. A drummer— that's a commercial traveller— came along, who had a salary of, maybe, a thousand dollars a year. She jilted me. She made a mistake. That year I made twenty-five thousand dollars. I saw her a couple of years ago. She was keeping a boarding-house too, and her daughter was waiting on table. I'm sorry for that girl: it isn't any fun being poor. I didn't take much interest in women after that. I put my surplus affections into stocks and shares, and bulling and bearing... Well, that is the way the thing has gone till now."
"What became of your father and your brother?" she asked in a neutral tone.
"I don't know anything about my father. He disappeared after I left, and never turned up again. And Jim— poor Jim!— he was shiftless. Jim was a tanner. It was no good setting him up in business. Steady income was the cheapest way. But Jim died of too much time on his hands. His son is in Mexico somewhere. I sent him there, and I hope he'll stay. If he doesn't, his salary stops: he is shiftless too. That is not the kind of thing, and they are not the kind of people you know best, Miss Raglan."
He looked at her, eyes full-front, bravely, honestly, ready to face the worst. Her head was turned away.
He nodded to himself. It was as he feared.
At that moment a boy came running along the walk towards them, and handed Mr. Vandewaters a telegram. He gave the lad a few pence, then, with an apology, opened the telegram. Presently he whistled softly, in a quick surprised way. Then he stuffed the paper into his waistcoat pocket, threw away his cigar, and turned to Gracia Raglan, whose face as yet was only half towards him. "I hope your news is good," she said very quietly.
"Pretty bad, in a way," he answered. "I have lost a couple of millions— maybe a little more."
She gasped, and turned an astonished face on him. He saw her startled look, and laughed.
"Does it not worry you?" she asked.
"I have got more important things on hand just now," he answered. "Very much more important," he added, and there was that in his voice which made her turn away her head again.
"I suppose," he went on, "that the story you have just heard is not the kind of an autobiography you would care to have told in your drawing-room?"
Still she did not reply; but her hands were clasped tightly in front of her. "No: I suppose not," he went on— "I— I suppose not. And yet, do you know, Miss Raglan, I don't feel a bit ashamed of it, after all: which may be evidence of my lost condition."
Now she turned to him with a wonderful light in her eyes, her sweet, strong face rich with feeling. She put out her hand to his arm, and touched it quickly, nervously.
"Your story has touched me inexpressibly," she said. "I did not know that men could be so strong and frank and courageous as you. I did not know that men could be so great; that any man could think more of what a woman thought of— of his life's story— than of"— she paused, and then gave a trembling little laugh— "of two millions or more."
He got to his feet, and faced her. "You— you are a woman, by heaven!" he said. "You are finer even than I thought you. I am not worthy to ask you what I had in my mind to ask you; but there is no man in God's universe who would prize you as I do. I may be a poor man before sundown. If that happens, though, I shall remember the place where I had the biggest moment of my life, and the woman who made that moment possible."
Now she also rose. There was a brave high look in her face; but her voice shook a little as she said: "You have never been a coward, why be a coward now?"
Smiling, he slowly answered: "I wouldn't if I were sure about my dollars."
She did not reply, but glanced down, not with coquetry, but because she could not stand the furnace of his eyes.
"You said a moment ago," she ventured, "that you have had one big moment in your life. Oughtn't it to bring you good fortune?"
"It will— it will," he said, reaching his hand towards hers.
"No, no," she rejoined archly. "I am going. Please do not follow me." Then, over her shoulder, as she left him: "If you have luck, I shall want a subscription for my hospital."
"As many thousands as you like," he answered: then, as she sped away: "I will have her, and the millions too!" adding reminiscently: "Yes, Lady Lawless, this is my biggest deal."
He tramped to the stables, asked for and got a horse, and rode away to the railway station. It was dinner time when he got back. He came down to dinner late, apologising to Lady Lawless as he did so. Glancing across the table at Mr. Pride, he saw a peculiar excited look in the young man's face.
"The baby fool!" he said to himself. "He's getting into mischief. I'll startle him. If he knows that an army of his dollars is playing at fox-and-geese, he'll not make eyes at Lady Lawless this way— little ass."
Lady Lawless appeared oblivious of the young man's devotional exercises. She was engaged on a more congenial theme. In spite of Miss Raglan's excellent acting, she saw that something had occurred. Mr. Vandewaters was much the same as usual, save that his voice had an added ring. She was not sure that all was right; but she was determined to know. Sir Duke was amused generally. He led a pretty by-play with Mrs. Gregory Thorne, of whom he asked the details of the day, much to the confusion, not admirably hid, of Mr. Pride; lamenting now and then Mr. Vandewaters's absence from the shooting.
Mr. Vandewaters was cool enough. He said that he had been playing at nine-pins with railways, which was good enough sport for him. Soon after dinner, he was handed two telegrams. He glanced slowly up at Pride, as if debating whether to tell him something. He evidently decided against it, and, excusing himself by saying he was off to take a little walk in Wall Street, went away to the telegraph office, where he stayed three hours.
The magnitude of the concerns, the admirable stoicism with which he received alarming news, his dry humour while they waited between messages— all were so unlike anything the telegraph-clerk had ever seen, or imagined, that the thing was like a preposterous dream. Even when, at last, a telegram came which the clerk vaguely felt was, somehow, like the fall of an empire, Mr. Vandewaters remained unmoved. Then he sent one more telegram, gave the clerk a pound, asked that the reply be sent to him as soon as it came, and went away, calmly smoking his cigar.
It was a mild night. When he got to the house he found some of the guests walking on the veranda. He joined them; but Miss Raglan was not with them; nor were Lady Lawless and Mr. Pride. He wanted to see all three, and so he went into the house. There was no one in the drawing-room. He reached the library in time to hear Lady Lawless say to Mr. Pride, who was disappearing through another door: "You had better ask advice of Mr. Vandewaters."
The door closed. Mr. Vandewaters stepped forward.
He understood the situation. "I guess I know how to advise him, Lady Lawless," he said.
She turned on him quietly, traces of hauteur in her manner. Her self-pride had been hurt. "You have heard?" she asked.
"Only your last words, Lady Lawless. They were enough. I feel guilty in having brought him here."
"You need not. I was glad to have your friend. He is young and effusive. Let us say no more about it.
"He is tragically repentant; which is a pity. There is no reason why he should not stay, and be sensible. Why should young men lose their heads, and be so absurdly earnest?"
"Another poser, Lady Lawless."
"In all your life you never misunderstood things so, I am sure."
"Well, there is no virtue in keeping your head steady. I have spent most of my life wooing Madame Fortune; I find that makes a man canny."
"She has been very kind to you."
"Perhaps it would surprise you if I told you that at this moment I am not worth ten thousand dollars." She looked greatly astonished. "I do not understand," she said. She was thinking of what this might mean to Gracia Raglan.
"You see I've been playing games at a disadvantage with some ruffians at New York. They have combined and got me into a corner. I have made my last move. If it comes out right I shall be richer than ever; if not I must begin all over again."
Lady Lawless looked at him curiously. She had never met a man like him before. His power seemed almost Napoleonic; his imperturbability was absolute. Yet she noticed something new in him. On one side a kind of grim forcefulness; on the other, a quiet sort of human sympathy. The one, no doubt, had to do with the momentous circumstances amid which he was placed; the other, with an event which she had, perhaps prematurely, anticipated.
"I wonder— I wonder at you," she said. "How do you keep so cool while such tremendous things are happening?"
"Because I believe in myself, Lady Lawless. I have had to take my measure a good many times in this world. I never was defeated through my own stupidity. It has been the sheer luck of the game."
"You do not look like a gamester," she said.
"I guess it's all pretty much a game in life, if you look at it right. It is only a case of playing fair or foul."
"I never heard any Englishmen talk as you do."
"Very likely not," he responded. "I don't want to be unpleasant; but most Englishmen work things out by the rule their fathers taught them, and not by native ingenuity. It is native wit that tells in the end, I'm thinking."
"Perhaps you are right," she rejoined. "There must be a kind of genius in it." Here her voice dropped a little lower. "I do not believe there are many Englishmen, even if they had your dollars—"
"The dollars I had this morning," he interposed.
"—who could have so strongly impressed Gracia Raglan."
He looked thoughtfully on the ground; then raised his eyes to Lady Lawless, and said in a low, ringing tone:
"Yes, I am going to do more than 'impress': I am going to convince her."
"When?" she asked.
"To-morrow morning, I hope," was the reply. "I believe I shall have my millions again."
"If you do," she said slowly, "do you not think that you ought to run no more risks— for her sake?"
"That is just what I mean to do, Lady Lawless. I'll settle millions where they ought to be settled, drop Wall Street, and— go into training."
"Into training?" she asked.
"Yes, for a house on the Hudson, a villa at Cannes, a residence in Grosvenor Square, and a place in Devonshire— or somewhere else. Then," he added, with a twinkle in his eye, "I shall need a good deal of time to cultivate accent."
"Don't!" she said. "You are much more charming as you are."
They passed into the drawing-room.
"Are these things to be told?" she asked, with a little suggestion in her voice.
"I can trust your discretion."
"Even in such circumstances?" she asked. She paused, with a motion of her fan back towards the room they had left.
"You have taught him a lesson, Lady Lawless. It is rough on him; but he needs it."
"I hope he will do nothing rash," she said.
"Perhaps he'll write some poetry, and refuse to consider his natural appetite."
"Will you go and see him now?" she asked. "Immediately. Good night, Lady Lawless." His big hand swallowed hers in a firm, friendly clasp, and he shook it once or twice before he parted from her. He met Sir Duke Lawless in the doorway. They greeted cheerfully, and then Lawless came up to his wife.
"Well, my dear," he said, with an amused look in his face, "well, what news?"
She lifted her eyebrows at him.
"Something has happened, Molly, I can see it in your face."
She was very brief. "Gracia Raglan has been conquered; the young man from Boston has been foolish; and Mr. Vandewaters has lost millions."
"Eh? That's awkward," said Sir Duke.
"Which?" asked his wife.
Vandewaters found Mr. Pride in his bedroom, a waif of melancholy. He drew a chair up, lighted a cigar, eyed the young man from head to foot, and then said: "Pride, have you got any backbone? If you have, brace up. You are ruined. That's about as mild as I can put it."
"You know all?"— said the young man helplessly, his hands clasped between his knees in aesthetic agony.
"Yes; I know more than you do, as you will find out. You're a nice sort of man, to come into a man's house, in a strange land, and make love to his wife. Now, what do you think of yourself? You're a nice representative of the American, aren't you?"
"I— I didn't mean any harm— I— couldn't help it," replied the stricken boy.
"O, for God's sake, drop that bib-and-tucker twaddle! Couldn't help it! Every scoundrel, too weak to face the consequences of his sin, says he couldn't help it. So help me, Joseph, I'd like to thrash you. Couldn't help it! Now, sit up in your chair, take this cigar, drink this glass of whiskey I'm pouring for you, and make up your mind that you're going to be a man and not a nincompoop— sit still! Don't fly up. I mean what I say. I've got business to talk to you. And make up your mind that, for once, you have got to take life seriously."
"What right have you to speak to me like this?" demanded the young man with an attempt at dignity. Vandewaters laughed loudly.
"Right? Great Scott! The right of a man who thinks a damned sight more of your reputation than you do yourself, and of your fortune than you would ever have wits to do. I am the best friend you've got, and not the less your friend because I feel like breaking your ribs. Now, enough of that. This is what I have to say, Pride: to-night you and I are beggars. You understand? Beggars. Out in the cold world, out in the street. Now, what do you think of that?"
The shock to Mr. Pride was great. Mr. Vandewaters had exaggerated the disaster; but he had done it with a purpose. The youth gasped "My God!" and dropped his glass. Vandewaters picked it up, and regarded him a moment in silence. Then he began to explain their financial position. He did not explain the one bold stroke which he was playing to redeem their fortunes: if possible. When he had finished the story, he said, "I guess that's a bit more serious than the little affair in the library half an hour ago?"
He rose to his feet. "Look here, Pride, be a man. You've never tried it yet. Let me teach you how to face the world without a dollar; how to make a fortune. Then, when you've made it, you'll get what you've never had yet—the pleasure of spending money dug out of your own wits."
He carried conviction into a mind not yet all destroyed by effeminacy and indulgence of the emotions. Something of the iron of his own brain got into the brain of the young man, who came to his feet trembling a little, and said: "I don't mind it so much, if you only stick to me, Vandewaters."
A smile flickered about the corners of Vandewaters's mouth.
"Take a little more whiskey," he said; "then get into bed, and go to sleep. No nonsense, remember; go to sleep. To-morrow morning we will talk. And see here, my boy,"— he caught him by both arms and fastened his eyes,— "you have had a lesson: learn it backwards. Good night."
Next morning Mr. Vandewaters was early in the grounds. He chatted with the gardener, and discussed the merits of the horses with the groom, apparently at peace with the world. Yet he was watching vigilantly the carriage-drive from the public-road. Just before breakfast-time a telegraph messenger appeared. Vandewaters was standing with Sir Duke Lawless when the message was handed to him. He read it, put it into his pocket, and went on talking. Presently he said: "My agent is coming from town this morning, Sir Duke. I may have to leave to-night." Then he turned, and went to his room.
Lady Lawless had heard his last words.
"What about your ranche in Colorado, Duke?"
"About as sure, I fancy, as your millionaire for Gracia."
Miss Raglan did not appear at breakfast with the rest. Neither did Mr. Pride, who slept late that morning. About ten o'clock Mr. Vandewaters's agent arrived. About twelve o'clock Mr. Vandewaters saw Miss Raglan sitting alone in the library. He was evidently looking for her. He came up to her quietly, and put a piece of paper in her lap.
"What is this?" she asked, a little startled.
"A thousand for your hospital," was the meaning reply.
She flushed, and came to her feet.
"I have won," he said.
And then he reached out and took both her hands.
__________________
Jack Boyle was author of the "Boston Blackie" stories
6: The Beauty-Fountain
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IF Eternal had won the Kentucky Derby at Louisville— which, alas, he didn't— ''Phony" Dick and "Overcoat" Bennie would not have started on a fishing-trip. Had they not gone fishing, California's Beauty-Fountain, a present-day rival of Florida's fabled Spring of Youth, would never have been discovered. If Phony Dick had not been married— but wait; this story is beginning where it should end.
Phony Dick and Overcoat Bennie were partners, pals, and opposites. Everything one was the other was not, physically, temperamentally, and domestically. They never agreed upon anything, knew they wouldn't, and, in consequence, never quarreled. Dick was married and an optimist. Ben was single, and a pessimist who looked on life with jaundiced foreboding that often was justified by subsequent reality. If he were out of jail, he expected momentarily to find himself in. If he were in—and quite frequently he was—he never expected to get out. On the other hand, Dick looked upon life—within barred doors or without— as an always pleasant adventure in which his rose- hued hopes were certain to be realized round the next turn in life's road.
Actually they were a pair of industrious, gentle-natured buccaneers, who collected a hard-earned living by proving that most folk have more credulity than judgment.
Phony Dick's name explains his specialty. He was a plausible and irresistibly likable rogue, whose trusting and seemingly guileless blue eyes convincingly endorsed the pathetic tales of misfortune which enabled him to sell a really good quality of window-glass at half the price of diamonds, as many a sympathetic stranger had learned.
Overcoat Bennie's methods were the exact opposite. He capitalized the resentment which his grouchy nature inevitably aroused. It was always Ben who butted in, morose and churlish, when Dick was gaily matching— and losing— pennies with a stranger. Before Ben had been in the game ten minutes, his grumbling and cantankerous humor had the credulous outsider thoroughly embittered. When Ben had roused the prospective victim to the proper pitch of resentment, he was always called to the telephone. During his absence, limpid-eyed Dick would exclaim disgustedly to his new-found friend that "such a confounded crab hasn't a right to money good fellows like us could spend." Then he explained a three-cornered matching game by which "that surly grouch" must inevitably lose. Nine times out of ten, the stranger joyfully accepted the proposal. If he did, it was a matter of mere minutes before he found himself a poorer and wiser man, wondering how it had all hap- pened.
Another tie even more binding than the bonds of their business partnership united the pair. This tie was the secret they mutually tried to keep from the suspicious eyes of Mrs. Phony Dick— otherwise known to her crook-world intimates as '"Nellie-O- Nell." What Nellie- O-Nell lacked in youth and beauty, which was much, was amply balanced by her forcefulness. She was a woman with a mind of her own and a tongue that never feared to speak it. Also, she held firm and uncombatable opinions upon the proper means of disposing of the nefariously made income of her meek-mannered husband and his pal. Luckily for them, their business permitted no bookkeeping. Their daily reports to their mentor of thrift were oral, and even Mrs. Dick's ingenuity so far had been unequal to the problem of checking their accuracy. Which— and only which— made it, possible for the conspiring partners to be among those regularly present at Barton's Colma pool-room, where wagers on the horse-races were the principal business of the day.
On the morning of Derby day, Ben and Dick picked up a windfall in the person of an oil man with an overgrown bank-roll and obvious prejudices against prohibition. The net result was four hundred dollars in crisp, new bills. The partners divided the money across one of "The Spider's" convenient tables and looked with guilty premeditation into each other's eyes. The Derby was to be run that afternoon, and Dick, after all-night mathematical calculations of past performances, had proved conclusively that Eternal could not lose. With this asa definite conclusion, it followed that the oil-man's four hundred dollars, bet on Eternal, would return a winning that meant comparative wealth and many happy afternoons at Barton's.
But there was Mrs. Dick to be reckoned with. She specifically disapproved of the races as an investment, as her husband and his pal had learned unmistakably in more than one stormy monologue. If they invested the four hundred and won, she need never know. But if they lost
"That bird will break a leg sure if we take a chance on him," said Ben, the pessimist, gloomily. 'I gotta hunch."
"He can't lose! It's a cinch, pal," contradicted the optimist. "Yes or no; what do you say, buddy?"
Overcoat Bennie, dismally foreseeing disaster, sighed but surrendered.
"What does it matter what I say? I know we're going to bet the money, and I know we're going to lose it. All right— go ahead. But if that oil-sucker squeals in the papers and Nellie-O-Nell sees it— which she will, believe me, Dick— you'll do all the explaining to your missus. I won't be there. Not me."
"A four-hundred bet on Eternal will get us a couple of thousand. Think of that, Ben— two 'grand! It'll put us in the income-tax class. Let's go."
They did. The race was run, and Sir Barton won galloping, with Eternal next to last.
"I knew it! Didn't I tell you so?" said Ben sourly to his partner.
"What you going to tell the missus?"
"If there's nothing in the papers, I won't have to tell her."
Ben's answer was to call a newsboy who had just arrived with the late- afternoon editions. He did not have to search for what he sought. It was on the front page.
Nellie-O-Nell almost achieved the girlishness
OIL MAGNATE LOSES ONE
THOUSAND DOLLARS
TO "CON" MEN
Overcoat Ben read the head-lines almost gloatingly.
"Huh! That guy handles the truth as carelessly as you do a bank-roll," he growled. ''Nellie-O-Nell is waiting now for us to show with a thousand instead of four hundred. You jumped into this, Dick. Swim out."
Dick groaned and wiped beads of perspiration from his round face. Then he had an inspiration.
"We'll skip away on a ten-days' fishing-trip!" he cried jubilantly, instantly discarding all his cares. "Nellie will be so glad by that time to see us back at work with money coming in again that she'll forget to remember about this full-brother to Ananias and his thousand."
Which explains why—
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A BONY, dejected horse, with hanging head and hopeless, flopping ears, plodded wearily along a dusty road in the Santa Cruz Mountains. Behind creaked a wagon as ancient and dilapidated as the horse. On the wagon rode Phony Dick and Overcoat Bennie in a mood that matched their outfit— an immortally perfect personification of hard luck.
"The burglar who rented you this four-legged skeleton and called it a horse ought to be working for a living instead of stealing honest 'con' men's money," grumbled Ben, as the equine wreck tottered on his unsteady legs.
"We'll make camp the first good place we find," comforted Dick.
"If we don't, you'll have to carry that bunch of glue in on a stretcher," complained the pessimistic partner, with a disdainful gesture toward the horse.
The wheels of their wagon groaned round a bend in the high- way. To the left, a grass-grown trail led off from the main road into a beautifully wooded dell. The horse saw it first and turned in without command.
"He's picked the spot where he wants to be buried"— from Ben.
"I'll bet there's a swell camping-place just ahead," said Dick cheerfully, as the murmur of running water reached their ears.
"If you pick camping-places like you do winners at the race-track, It'll be some cozy nest"— again from Ben, the gloom-purveyor.
The grassy road twisted through the grove and emerged in a small, level-floored dell, bright with flowers and green shrubbery. Over a rock in one of the steep cliffs that towered above it, a spring of crystal-clear water gushed out.
"Great!" cried Dick enthusiastically. "We couldn't have found a better spot between here and Santa Cruz. And the river is just below us. Before night we'll have more fish than there are suckers at a county fair."
They unhitched the old horse, which waited apathetically as Dick fashioned a rough feed-box. He managed to muster up enough spirit to munch despondently the feed of grain that Dick poured for him. Then he crossed to the pool below the spring and drank. He raised his head and nickered.
"I didn't think he had it left in him," said Ben, in surprise.
That night, the partners ate rainbow trout and bacon beside a crackling camp-fire, drank deeply at the spring, and slept without a care on a springy, sweet-smelling bed of pine-needles. Even the pessimist was silenced for once.
A happy week slipped away. The fishing was great, the dell a perfect camping-place. The city-worn pirates of high finance found themselves responding marvelously to the outdoor life. They awoke each morning at dawn, hungry as wolves. They fished or hunted till dark and came in at night hungrier than ever. And they slept like tired children. Also, they drank prodigious quantities of the sparkling spring water that poured over the rock in their dell. Never, it seemed, could they quench their perpetual thirst. They both found themselves brimming with energy and tireless ambition. For days, even Ben hadn't made a complaint.
It was on the seventh day of their outing that Overcoat Bennie returned from a long jaunt through the hills and found his pal staring curiously at the old horse.
"Look at him, Ben!" Dick said. ''Am I nutty? He looks like a colt and lives up to his looks. He broke his halter to-day, and I chased him three miles up-hill and down before I caught him. On the day we came here, a one-legged man without a crutch could have outrun him. What's the answer?" It was all true. The quadruped was strangely metamorphosed.
Ben stared at the horse; then he stared at his partner; finally, taking a hand-mirror from his pocket, he studied his own face.
"It's a mighty strange thing!" he ejaculated perplexedly, springing aside to avoid a coltish kick the rejuvenated horse aimed at him. 'Have you looked at yourself lately, Dick?"— handing him the mirror.
Phony Dick studied his reflection. His once pasty complexion was a ruddy brown. His hair, previously lank and lifeless, was luxuriantly colorful. His eyes were like twin stars. He looked at his pal. In Ben, the startling was even more apparent. The once cadaverous face of the dour partner was rounded and filled out. His gloomy eyes had lost their gloom. His listless, shuffling walk had changed to a sinewy stride.
"Lord, but I'm thirsty!" said Ben, crossing to the spring, where he filled a pint-cup with the ice-cold water and drank it in eager gulps. The horse, too, paused in his feeding and drank deeply at the pool. Phony Dick, though not thirsty, found himself beset by an irresistible impulse to drink, too, and yielded to it.
He sprawled on the grass by the fire at which Ben was pre- paring supper, whistling gaily as he worked. In ten years of uninterrupted companionship, Dick has never heard Overcoat Bennie whistle, and his blue eyes grew thoughtful. He eyed the bubbling spring speculatively. A moment later, he sprang to his feet with a shout of exultation. '
"Pardner," he cried excitedly, "we're millionaires!' Do you know what's put this new life into us and that half-dead old horse? It's the spring water! We've found a real beauty-fountain!"
He seized and hugged his partner with ebullient enthusiasm.
"Bennie," he cried excitedly, "I'm getting a great idea! This spring is going to make us rich, boy— rich."
All Overcoat Bennie's dour-minded misgivings sprang to life.
"I'll believe it when we're spending the money, not before. At that, I'll agree there is something strange about this spring," he conceded grudgingly. "A thirst for that water gets you like a 'hop' habit. It's a 'pep'-producer, yes; but when you talk of making dough out of it, I lose you."
"What is it every woman in the world wants most? Answer me that," demanded Dick, with unabated enthusiasm.
"Glad rags."
"Wrong. First, she wants youth and beauty, and then the glad rags to show 'em off. In every city there's a hundred stores to sell 'em clothes. We'll sell 'em beauty, and turn the calendar back for 'em twenty birthdays. What's the answer to that? Millions!"
Ben shook his head sadly, with the air of a man regretting a friend's lapse from sanity.
"You're like the track-tout who woke up with the room-rent due and without the price of a cigarette, and began to figure how much money he'd have if he made a ten-dollar touch on the way to the track and parlayed it through six straight winners. He was still figuring when the landlady dumped him and his suitcase on the side-walk. He wasn't half done when the coppers pinched him. He was just adding in the profits from the fourth race when the judge slipped him ninety days. When they turned him out, his cell walls looked like the first class in arithmetic had been kept after school. And then he had to touch me for a couple of jitneys to qualify for a stool at Mocha John's. You and that nut must be twins. 'Millions!' And all from selling beauty out of a rock-spring. Great! But who you going to sell it to, Dick? The fish down in the river? Or maybe the squirrels gathering nuts in the trees?" concluded Ben, surrendering fully to his temperamental heritage.
"To every old dowager in 'Frisco who's dividing her tears between the twin sorrows of a sporty young husband and the income tax; and those that ain't got only the income tax to worry about will bite in the hope of acquiring a husband. We'll charge 'em more than a Toledo hotel during Willard-Dempsey week. Ben, it's a copper-riveted cinch," orated Dick, with glowing enthusiasm. Against his will, Overcoat Bennie began to feel the premonitory signs of surrender.
"How you going to get 'em down here?" he demanded, clinging character- istically to his doubts.
"Advertise— it pays. I'll write some ads for the 'Frisco papers that'll make this place look like a W.C.T.U. convention, and we'll—"
"Youth and beauty restored while you wait. Apply to Professor Phony Dick, the 'con' man," said Ben sarcastically.
"Nix on the 'Phony Dick' monniker for this stunt," corrected Dick. "Apply to Professor— er— Professor Picardi, beauty-specialist of world-wide fame. Picardi's going to be the name of your nifty little pardner who'll make us both as rich as Crocus— wasn't that his name?"
" 'Crocus,' "— disdainfully from Ben. "Say, now you're mixing kings and flowers. There's one thing certain: there must be a kick in that spring water you're drinking. Besides, you forget the first rule in the 'con' men's catechism: 'Never try to skin a woman.' They never quit squawking, no matter how gently you separate them from the dough they got from wearing widow's black."
"Skin 'em! Who said anything about skinning 'em? This is on the square, Ben. The only skinning we'll do will be to give them new skins for old, and I've been married to Nellie-O-Nell long enough to know."
"I get you," said Ben. "Well, there's no use arguing— I can see that. But don't blame me when it happens. You started it, and I'll play sucker and tag along till somebody lights the fuse and the bomb goes off. Where we going to get the dough to start this outdoor beauty-parlor? Answer me that."
"Nellie-O-Nell's got a thousand dollars laid away for 'fall'-dough, and—"
"What Nell's got, she keeps."
There was no denying the utter and proved truthfulness of this assertion, but Phony Dick's innate optimism rose to the occasion with an inspired solution.
"We'll 'phone her to come down here," he suggested. "We won't spring what's on our minds at first, but we'll take a photo of her when she gets here and feed her spring water by the quart for a week. Then we'll photograph her again, show her both pictures, and she'll be so amazed and delighted to think she's shed her last twenty birthdays that she'll sign her name to any old thing— even a check that's good at the bank."
"There's some sense in that. Any woman would have to have faith in anything that would take that old plug of a horse or your missus, either, out of the aged class," commented Ben, with pointed emphasis."
"Huh?" said Dick, with equal emphasis. 'You'll have to cut that line of jargon before she gets here. I'll say Nell ain't exactly a magazine-cover girl, which is a mighty good reason not to remind her of it, if you'll listen to me. Well then, it's settled."
Phony Dick sprang to his feet and filled two pint-measures at the spring. He handed one to his partner and threw a pudgy arm round that still unconvinced individual's shoulders.
"Here's to Picardi & Co.!" he exclaimed, draining his cup. "T'll hike for a farmer's 'phone and call up Nell; but I won't tell her why we want her, except that it's something new and big."
"S'pose she won't come?"— from the pessimist.
"She will. Curiosity will bring her on the first train," rejoined Dick sagely.
Which makes it evident that—
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PERPLEXITY and an intense desire to learn what new foolishness her lesser half was up to had dissipated somewhat the keen edge of Mrs. Nellie-O-Nell's pristine intention to demand an immediate accounting concerning the matter of the oil-man's thousand dollars when she arrived at the beauty-fountain glen. She was tired, travel-worn, and her wrinkled cheeks were caked with a most unbecoming shade of road-dust, all facts which threatened an imminent: eruption of a temper noted primarily for its volcanic tendencies.
"What's the big idea?" she demanded, with a steely glare that threatened to subdue even the effervescence of her husband's lovingly cordial welcome. Experience had taught Dick, how- ever, the value of strategy.
"You're tired out, Nellie," he cajoled. "The tent's all ready for you. Then we'll have supper waiting by the time you've changed to a cool sport-suit. We've some bully trout for supper, too, Nell. I'll bet you're hungry."
The lady's wordless ejaculation contained no suggestion of a domestic armistice. She was perplexed, curious, and completely suspicious. The toss of her head as she eyed her husband from head to foot in silent disdain was a finished treatise on how not to be beguiled. Supper, however, was a different matter. She vanished into the tent.
"Did you snap her? Did you get the picture?" whispered Dick, as Ben emerged from the safe seclusion of a tree-trunk.
Ben nodded and murmured inaudibly to himself.
"I did, and,if that spring water ever puts her back into the Helen of Troy class, I'll say there's hope for the mummies in the Pyramids," was what he said.
Phony Dick spent the evening hovering about. Nellie-O-Nell like a bridegroom on his honeymoon. Before dinner, Dick sug- gested she must be thirsty, and brought her a big cup of the spring water. After dinner, she was even thirstier, and he brought her more water. In fact, he spent the greater part of the evening trotting back and forth to the spring at his wife's command. She had never seen him so obedient, self-effacing, or so gratuitously lover-like, and, in spite of herself, Nellie-O-Nell rather liked it. She had no intention of abandoning her determination to demand an accointing in the matter of a certain thousand dollars, but the pungent camp-fire, the well-cooked dinner, and the outdoor air all combined to make her momentarily more alluring than a domestic argument. She decided to wait until morning.
Dick, a very Foch for strategy, was missing in the morning, having gone fishing before daylight. When Nellie appeared, she found Ben hovering over a camp-fire and her breakfast waiting. Hunger and Dick's absence again postponed the monologue on her mind, and after breakfast she allowed Ben to pilot her to the river to fish. All day he surprised her with the insistence of his offers of a canteen of spring water— offers which she accepted with a frequency and subtly impelling inclination that surprised herself. When the two returned to camp, very hungry and very healthily tired, Dick had a tempting dinner hot and ready to serve. After that dinner, sleep was the only thing that appealed to Nellie-O-Nell. The partners sighed with the relief of reprived men as she vanished for the night.
A week had passed, a week of cunning daily contrivance on the part of the partners and of strangely invigorating rejuvenation to Mrs. Dick. She hadn't felt as well or so youthful for twenty years. The once-wrinkled cheeks were round and firm and smooth. The double chin that had defied the best ministrations of a city masseuse was conspicuously missing; her eyes were brighter than lotions had ever been able to make them, and her hair— well, Nellie-O-Nell was enjoy ing the precious and long-denied pleasure of finding the face in her mirror a joy instead of a grief. Phony Dick was rapturously content, and even Ben, the scoffer, rapidly was being converted by the mystical power of the beauty-spring so convincingly revealed before their eyes.
No longer was there any need to offer Nellie-O- Nell the rejuvenating water of the spring. Like the two men and the horse, she had developed an insatiably avid appetite for it. Like the two men, she drank it morning, noon, and night, without in the least understanding or even realizing the strangely abnormal craving that impelled her. She was singularly content and physically alert. Studying her as a medical specialist might have done, Dick realized the beauty fountain had done its a work. Nelle O-Nell had shed twenty unacknowledged birthdays.
"It's time to show her the before-and-after pictures," Dick announced "You won't have to hide the camera this time, pal. That four hundred we dropped on Eternal was the luckiest bet we ever made, even if we did lose."
"Maybe so," admitted Ben grudgingly, as he resurrected the hidden camera.
"Nell's lookin' twenty years— that is, I mean, ain't she lookin' fine oo woking agg oneal Ben femar' opening all-important subject as the three sat at breakfast. io like on ee de Milo to me," interrupted
"Get out your camera, Ben, and lets take her picture."
Nellie-O-Nell almost achieved the girlishness of a blush, and, with a smiling side glance to the mirror hanging on the tent wall, she willingly consented to pose. That night Picardi & Company were prepared for the first assault upon the citadel of Nellie-O-Nell's hitherto unyielding thriftiness.
"Nellie, when I 'phoned you to come down here, you'll remember I said we had a big idea—"
"I remember perfectly, and have been waiting a week to hear the bad news."
Dick took the finished photograph taken that morning from his pocket and handed it to Nell.
"Some Queen!" he ejaculated softly.
Nellie-O-Nell admitted it privately, with an exultant thrill of satisfaction in her heart. The outer fortifications of the citadel that held the thousand dollars began to crumble.
"And now look at this," continued Dick, handing her the other photograph. Nellie glanced at it, recognised the likeness of the previous week, and involuntarily exclaimed, "Horrors!" and then deliberately tore it in two.
"I get the idea, but what's the answer?" she demanded peremptorily.
"There's the answer!" cried Dick, jubilantly, pointing toward the gurgling spring. here's the fountain of ever-lasting beauty! There's the spring of youth that's going to make us rich and give you—" with definite emphasis— "enough diamonds to make the wives of those cheap platers up in 'Frisco believe you pick 'em in a war-garden, What would those rich old cluckers in town give to look like you, Nell? Answer me that, and then tell me how much that water is worth a drop."
Nellie-O-Nell, for the first time in her life, was astounded.
"It's like this, Nell," interjected Ben, intending helpfulness: "That water turned our broken-down old horse into a frisky colt. It made Dick and me feel like a couple of two-year-olds on spring pasture. We decided to try it out on you, too. We knew if it would do you any good, it'd be a cinch—"
Phony Dick hurriedly interrupted his heedless partner's undiplomatic truthfulness by knocking over a pan of dishes with a resounding clatter.
"Ben was just saying, Nell, that if the heauty-spring has made you even more— more— attractive than you always were, it's an easy guess what rich old hens with twenty-year-old hearts and fifty-year-old faces will be willing to pay us to restore their looks. No more dodging coppers for us, Nell! Let me introduce Picardi & Co., world-famous restorers of youthful beauty to the women of the world."
"And the idea is that I'm to—"
"That's it. You stake us to the thousand 'fall'-money for tents and advertising and that sort of thing, and we'll all have more money before winter than a Cherokee with an oil-well."
"Nothing doing." began Mrs. Dick, with the inherent cautiousness of long experience. Then her eyes fell again to the smoothed wrinkles of a face she delightedly acknowledged as her own. She smiled, wavered, hesitated, and was lost.
"I'll stake you to five hundred," she conceded grudgingly.
Phony Dick gave a joyous shout of acceptance. Five hundred was all he had hoped for.
"Here's the ad I've written for the Sunday papers," he cried gaily.
"Today, Phony Dick becomes Professor Sebastian Picardi, with a Spanish accent, a European reputation, and a brand-new graft."
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PHONY DICK— beg pardon, Professor Picardi— stood before a group of six elderly females seated on the Beauuty-Fountain Dell, now transformed into a camp of a dozen a snowy tents. The six recruits had just arrived by auto from the railway station. Bennie, now tranformed into a white-capped chef, took one quick glimpse at the new arrivals. Then he hastily dropped the of flaps of his cook-tent.
"No wonder they came!" he ejaculated. "With their faces, no man in the world would blame 'em for taking a long chance at anything. All I got to do is feed 'em. Dick's got to look at 'em. I win, and he loses."
"All women are born beautiful; therefore they are always beautiful," the bespectacled professor of perpetual youth and beauty was explaining to his first disciples. 'Nature is never ugly, ah, no— and woman— beautiful woman— is Mother Nature's last and most perfect child."
"I'll say he's blind or a liar," ejaculated the listening Ben.
"A woman's beauty may be hidden but never lost," Dick continued. 'It has been the proud work of my lifetime to discover scientifically why and how it is hidden and how it may again be revealed to the admiring eyes of a world that delights to bow to it. You ask for proof, and I shall give it to you.. By years of study I have reduced my priceless discovery to the concentrated form of a little pellet." Professor Picardi produced a small box which he handled with extravagant care.
"Bread-dough dipped in chocolate. I begin to like this stunt. It's the bunk, after all," came in an undertone from behind Overcoat Bennie's closed tent-flaps.
Dick laid a single pellet in the hand of each of his patients. He gave each a glass and filled it with the pitcher of water from the beauty-spring.
"Take the pill that contains the essence of youth and drink the water to the last drop. You'll each stay here ten days, taking my beauty-pills, living out of doors, exercising under my direction, and, remember this particularly"— with great emphasis—"drink as much of the pure spring water you will find here as you crave. If, at the end of ten days, you are not satisfied that I have enhanced immeasurably the beauty I see is yours by right, you will owe me nothing. If you are satisfied, I will take your checks for a hundred and fifty dollars each— that trivial sum barely covers the cost of my pellets— and I shall feel myself amply recompensed for twenty years of labor."
"He's a wonder! Bill Bryan at his best was never better," said Ben, as he cut short Dick's monologue by ringing the dinner-bell.
A space of a week in which the beauty-spring lived up to Picardi & Co.'s most extravagant hopes! The time-beaten faces of the first arrivals were responding marvelously to the mystical properties of the strange spring. There was no longer any doubt that each thankfully would give her check. In addition, Dick had evolved the idea of furnishing the departing guests with a box of twenty bread-dough pellets for an additional twenty-five dollars apiece. Four new seekers for long-lost youth had arrived; the tents were all full, and the waiting-list of prospective patients was growing daily.
Other things, also, had happened during the week. Mrs. Phony Dick, deliriously impatient to display her restored youth before the envious eyes of her dearest and less fortunate San Francisco friends, had returned to the city. On the sixth day of her absence, Dick had received a peremptory telegram instructing him to ship at once a bottle of the spring water. Without knowing why, Dick, as he complied, felt a sense of approaching disaster.
Two more days passed; then an auto drove into the Beauty-Fountain Dell and stopped. A woman leaped from the tonneau. Professor Picardi, appearing from his tent with a new-arrival smile of welcome, found that smile congealing on lips suddenly grown icy. The woman was Nellie-O-Nell. Her face was haggard and withered until it was the color and texture of a prehistoric mummy. She had looked all of her fifty-five years on the day of her first arrival at the glen. She had looked thirty-five on the day she gaily departed for the city. And now she looked seventy-five! For a moment, speech failed her— but only for a moment. The shaking hand that caught Phony Dick bv the collar ripped the coat from his shoulders. Overcoat Bennie took a single look at the apparition of outraged femininity and began to climb hurriedly out of his chef's clothes.
"Good-night!" he cried. "Here's the blow-off. I hope I get over the top of the hill before she thinks of me."
By this time, Nellie-O-Nell's power of speech had returned.
"You fool! You cheap grafter! You murderer! I'll teach you to try your fool tricks on me!" she shrieked. "You'd make a joke of me, would you? You'd let that 'Frisco bunch of old cats in skirts laugh in my face, would you?"
She tore off the useless spectacles that covered the once benign eyes of Professor Picardi and stamped them to bits.
"Don't— don't, Nellie!" pleaded the horror-stricken Dick. "The women in camp will hear you. They'll owe us nine hundred dollars to-morrow. Think of that! Remember I'm supposed to be Professor Picardi— and a bachelor."
"Professor nothing! What do I care for you or this bunch of women or their nine hundred dollars. Do you see what you and your beauty-fountain tricks have done tome? You've made an old woman of me. Do you know what's in that spring? Arsenic— poison!"
She screamed the last words in a voice that could have been heard over the crest of the ridge. She was immediately an- swered by ten shrill screams from ten feminine throats.
"Arsenic! Poison!" echoed a chorus that sounded the death-knell of Picardi & Co.
"Yes; arsenic,— you witless little fool!" shrilled Mrs. Dick, stripping off her husband's collar with a single convulsive clutch of ten outraged fingers. "I had the bottle you sent me analyzed. The spring water makes one look younger as long as you drink it. But if you keep on, you die. And if you stop, you look twenty years older than you ever did. Oh, you—" Even Nellie-O-Nell found no words even faintly adequate.
Phony Dick saw a solid Amazonian phalanx rushing toward him from the patients' deserted tents. Fear gave Dick strength. He tore himself free from Nellie- O-Nell's ruthless fingers, leaving the better half of a silk shirt dangling in her hand.
Then he ran, and, for a short-legged, plump man, he set a new world's record. A hundred yards ahead of him, setting the pace, was Overcoat Bennie. Behind him, and hopelessly distanced, followed the ten patients of the now definitely defunct Picardi & Co, They were led by Nellie-O-Nell.
___________________
7: A Woman Without Fear
Jack Boyle
Australian Town and Country Journal 11 Dec 1918
[The Red Book Magazine Feb 1918]
ACROSS the table two men— a prison governor and a convict— looked into each other's eyes without a betraying flicker of an eyelid.
Governor Tyrell was sorely perplexed, the convict sorely troubled; but each, as men do, masked inward perturbation behind a countenance as devoid of expression as the poker-face of a gambler...
They forgot the prison walls looming forbiddingly outside the windows, forgot the room in which they were, and the men grouped behind them, forgot even themselves and their positions— one the big-man of the prison, the other its bad man— in the grip of their mental conflict; for each, to solve his own problem, must read the mind of the man he faced.
There, was an hour-long minute in which even the air seemed surcharged with the tension of the mind duel. The Governor spoke first.
"Just why do you think you are entitled to be made an 'honor trusty,' Forgan?" he asked, fingering the index card on which were listed the rebellious acts, that had given "Tiger" Forgan his name and reputation.
"I didn't say I was entitled to be made a 'trusty.' I asked to be made one."
In neither word nor tone was there any hint of servility any suggestion of a man conquered. The Governor, studied the man before him, seeking in vain for a revealing a clue to the thoughts behind the masklike face. Was he a bad man yielding at last, to kindness and justice, or one plotting new rebellion more cunningly than ever? The Governor was not sure.
Suddenly, he turned to the uniformed officer seated behind him— a gaunt, grim-faced prison disciplinarian belonging to the old school.
"Warder," he said, "just what part did Forgan take in Smiley Connors' escape?"
The chief warder cleared his throat. With the intensity of a consciously righteous man who recognises a dangerous enemy, he hated and distrusted; the convict standing with folded arms opposite the Governor. He felt that the prison and all within it would be safer if "Tiger" Forgan was securely lockod up with a thirty-pound ball and chain welded round his ankle. Being a just man, however, he answered with precise truthfulness.
"He didn't take any direct part the escape itself, sir." The chief warder spoke slowly and with the assurance of a man convinced of the fairness and finality of his verdict. "He was in a cell with Smiley Connors. They were pals. Connors stole dynamite from the quarry, smuggled it inside the walls, and hid it in his cell. Forgan could not have helped seeing it. He couldn't have helped knowing what it was for. On the night of the escape, when Connors hid in the boiler-room instead of going to his cell, Forgan made a dummy man of blankets, dressed it in Connors' clothes and hat, and held it up inside the cell door, and that way tricked the night-watch pn the final round. Forgan didn't join in the escape itself— no; but he did aid Smiley, in every possible way when a word to me of what he knew would have prevented the escape before it began."
"Is this true, Forgan?"
Governor Tyrell turned back to tne convict with a steely glitter in his Irish blue eyes, and a menacing ring in his voice.
Tiger Forgan met his gaze without fear, and answered without hesitation.
"It is true," he said.
"You knew Smiley's plans and deliberately aided him?" The Governor poised his pencil above the convict's application to be placed on parole, as he awaited the answer.
"I did."
"Why?" the Governor demanded, his pencil now resting on the paper upon which a single initial meant rejection.
The convict involuntarily squared his shoulders, as if renouncing long-nurtured hopes, as he began to speak.
"Because I'm not a sneaking, tattling, favor-currying hound," he replied, his voice rising with deep feeling. "Why? Because Smiley was a convict, and I'm one. You are a copper, and the warder, too. It's your business to keep us inside the walls, and nobody can blame you for trying. It's our business to beat you if we can, and no one should blame us for trying, either— nor for helping others , who are trying. There is war between your kind and my kind— war, do you understand me?— even though you have made this a better prison since you came. A man who deserts his colors in war is shot. That's what should happen to the chief warder if he betrayed you, and helped me to escape. That's what should happen to, me if I, knowing Smiley was going to make his escape, hadn't kept my mouth shut, and helped him. Connors was not a 'trusty.' He gave you no promise and owed you no loyalty. Neither do I. So I'll be right with my kind, and you coppers be right with yours. You can tear up that 'trusty' application, sir."
Tiger Forgan, understanding that his defiance of the prison law— that only a convict informer may seek official favor had ended his faint hope that he might he made a 'trusty' turned abruptly on his heel. His hand was on the door when Tyrell's voice halted him.
"Wait a moment, Forgan. I havent't done with you yet," the Governor said.
The convict returned to the table, arms folded, and once more the two looked into each other's eyes. "So you wouldnlt betray a friend to to help yourself, eh?" queried Tyrell, still toying with his pencil.
"You've said it," Forgan answered shortly. He was watchful and suspicious, for his outburst might be sufficient cause for a ball and chain— would have been, surely, in the days before Tyrell had come to the prison.
"Wouldn't betray a friend," the Governor mused aloud. "Wouldn't betray a friend— not even to be made a 'trusty' eh? Well, Forgan—" Governor Tyrell looked up and met the convict's puzzled glance with eyes that suddenly lost their steely glint in a just-perceptible twinkle of satisfaction. "Well, Forgan, I believe you. I believe you would play square with a friend. And because I believe that, because I think you are a man, I'm going to be your friend. To prove it, I'm going to make you a 'trusty' now, and send you out to a road-camp. That puts it up to you to make good, doesn't it?"
"Sir," cried the chief, warder, jumping to his feet, amazed and protesting, "it won't do. You can't let this man outside the walls. He'll—"
"That's enough, warder; I'm the Governor here," Tyrell interrupted with curt finality. "I'm going to send Tiger Forgan to the road-camp. What's more, he's going to make good. Shake on it, Forgan."
The Governor stuck out a big paw, and caught the convict's limp hand, as a dull flush born of the uncontrollable tumult in Forgan's heart swept away the pallor grown of seven long years' of prison life.
Tiger Forgan, bad-man of the prison, but a human being stripped now of his mask, strove to speak, strove to master the choking lump that rose in the throat, then turned away, ashamed of the moisture that dimmed his once-hard eyes. The Governor watching, smiled happily.
"That's all, Forgan," he. said. "Here's the order for your road-gang outfit. Go to the tailor's shop, and be fitted out now. You and the rest of the Royal George bunch will leave on the midnight train. It'll seem good to get away from these walls, and out into the open, where you'll live and work like a free man. Good-bye; Forgan, and remember"— the Governor laid his hand on the convict's shoulder— "I'm your friend, and I've proved it. Now it's up to you."
When Tiger Forgan, weak and stumbling; had groped his way from the room, Governor Tyrell rubbed his hands contentedly, and turned, to his chief warder.
"There's an 'honor' man," he said,' "A real one, too."
"Oh, yes, there's an 'honor' man all right— a man who'll stay in the camp about twenty-four hours. Then he'll take to the hills. I know him," interjected the warder, with irascible, unshaken conviction. "You've blundered this time. That man's bad all through, and a killer. He'll—"
"Oh, stop it," growled Tyrell. "You've been in this business all your life, but you've got a lot to learn. One thing you don't know is that you can make any man just about what you believe him to be by believing it strong enough and long enough, and proving that belief by trusting him. That's presuming you're dealing with a man, not a backbone-less jellyfish. I believe in Tiger Forgan. He wants to be good, now, and he's going to play square with me."
"You'll see," the warder insisted, wrathfully, "He'll escape, and probably kill a couple of our men before he's killed himself. Just wait. Time will tell."
THE WHITE TENTS of the Royal George road-camp covered a grassy glade just beyond that great cleft between solid granite walls, through which the turbulent, swirling floods of the Arkansas have bored an outlet so narrow that transcontinental trains barely find room to wind tortuously between its cliffs. Above and around the camp on every side towered the great, gaunt, snow-capped peaks of the Rockies. For fifty miles up or down the Arkansas the road-camp tents were the only suggestion of human life.
In this vast solitude— unlike a prison as day is unlike night— a hundred convicts, unguarded, except by two unarmed overseers, were building a motor highway for the pleasure and comfort of civilisation— jaded tourists.
Among the hundred was Tiger Forgan, one-time bad man of the .prison, many miles away. He was not now the pallid, prison-made crehture, with shrunken muscles, who had faced Governor Tyrell two months before. His muscles, hardened by daily outdoor work, and good food, were full and strong, his step was springy, and virile, and his face .bore the healthful tan of sunshine and fresh air.
And yet, if one observed closely, it seemed that all was not well with Tiger Forgan. His too-bright eyes gave a hint of sleepless nights, and bore a hunted, almost a haunted, look— the look of a man who faces and fears a great danger, and seeks in vain for an escape.
By day he worked with tireless, almost feverish energy doing the tasks of two men, and only with obvious reluctance dropping his pick and shovel at leaving-off time. But he seldom spoke, and never laughed.
During the long nights, while the men in the tiers of bunks about him slept the deep slumber of healthy, muscle-tired animals, Tiger Forgan lay awake, struggling to crush out the persistent, dominating thought, which, though he banished it a hundred times a day, always returned the instant his will relaxed.
All of this was noted and appraised by the men of the camp— with varying accuracy.
The superintendent. Captain Goodwin, a just man, but narrow and of little vision, frowned as he watched Forgan grubbing away in gloomy silence in the midst of men who laughed and joked and whistled as they worked.
"Keep your eye on that fellow Forgan," Goodwin said to his assistant. "I don't like the way he's acting. He's got something on his mind that he doesn't share with anyone. The chief warder warned me to watch him the day I brought him from the prison— told me he'd take to the hills at the first opportunity. Looks to me as though the warder was right. I wish Forgan were back inside the walls."
"He's the best worker in the bunch," observed the assistant.
"Don't let that deceive you," cautioned the captain. "He's smooth and cunning, is Forgan. He wants to lull suspicion and then— bang!— over the hill he goes. Never let him out of your sight, Jim."
Tiger Forgan dropped his pick and started for the water bucket with the sinewy stride of a woodsman. Hans the Dane, with a furtive glance over Ms shoulder for eavesdroppers, edged closer to a comrade and spoke in a whisper:
"Bet you he tries to escape dis week," he said. "I saw him measurin' de cliff with his eye twice dis mornin'."
"Nothin' doin'," answered, the other. "I saw ,'im too. , I hope he makes it. He's a lifer an— sss-ssh! Here comes one of the Captain's pets lookin' fer news'."
They bent over their picks in sudden silence.
Tiger Forgan, returning from the drinking bucket, caught the quick, involuntary glance of the pair as they settled to their work. He scowled, then raised a trembling hand and wiped a brow beaded with sweat, in a gesture half of rebellion, half of despair. He hadn't heard their words, but there was no need for him to guess at them— he knew. They were wondering when he would "go over the hill," when he would shake off the memory of Governor Tyrell's friendly hand on his shoulder and do what every man in camp, convict or civilian, was absolutely convinced he intended to do— break his pledge.
It had been so from the day of his arrival; when big, good-natured -Denver Dan linked an arm in his and observed that no one need ever be caught in the hills as long as he had food.
"De cookee leaves de fresh-baked bread out behind the cook-tent to cool at night," said Dan pointedly. "An' a man can take all de meat he can carry from de table. Luck to you, pal."
A few days later Hollingwood, the convict clerk— snaky-eyed, suave-tongued, and anxious for a parole— left the captain's map of the hills as if by accident on the table beside which Forgan sat reading. His disappointment when he returned and found it untouched was obvious.
It would have been worth something to Hollingwood to nave been able to tell Captain Goodwin that he had caught Forgan secretly studying the map of the surrounding hills.
At first Forgan had been able to smile freely at the unanimity of the verdict that he would attempt to escape. He knew better. He knew he would never betray the confidence he had read in Governor Tyrell's eyes when the Governor laid his hand on his shoulder and said: "That puts it up to you to make good, Forgan, doesn't it?"
In the confidence born of the certainty of his own intentions, he had smiled at the crudely camouflaged conduct of the night watchman, who managed to come into the tent. half a dozen times in the night and flash his lantern, quite by accident, of course, on Forgan's bunk.
But gradually Tiger Forgan's assured, smile in the face of the unanimous verdict faded. It died for ever on the night he found himself lying awake planning how a man so minded could hope to escape from the Royal Gorge road camp.
Not that Forgan had the slightest intention of making such an attempt! He know absolutely he would not go if he could, and yet the shock of the discovery that the problem of how a man might go had kept him awake half a night, left him dripping with clammy perspiration.
The next day between pick-blows he found himself memorising the contour of the cliff behind the camp. A man would need to know that cliff well to climb it in the dark. He set his teeth in fierce anger and resolutely banished the unhidden thought that plagued his mind.
There followed many days in which Tiger Forgan, working alone by day and moping alone by night as he fought the never-ending battle against a self that was hateful to him, found himself craftily secreting food in the bosom of his shirt at the evening meal. One moment of forgetfulness, one moment of relaxed will, and he would find a packet of bread and meat nestling within his shirt.
The first time this happened Forgan rushed from the table to the river, and the moment he was unobserved dumped the packet into the swift current. The next time he waited until after dark to dispose of it. The third time, and .many times thereafter, he kept the food hidden in his bunk all night.
Fear was his constant companion. He spent his nights— the stolen food within reach of his hand— desperately fighting an all-but-uncontrollable impulse to slit the side of the tent, roll out into the darkness and vanish. Each night he won his battle, but by a narrower margin each time. He no longer found it possible to keep himself from planing escapes.
Tiger Forgan was clinging desperately to his last stronghold— the memory of the friendly hand-clasp of the one man who did believe in and trust him— on the evening the camp bridge across the Arkansas went down.
The bridge, swung beneath two steel cables, was stretched across the stream from the camp to the railway, and was used for bringing across the supplies left on a platform by freight trains. A month's provisions had been unloaded during the afternoon, and Captain Goodwin, scenting snow in the air, ordered all hands out after supper to carry them over the river to the storehouse.
Fifty men carrying loads on their shoulders were on the swaying bridge when one of the tree-stumps to which the supporting cables were attached suddenly snapped and let cable and bridge drop into the liver.
Fifty men were catapulted into the icy current. There were shouts, screams, and wild excitement, for a few men had been hurt, and their comrades on shore rushed to the rescue, for the river was swift and more than a little dangerous. Tiger Forgan was in the middle of the bridge when it fell. He struck the water, and sank with all breath knocked from his lungs.
He came up a hundred feet downstreams, and began instinctively...to... swim,— straight downstream. In the hundred and one possible escapes he had thought of, though he never intended or even wished to carry any of them to reality, he had often thought of some accident—a fire, a flood, a fallen bridge— and what an ideal opportunity for a successful escape it would afford.
He swam on downstream. His mind, as usual, was busy with the abstract problem of escape. If he really were making an attempt now, he thought he would be safe from observation when he rounded the bend Just before him. Could ho make it? He struck out harder. He was around the bend. No one could see him from the camp now. Yes, if. he were escaping, he was fairly safe from the first pursuit. He wouldn't be missed for a half hour, at least. By that time he would be hidden by more bends. He could land then, and strike straight out into, the hills. He'd have to trust to luck to find a cabin where he. could commandeer food and civilian clothes, but there would be a- full criight abead of him, and as long as he kept away from the telephone lines, he would have little to fear even when morning came.
By a second morning, of course; it would be different. The manhunt would he fully under way then, and the regard for his capture would bring out every man for twenty miles around— particularly men with womenfolk, who wouldn't feel safe with an escaped convict, loose in the hills.
By this time he was a half-mile down stream.
Suddenly, into the mind of Tiger Forgan there flashed full realisation of what he was doing. He felt the Governor's hand on his shoulder, and heard his words— "I guess that puts it up to you to make good, doesn't it, Forgan?"
Memory of the Governor's touch and words chilled his heart, as even the ice-cold water had failed to do. "They'll say," he cried in terror; "that I really tried to escape. I must go back, quick, quick!" He turned towards the bank, and swam straight for the shore.
As he clambered up to land, dripping and shivering, a man rose from behind a clump of bushes and confronted Forgan. At his feet lay a fishing rod. In his hand was a revolver. "Stick up your hands, Forgan," the man commanded. "I know you, and I'll kill you if you make a move." ..... "
Tiger Forgan dumbly obeyed. The man who had captured him was a civilian teamster employed at the camp. There was a standing reward for the return of all escaped convicts.
"I wasn't trying to escape. Honest, I wasn't, pal," Forgan cried, as the full significance of his situation began to filter through his half-dazed mind.
"No, I suppose you was just takin' an evenin' bath, eh? Get up there ahead of me, an' march, an' we'll see what the Captain has to say about it."
"The bridge dropped into the river," pleaded Forgan desperately. "It dumped a lot of us into the water. I was swimming ashore to go back. I swear I waa, pal. You saw me come ashore?"
"Yes, I saw you swim ashore. I suppose you couldn't find no place to land afore this: Had to swim a whole half-mile downstream before you could get ashore, eh? That won't do, Forgan. Everybody knew you was goin' to try to escape first chance you got. I reckon it'll take a heap better yarn than that to keep the Captain from sending you back to the prison. It's stripes and bread and water for you. You're done, Forgan, an' I'm a bit better off. Now march, and no tricks, or I'll put lead through you."
The teamster spoke the truth. Tiger Forgan realised it with crushing conviction. No one would or could believe his story. Even the Governor, in the face of such evidence as the teamster and the Captain would give, wouldn't believe him. He was branded irretrievably as a pledge violator. The conviction that Governor Tyrell's faith in him was or would soon be gone snapped the last bond that held Forgan to the Royal Gorge road-camp. They all believed he was going to escape, and somehow, though he hadn't intended to, it had come true.
Very well, so be it. Tiger Forgan looked up at the teamhster with eyes that had narrowed into thirt slits of hatred— eyes from behind which the bad man he had been looked hostilely on a hostile world. Once more he was at war with mankind. With upraised hands he advanced toward his captor, passed him and turned and looked back. As he lookod, his eyes grew wide with sudden excitement.
"For God's sake, Bill, don't kill him. He's the camp teamster!" Forgan cried, looking over his captor's shoulder into the gathering darkness.
The teamster whirled, expecting to confront a second convict. As the menacing gun-barrel ceased to cover him, Forgan sprang at his foe, knocked the gun from his hand, and struck him heavily on the jaw. All the power of hia seasoned muscles was behind the blow. The man crumpled and sank to the ground. Forgan seized the revolver and deftly felt the unconscious body to be sure there was not another; then he turned back to the river and swam across.
A half-hour later he held up the clerk at the railway station at the entrance to the Gorge, stripped him of his clothes, took what money was in the till, ransacked the kitchen for food, and struck into the hills with a week's provisions on his back.
THE CHIEF WARDER received the news by telephone and called Governor Tyrell from his dinner.
"Tiger Forgan made his escape just before dark," he reported with a marked I-told-you-so-but-you-wouldn't listen air.. "He held up the clerk at the Gorge and made for the hills with a gun and ainmunition. We've got a man-hunt on our hands now."
The Governor's eyes were a bit sorrowful and pitying at first as he listened. Then they grew hard as chilled steel.
"Offer a thousand dollars for him and telephone the offer to every farmer for fifty miles.Turn out every guard we can spare and arm them with lifles." I'll-get him back if it breaks the State. The 'honor' system is at stake in this business."
By morning a hundred riflemen were out in the hills. Every road and trail was guarded, every avenue of escape cut off. Forgan, hiding somewhere in the hills, was surrounded by a cordon of men Who would shoot to kill. The man-hunt was on.
FROM THE SHELTER of an overhanging rock that clung precariously to a promontory at the crest of the ridge, Forgan lay watching tiny black human specks miles below him tramping through the shimmering snow-fields that stretched liniitlessly in every direction. He was very cold and ravenously hungry, but he dared not build, a fire. Behind him, far back under the rock, his last bit of food, a sticky mixture of flour, and water wrapped in leaves, lay in the still-warm ashes of the tiny, carefully screened blaze he had risked on the . preceding night.
Forgan watched the man-hunters with sullen, gloomy eyes. He hated them with the fierce, instinctive hatred of an animal which scents dangerous and threatening enemies.
A week had passed since his escape. In the seven days since he left the road-camp he had reverted to the creed of no quarter asked or given. They were seeking his life; and if opportunity offered, he was ready to kill without either compunction or regret. Forgan was again the human tiger which the world feared and for its own safety doomed to death.
A motor, faintly distinguishable as a larger speck on the white waste below, crawled along a far-away ridge, across which twisted the road nearest his refuge. It was probably the Governor's car. Forgan scowled, and his eyes grew black and troubled. The thought of Governor Tyrell always troubled him, and he thrust it from his mind, angrily, for it recalled the touch of a friendly hand and cheery words born of a faith in him which must now be dead.
Resolutely. Forgan crushed down his impotent regrets and turned to the problem before him— a problem to which a right answer might be life, a wrong one surely death. He was perfectly safe in his rocky refuge. He was well aware that to seek a hidden man in the Rockies is equivalent to hunting a penny lost in a wheatfleld. But a man, no matter how well and safely he may be hidden, must sooner or later seek food. It was this on which Governor Tyrell counted to deliver his fugitive "trusty" into his hands; and Forgan, fighting the temptation to relieve his hdnger by gulping his last morsals of food, realised the Governor's strategy was inexorable.
On the night of Forgan's flight a heavy snow had fallen; then came clear, freezing weather. The snow was his undoing, for if he had dared leave his hiding-place even at night to forage for food, the trail behind him at dawn would be too plain for even a prison guard to miss.
Towards the, middle of the afternoon a bank, of dirty-white clouds darkened the sky far out to the north-west. As he studied them, they blotted out one of the towering peaks of the higher Rockies like a descending curtain. He rose, to his feet and studied the misty horizon with eyes alive with hope. There was a snowstorm in the north-west, and the wind was bringing it to him— bringing a saviour in his hour of need; for though fallen snow was a betraying enemy, falling snow was an ally that would hide his trail while he sought food.
Five miles away, breaking the skyline on the crest of the opposite ridge, was a cabin. Above it a thin column of smoke crept lazily, upward. Where there was fire, there was food. Forgan measured the distance to it with infinite care, He memorised with painstaking minuteness each swell, each dip, each gully that lay between him and the habitation that meant food and a new lease of liberty and life. His jaw was set, his face drawn into hard lines of reckless reso-, lution. There was food in that cabin, and if snow came, he meant to eat — with or without bloodshed, as fate willed.
The storm reached him before sundown. An hour after dark it had become a blizzard that blotted out all sight and sound with its roaring wind and driving snow, thick as a blanket. Tiger Forgan ate his flour paste to the last morsel, and drank from a rusty can of scalding, muddy coffee as he warmed himself by a crackling camp-fire. He inspected his revolver, tucked his extra cartridges into his shirt front, and went out into the snowstorm . that covered him with a mantle of invisibility before he had gone three paces.
An hour later, or three— for no man exposed to that blizzard could reckon time— Forgan caught sight of the cabin windows. Above them, now and then, blood-red sparks shot into view, aad were whirled away by the shrieking wind.
"The cabin!" cried Forgan exultantly. "Now for a fire and grub— lots of it. And the man who tries, to stay me had better be quick with his trigger-finger."
The convict circled the house cautiously, like a prowling jungle creature, then crept to a window and looked in.
A woman sat. before an open fire. At her feet lay a discarded book, and leaning, forward she stared into the leaping flame and glowing coals as if she read there some story more perfect than any ever written. Her unbound hair fell to her waist; In a wavy, golden mantle, that caught and reflected the ever-changing hues cast by the flickering firelight. Her face was hidden from Forgan's staring eyes; but every line of her "slim form suggested youth. She was alone in the room. Forgan's teeth cut into his cracked, lips. For seven years he had not felt the touch of a woman's hand, or seen a woman's smile, or heard a woman's voice.
The girl by the fire seemed alone— utterly unprotected. If so— but he must know she was alone, not guess. He crept round the house, wiping the snow from each window, and. inspecting the rooms with cautious but hurried care. None but the centre living room was lighted; but the light from it shone through the open doors within. There were two bedrooms, both with empty beds The kitchen also was deserted. There was no one in the cabin but the girl musing before the fire.
From the last window the prowling convict caught, a glimpse of her face. She was young, with delicately-moulded features; and in the light of the fire her eyes were large and wistful, and innocent as a child's. Near the girl was a telephone. Forgan felt along the outer wall beneath the eaves till his . hand touched the emerging, wires.
With eager, trembling fingers he drew, out his knife, and whittled them apart. Haying destroyed the girl's, one chance of summoning help, he strode to the door, and gave a loud, peremptory knock. Quick. footsteps crossed the floor. The door was unbarred at once, and thrown open,
"Why, Walter!" cried the girl who faced the tattered, snow-covered convict from the threshold. Her first glimpse of the man who stepped from the doorway proved her mistake. Tiger Forgan was not a reassuring sight for any - woman alone in a mountain cabin at night; , but the young girl neither screamed nor attempted to bar the door. He saw only surprise in her face.
"I mistook you for my brother," she said, catching up the loose waves, of her hair, and twisting them deftly about her head. "Do come in out of this terrible storm. You must be half-frozen. Have you been out in it long?"
A gust of wind swept through the room, and the light on the table went out.
"Come in quickly and shut out the wind while I light the lamp."
Without pausing to see whether or not she was obeyed, the girl crossed the room to a mantel and began feeling for matches. Forgan stepped inside, slammed the door, and dropped the bar across it. Then he sprang to her side.
"If you're hunting for a gun— don't, that's all," he said.
"Hunting for a gun?" she repeated questioningly. "I wasn't. I was feeling for matches, and here they are."
She lighted the lamp and looked up at the convict without a suggestion of fear or aversion. "You are cold and must be hungry, too," she suggested: "Take off that wet coat and warm yourself while I make you coffee and something hot to eat."
Forgan stepped close, to her.
"Why don't you scream?" he said. "Why don't you beg for mercy? Why. don't you try to reach somebody on that telephone? Aren't you afraid? Do you know who I am?"
"Of course I know," she answered, calm and unflinching. "You are the man they call Tiger Forgan. But I am not afraid. Why should I be?"
"You are alone here— helpless, in my power absolutely. You know who and what I am. Not afraid? Why shouldn't you be?"
"Because I know Governor Tyrell," the girl answered, without hesitation, and with the perfect confidence of absolute, belief. "If you were— were the sort of man that a girl, alone as I am, should fear, he wouldn't have made you a 'trusty.' I believe in Governor Tyrell; I believe in his 'honor' system for men, and so, naturally I believe in you. I think I know you— the real you that the Governor trusted— even better than you do yourself. And so I am not afraid."
Tiger Forgan stared at her in speechless amazement. Unmistakable sincerity intoned every word she had spoken. This girl alone with him— Tiger Forgan, an escaped outlaw— in a mountain cabin at night, was without fear , because he was a "trusty" bound by a pledge to manhood!
"You believe in me because I am a road-camp 'trusty'?" he cried, finding-speech at last. "Don't you know I am an escaped convict?' Don't you know they are hunting me day and night with orders to shoot first and talk later?"
"Yes, and. I am sorry— very, very sorry." For the first time the girl's voice faltered. "I don't know why you left the road-camp, and it really doesn't matter, anyway. But since you have left and they are hunting you with— with — orders to kill,"— she shuddered and turned away her head— "why, I hope they don't get you. I want to help you. I will if I can, Mr. Tiger Forgan," she concluded, trying to smile.
The convict's chin dropped to his breast. His revolver fell to the ' floor with a thud. " "Girl," he cried, "you say that to me!" He covered his face "with grimy- hands. The girl .looked down on the bowed, unkempt head compassionately. ' "I'm going to get you something to eat now; then we'll talk," she said gently. "Warm yourself— do— while I make the coffee."
She stirred the fire Into a crackling blaze and left the room. Forgan heard her moving about in the kitchen. He knew there was an outer door there, and nothing prevented her from slipping through it and escaping if she chose. He didn't care. If she fled from the cabin; he'd take a little food and go back into the hills.
He stared ino the fire with mingled hopelessness and hatred— hopelessness for the future, hatred for the man he had been when he peered through the cabin windows and saw the girl.
A soft voice at his elbow, roused him from the bitterest moment of seven years of bitterness.
"Here are towels and soap and hot water," it said. "And' I know if you'll look just once into this mirror, you'll not be angry with me for bringing them."
Tiger Forgan rose and took the things she offered. He tried to thank her, but the worlds wouldn't come.
"Never mind talking now, Mr. Forgan," the girl said, speaking straight from a heart that intuitively guessed his unspoken thoughts. "I think I understand, and I am glad— very glad— you came."
Forgan looked into her face dumbly, reverently, worshipfully, and turned away with a sob that revealed the story his lips refused.
When he returned, minus some of the grime of seven soapless days, he found the girl warming a man's smoking-jacicet before the fire.
"Put this on," she said. "It's Walter's, and will make you more comfortable while your own coat is drying."
The table was laid with a snowy, cloth and silver, and even a vase containing hardy mountain snow-blossoms. The girl seated her guest, brought in the food, served him, and poured out his coffee. Then as he ate— striving in vain, to subdue his famishing eagerness for food— she sat opposite him, filling his plate again and again, as she talked.
"It's time I introduced myself," she said. "I am Miss Thomas— Willa Thomas. My brother and I live here. We came on account of his health, and we stay because we have grown to love these glorious mountains. He writes a little and I paint a little, and we both ride and walk a great deal. I am alone tonight because he drove the waggon into Canon City for supplies and was cut off while there by the storm."
Long after the fugitive had finished eating, the girl, chatted on lightly, inconsequentially, in an effort to rouse him from the moody taciturnity of an inner and crucial conflict. A woman without intuition is but half a woman. Willa Thomas, who had been studying him with sympathetic and understanding eyes, leaned across the table toward him.
"Tell me all about it, Mr. Forgan," she said. "I would like to understand, for I would like to help."
For the first, time Forgan knew why he stayed instead of fleeing out into the night. For the first time his conscious mind perceived the subconscious craving that kept him in the cabin— an insistent desire to let this girl know before he went how and why he had come to be Tiger Forgan.
He told her. Simply, convincingly, even readily, for really deep feeling never lacks word in which to express itself, he pictured what seven years of prison mean to a man. He put into burning, vivid words what it means to a man to feel his last flickering hope of fellowship with other free men crushed out, told how stupidly inflicted tortures implanted hatred, in its stead; and how, bit by bit, he became the hating, hated, bad-man of the prison.
Then came Governor Tom Tyrell and a new regime. But bad-men are not made in one day or unmade in many. Scoffing, doubting, suspicious, Forgan had seen the "honor" system grow and expand under the guiding hand of a man who believed in men.
The tortures of the punishment-cells were abolished; the guards clubs vanished; and men were treated as men. Tiger Forgan had been slow, very slow, to believe the reality of what he saw, even slower in seeking a truce with the world with which he had been at war; but there had come a day when even he found himself signing the application to be made an "honor" trusty.
Forgan faltered in telling of the moment when Governor Tyrell had laid friendly hand on his shoulder and told him he was an "honor" man, suddenly and inconceivably freed from the hideousness of prison walls.
Then had come the road-camp, at first a paradise, then a hell worse than the prison itself as cumulative consciousness of the unbelief and distrust, about him began to force thoughts of escape into his unwilling mind and make him doubt his own loyalty to the pledge that had freed him from prison walls. The fallen bridge, his swim down the river; and the sudden realisation of what he was doing that sent him hurrying ashore to return— Forgan told it all to the girl who sat opposite him leaning across the table, forgetful of the night, the lonely cabin, in the grip of this revelation of a man's melted heart.
"Here with you, it does not seem the same," Forgan said, forlorn and regretful. "I might have made the Governor understand, and believe if I had let them take me back to the prison. Don't you think so? But there where no one had any either faith or confidence in me, I could not believe it. I don't understand why I swam down the river. I was determined would not go, and yet in the end I did what they all thought I would do. I wonder why? I struck down the teamster, took his gun, and made, for the hills. That's why I'm here now," he concluded, "without a chance— without any hope of ever making good."
The girl's eyes were wet.
"When are you going back to tell Governor Tyrell what you have told me?" she asked eagerly.
"I can't. I couldn't get there. They would shoot me down a dozen times before I could get within a dozen miles of the prison. I wouldn't care— it isn't hard to die, I think; but I wish the Governor could hear the truth first. He believed in me, and I failed— failed. But how did you know I wished myself back?"
"Because you couldn't wish anything else. You do wish to go?"
"Yes, yes, I do, but"— wearily — ''it's too late. I'd never get through."
The girl jumped to her feet.
"I'll take you back safely," she cried. "I'll drive you down in my car at first light. You'll wear my brother's goggles and storm-coat. No one will ever dream of halting or suspecting my motor. Shall I? Will you go?"
Tiger Forgan struck the table with a heavy fist. "Yes, I will," he said; and then more gently:
"I wonder if ypu realise what my coming to this cabin to-night has done for me, Miss Thomas."
"I am so glad," she cried. "My brother and I both know Governor Tyrell well. When you have told him what I have heard to-night, he will tell you as I do that you of all men have justified the 'honor' system more fully than if you had never left the road camp."
Impulsively she held out her hand to him. Tiger Forgan stooped and kissed it reverently.
Wllla Thomas showed him to her brother's room and left him. The door of her room closed, but no key turned the lock. Tiger Forgan sat in the darkness till he thought her asleep. Then he crept softly to the outer door, unbarred it with infinite care and went out into the night: He found the open shed in which a motor stood. There was a robe in the tonneau, and he wrapped himself in it. The wind shrieked about him. The snow beat against his face.
"God bless her!" he whispered softly to himself, and , he fell asleep with the words on his lips.
Willa Thomas sat opposite the Governor in his private office. She had just concluded the story of that stormy night, now two years past, when Tiger Forgan crept secretly out into a blizzard to sleep because he and she were alone in a remote mountain cabin.
"Tell me, Governor," the girl demanded, her eyes bright and eager with the fervor of her plea. "Does a man who could do that belong to prison?"
The Governor smiled at her. She had pleaded Forgan's cause convincingly.
"You want me to—"
"Parole him," she cried. "Parole him to-night; to-morrow is Christmas Day."
"I suppose I'll have to. In fact, I think I want to," the Governor said, signing the papers that made a free man of one-time bad-man.
________________
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MR NATHANIEL CLARK and Mrs. Bowman had just finished their third game of draughts. It had been a difficult game for Mr. Clark, the lady's mind having been so occupied with other matters that he had had great difficulty in losing. Indeed it was only by pushing an occasional piece of his own off the board that he had succeeded.
"A penny for your thoughts, Amelia," he said at last.
Mrs. Bowman smiled faintly.
"They were far away," she confessed.
Mr. Clark assumed an expression of great solemnity; allusions of this kind to the late Mr. Bowman were only too frequent. He was fortunate when they did not grow into reminiscences of a career too blameless for successful imitation.
"I suppose," said the widow slowly, "I suppose I ought to tell you. I've had a letter."
Mr. Clark's face relaxed.
"It took me back to the old scenes," continued Mrs. Bowman, dreamily. "I have never kept anything back from you. I told you all about the first man I ever thought anything of— Charlie Tucker?"'
Mr. Clark cleared his throat. " You did," he said, a trifle hoarsely; "more than once."
"I've just had a letter from him," said Mrs. Bowman, simpering. "Fancy, after all these years— Poor fellow, he has only just heard of my husband's death, and by the way he writes—"
She broke off and drummed nervously on the table.
"He hasn't heard about me, you mean?" said Mr. Clark, after waiting to give her time to finish.
"How should he?" said the widow.
"If he heard one thing, he might have heard the other,' retorted Mr. Clark. "Better write and tell him. Tell him that in six weeks' time you'll be Mrs. Clark. Then perhaps he won't write again."
Mrs. Bowman sighed. "I thought after all these years that he must be dead," she said slowly, "or else married. But he says in his letter that he has kept single for my sake."
"Well, he'll be able to go on doing it," said Mr. Clark; "it'll come easy to him after so much practice."
"He— he says in his letter that he is coming to see me," said the widow in a low voice, "to— to— this evening."
"Coming to see you?" repeated Mr. Clark, sharply. "What for?"
"To talk over old times he says," was the reply. "I expect he has altered a great deal; he was a fine-looking fellow. And so dash- ing; after I gave him up he didn't care what he did. The last I heard of him, he had gone abroad."
Mr. Clark muttered something under his breath and, in a mechanical fashion, began to build little castles with the draughts. He was just about to add to an already swaying structure when a thundering rat-tat-tat at the door dispersed the draughts to the four corners of the room. The servant opened the door, and the next moment ushered in Mrs. Bowman's visitor.
A tall, good-looking man in a frock coat, with a huge spray of mignonette in his buttonhole, met the critical gaze of Mr. Clark. He paused at the door, and striking an attitude, pronounced in tones of great amazement the Christian name of the lady of the house.
"Mr. Tucker!" said the widow, blushing.
"The same girl," said the visitor, looking round wildly, "the same as the day she left me. Not a bit changed; not a hair differ- ent."'
He took her extended hand, and bending over it, kissed it respectfully.
"It's— it's very strange to see you again, Mr. Tucker," said Mrs. Bowman, withdrawing her hand in some confusion.
"Mr. Tucker," said that gentleman re proachfully. "It used to be 'Charlie.' "
Mrs. Bowman blushed again, and with a side glance at the frowning Mr. Clark, called her visitor's attention to him and introduced him. The gentlemen shook hands stiffly.
"Any friend of yours is a friend of mine," said Mr. Tucker, with a patronizing air. "How are you, sir?"
Mr. Clark replied that he was well, and after some hesitation said that he hoped he was the same. Mr. Tucker took a chair and, leaning back, stroked his huge mustache and devoured the widow with his eyes.
"Fancy seeing you again," said the latter in some embarrassment. "How did you find me out?"
"It's a long story," replied the visitor, "but I always had the idea that we should meet again. Your photograph has been with me all over the world. In the backwoods of Canada, in the bush of Australia it has been my one comfort and guiding star. If ever I was tempted to do wrong, I took your photograph out and looked at it."
"I s'pose you took it out pretty often?" said Mr. Clark restlessly. "To look at, I mean," he added hastily, as Mrs. Bowman gave him an indignant glance.
"Every day," said the visitor solemnly. "Once when I injured myself out hunting and was five days without food or drink, it was the only thing that kept me alive."
Mr. Clark's question as to the size of the photograph was lost in Mrs. Bowman's ex- clamations of pity.
"I once lived on two ounces of gruel and a cup of milk a day for ten days," Mr. Clark said, trying to catch the widow's eye. "After the ten days—"
"When the Indians found me I was delirious," interrupted Mr. Tucker in a hushed voice, "and when I came to my senses I found that they were calling me 'Amelia.' "
Mr. Clark attempted to relieve the situa- tion by a jocose inquiry as to whether he was wearing a mustache at the time, but Mrs. Bowman frowned him down. He began to whistle under his breath, and Mrs. Bowman promptly said, " Hah !"'
"But how did you discover me?"' she inquired, turning again to the visitor.
"Wandering over the world," continued Mr. Tucker, "here to-day and there to- morrow, and unable to settle down anywhere, I returned to Northtown about two years ago. Three days since in a tram car I heard your name mentioned. I pricked up my ears and listened; when I heard that you were free, I could hardly contain myself. I got into conversation with the lady and got your address, and after traveling fourteen hours, here I am."
"How very extraordinary," said the widow; "I wonder who it could have been. Did she mention her name?"
Mr. Tucker shook his head. Inquiries as to the lady's appearance, age and dress were alike fruitless. "There was a mist before my eyes," he explained. "I couldn't realize it, I couldn't believe in my good fortune."
"I can't think—" began Mrs. Bowman.
"What does it matter?" inquired Mr. Tucker, softly. "Here we are together again with life all before us, and the misunderstandings of long ago all forgotten."
Mr. Clark cleared his throat preparatory to speech, but a peremptory glance from Mrs. Bowman restrained him.
"I thought you were dead," she said, turning to the smiling Mr. Tucker. "I never dreamed of seeing you again."
"Nobody would," chimed in Mr. Clark. "When do you go back?"
"Back?" said the visitor. "Where?"
"Australia," replied Mr. Clark, with a glance of defiance at the widow. "You must ha' been missed a great deal all this time."
Mr. Tucker regarded him with a haughty stare. Then he bent toward Mrs. Bowman. "Do you wish me to go back?" he asked impressively.
"We don't wish either one way or the other," said Mr. Clark, before the widow could speak. "It don't matter to us."
"We?" said Mr. Tucker, knitting his brows and gazing anxiously at Mrs. Bowman. "We?"
"We are going to be married in six weeks time," said Mr. Clark.
Mr. Tucker looked from one to the other in silent misery; then shielding his eyes with his hand, he averted his head.
Mrs. Bowman with her hands folded in her lap regarded him with anxious solicitude.
"I thought perhaps you ought to know," said Mr. Clark.
Mr. Tucker sat bolt upright and regarded him fixedly. "I wish you joy," he said, in a hollow voice.
"Thankee," said Mr. Clark; "we expect to be pretty happy."
He smiled at Mrs. Bowman, but she made no response. Her looks wandered from one to the other, from the good-looking, interesting companion of her youth to the short, prosaic little man who was exulting only too plainly in the other's discomfiture.
Mr. Tucker rose with a sigh.
"Good-by," he said, extending his hand.
"You are not going— yet?" said the widow.
Mr. Tucker's low-breathed "I must," was just audible. The widow renewed her expostulations.
"Perhaps he has got to catch a train," said the thoughtful Mr. Clark.
"No, sir," said Mr. Tucker. "As a matter of fact I had taken a room at the George Hotel for a week, but I suppose I had better get back."
"No, why should you?" said Mrs. Bowman, with a rebellious glance at Mr. Clark. "Stay, and come in and see me sometimes and talk over old times. And Mr. Clark will be glad to see you, I'm sure. Won't you, Nath— Mr. Clark ?"'
"I shall be— delighted," said Mr. Clark, staring hard at the mantelpiece, "delighted."
Mr. Tucker thanked them both, and, after groping for some time for the hand of Mr. Clark, who was still intent upon the mantelpiece, pressed it warmly and withdrew. Mrs. Bowman saw him to the door, and a low-voiced colloquy, in which Mr. Clark caught the word "afternoon," ensued. By the time the widow returned to the room he was busy building with the draughts again.
Mr. Tucker came the next day at three o'clock, and the day after at two. On the third morning he took Mrs. Bowman out for a walk, airily explaining to Mr. Clark, who met them on the way, that they had come out to call for him. The day after when Mr. Clark met them returning from a walk, he was assured that his silence of the day before was understood to indicate a distaste for exercise.
"And you see I like a long walk," said Mrs. Bowman, "and you are not what I should call a good walker."
"You never used to complain," said Mr. Clark, "in fact it was generally you that used to suggest turning back."
"She wants to be amused as well," remarked Mr. Tucker; "then she doesn't feel the fatigue."
Mr. Clark glared at him, and tlen shortly declining Mrs. Bowman's invitation to accompany them home on the ground that he required exercise, proceeded on his way. He carried himself so stiffly, and his manner was so fierce, that a well-meaning neighbor who had crossed the road to join him, and offer a little sympathy if occasion offered, talked of the weather for five minutes and inconsequentially faded away at a corner.
TRIMINGTON as a whole watched the affair with amusement, although Mr. Clark's friends adopted an inflection of voice in speaking to him which reminded him strongly of funerals. Mr. Tucker's week was up, but the landlord of the George was responsible for the statement that he had postponed his departure indefinitely.
Matters being in this state, Mr. Clark went round to the widow's one evening with the air of a man who has made up his mind to decisive action. He entered the room with a bounce, and hardly deigning to notice the greeting of Mr. Tucker, planted himself in a chair and surveyed him grimly.
"I thought I should find you here," he remarked.
"Well, I always am here, ain't I?" retorted Mr. Tucker, removing his cigar and regarding him with mild surprise.
"Mr. Tucker is my friend," interposed Mrs. Bowman. "I am the only friend he has got in Trimington. It's natural he should be here."
Mr. Clark quailed at her glance. "People are beginning to talk," he muttered feebly.
"Talk?" said the widow, with an air of mystification belied by her color. "What about?"
Mr. Clark quailed again. "About— about our wedding," he stammered.
Mr. Tucker and the widow exchanged glances. Then the former took his cigar from his mouth, and with a hopeless gesture threw it into the grate.
"Plenty of time to talk about that,'' said Mrs. Bowman after a pause. .
"Time is going," remarked Mr. Clark. "T was thinking, if it was agreeable to you, of putting up the banns to-morrow."
"There— there's no hurry," was the reply.
" 'Marry in haste, repent at leisure,' " quoted Mr. Tucker gravely.
"Don't you want me to put 'em up?" demanded Mr. Clark of Mrs. Bowman.
"There's no hurry," said Mrs. Bowman again. "I— I want time to think."
Mr. Clark rose and stood over her, and after a vain attempt to meet his gaze, she looked down at the carpet.
"I understand," he said loftily; "I am not blind."'
"It isn't my fault," murmured the widow, drawing patterns with her toe on the carpet. "One can't help their feelings."
Mr. Clark gave a short, hard laugh. "What about my feelings?" he said se- verely. "What about the life you have spoiled? I couldn't have believed it of you."
"I'm sure I'm very sorry," murmured Mrs. Bowman, "and anything that I can do I will. I never expected to see Charles again. And it was so sudden; it took me unawares. I hope we shall still be friends."
"Friends!" exclaimed Mr. Clark, with extraordinary vigor. "With him?"
He folded his arms and regarded the pair with a bitter smile. Mrs. Bowman, quite unable to meet his eyes, still gazed intently at the floor.
"You have made me the laughing-stock of Trimington," pursued Mr. Clark. "You have wounded me in my tenderest feelings; you have destroyed my faith in women. I shall never be the same man again. I hope that you will never find out what a terrible mistake you've made."
Mrs. Bowman made a noise halfway between a sniff and a sob; Mr. Tucker's sniff was unmistakable.
"T will return your presents to-morrow," said Mr. Clark, rising. '"Good-by, for- ever!'
He paused at the door, but Mrs. Bowman did not look up. A second later the front door closed, and she heard him walk rapidly away.
For some time after his departure she preserved a silence which Mr. Tucker en- deavored in vain to break. He took a chair by her side, and at the third attempt managed to gain possession of her hand.
"I deserved all he said," she said at last. "Poor fellow, I hope he will do nothing desperate."
"No, no," said Mr. Tucker soothingly.
"His eyes were quite wild," continued the widow. "If anything happens to him I shall never forgive myself; I have spoiled his life."
Mr. Tucker pressed her hand and spoke of the well-known refining influence a hopeless passion for a good woman has on a man. He cited his own case as an example.
"Disappointment spoiled my life so far as worldly success goes,"' he said softly; "but no doubt the discipline was good for me."
Mrs. Bowman smiled faintly and began to be a little comforted. Conversation shifted from the future of Mr. Clark to the past of Mr. Tucker, the widow's curiosity as to the extent of the latter's worldly success remaining unanswered by reason of Mr. Tucker's sudden remembrance of a bear fight.
Their future was discussed after supper, and the advisability of leaving Trimington considered at some length. The towns and villages of England were at their disposal, Mr. Tucker's business, as it appeared, being independent of place. He drew a picture of life in a bungalow with modern improvements, at some seaside town, and, the cloth having been removed, took out his pocketbook and extracting an old envelope drew plans on the back.
It was a delightful pastime and made Mrs. Bowman feel that she was twenty and beginning life again. She toyed with the pocketbook and complimented Mr. Tucker on his skill as a draughtsman. A letter or two fell out, and he explained them. Then a small newspaper cutting, which had fluttered out with them, met her eye.
"A little veranda with roses climbing up it," murmured Mr. Tucker, still drawing, "and a couple of—"
His pencil was arrested by an odd gasping noise from the widow. He looked up and saw her sitting stiffly in her chair. Her face seemed swollen and colored in patches; her eyes were round and amazed.
"Aren't you well?" he inquired, rising in disorder.
Mrs. Bowman opened her lips, but no sound came from them. Then she gave a long shivering sigh.
"Heat of the room too much for you?" inquired the other anxiously.
Mrs. Bowman took another long shivering breath. Still incapable of speech she took the slip of paper in her trembling fingers and an involuntary exclamation of dismay broke from Mr. Tucker. She dabbed fiercely at her burning eyes with her handkerchief and read it again.
TUCKER.—If this should meet the eye of Charles Tucker who knew Amelia Wyborn twenty-five years ago, he will hear of something greatly to his advantage by communicating with N.C., Royal Hotel, Northtown.
Mrs. Bowman found speech at last. " 'N. C.,' Nathaniel Clark," she said in broken tones. "So that is where he went. Oh, what a fool I've been! Oh, what a simple fool!''
Mr. Tucker gave a deprecatory cough. "I— I had forgotten it was there," he said nervously.
"Yes," breathed the widow; "I can quite believe that."
"I was going to show you later," declared the other, regarding her carefully. "I was really. I couldn't bear the idea of keeping a secret from you long."'
Mrs. Bowman smiled— a terrible smile. "The audacity of the man," she broke out, "to stand there and lecture me on my behavior. To talk about his spoiled life and all the time—"
She got up and walked about the room, angrily brushing aside the proffered attentions of Mr. Tucker.
"Laughingstock of Trimington is he?" she stormed. "He shall be worse than that before I have done with him. The wickedness of the man, the artfulness."
"That's what I thought," said Mr. Tucker, shaking his head. "I said to him—"
"You're as bad," said the widow, turning on him fiercely. "All the time you two men were talking at each other, you were laughing in your sleeves at me. And I sat there like a child taking it all in. I've no doubt you met every night and arranged what you were to do next day."
Mr. Tucker's lips twitched. "I would do more than that to win you, Amelia," he said humbly.
"You'll have to," was the grim reply. "Now I want to hear all about this from the beginning. And don't keep anything from me or it'll be the worse for you."
She sat down again and motioned him to proceed.
"When I saw the advertisement in the 'Northtown Chronicle,'—" began Mr. Tucker in a husky voice, "I danced with—"
"Never mind about that," interrupted the widow.
"I went to the hotel and saw Mr. Clark," resumed Mr. Tucker, somewhat crestfallen. "When I heard that you were a widow, all the old times came back to me again. The years fell from me like a mantle. Once again I saw myself walking with you over the footpath to Cooper's farm, once again I felt your hand in mine. Your voice sounded in my ears—"
"You saw Mr. Clark," the widow reminded him.
"He had heard all about our early love from you," said Mr. Tucker, "and as a last desperate chance for freedom he had come down to try and hunt me up, and induce me to take you off his hands."
Mrs. Bowman uttered a smothered exclamation.
"He tempted me for two days," said Mr. Tucker gravely. "The temptation was too great and I fell. Besides that, I wanted to rescue you from the clutches of such a man."
"Why didn't he tell me himself?" inquired the widow.
"Just what I asked him," said the other. "He must be blind," said Mr. Tucker positively.
Mrs. Bowman stopped suddenly and stood regarding him. There was a light in her eye which made him feel anything but comfortable. He was glad when she transferred her gaze to the clock. She looked at it so long that he murmured something about going.
"Good-by," she said.
Mr. Tucker began to repeat his excuses, but she interrupted him. "Not now," she said decidedly. "I'm tired. Good night."
Mr. Tucker pressed her hand. "Good night," he said tenderly. "I am afraid the excitement has been too much for you. May I come round at the usual time tomorrow?"
"Yes," said the widow.
She took the advertisement from the table and, folding it carefully, placed it in her purse. Mr. Tucker withdrew as she looked up.
He walked back to the George, deep in thought, and, over a couple of pipes in bed, thought over the events of the evening. He fell asleep at last and dreamed that he and Miss Hackbutt were being united in the bonds of holy matrimony by the Rev. Nathaniel Clark.
The vague misgivings of the previous night disappeared in the morning sunshine. He shaved carefully and spent some time in the selection of a tie. Over an excellent breakfast he arranged further explanations and excuses for the appeasement of Mrs. Bowman.
He was still engaged on the task when he started to call on her. Halfway to the house he arrived at the conclusion that he was looking too cheerful. His face took on an expression of deep seriousness, only to give way the next moment to one of the blankest amazement. In front of him and approaching with faltering steps was Mr. Clark, and, leaning trustfully on his arm, the comfortable figure of Mrs. Bowman. Her brow was unruffled and her lips smiling.
"Beautiful morning," she said pleasantly, as they met.
"Lovely," murmured the wondering Mr. Tucker, trying, but in vain, to catch the eye of Mr. Clark.
"I have been paying an early visit," said the widow, still smiling. "I surprised you, didn't I, Nathaniel?"
"You did," said Mr. Clark, in an unearthly voice.
"We got talking about last night," continued the widow, "and Nathaniel started pleading with me to give him another chance. I suppose that I am soft-hearted, but he was so miserable— you were never so miserable in your life before, were you Nathaniel?"
"Never," said Mr. Clark, in the same strange voice.
"He was so wretched that at last I gave way," said Mrs. Bowman with a simper. "Poor fellow, it was such a shock to him that he hasn't got back his cheerfulness yet."
"Indeed!'' said Mr. Tucker.
"He'll be all right soon," said Mrs. Bowman in confidential tones. "We are on the way to put our banns up, and once that is done he will feel safe. You are not really afraid of losing me again, are you, Nathaniel?"
Mr. Clark shook his head, and meeting the eye of Mr. Tucker in the process, favored him with a glance of such utter venom that the latter was almost startled.
"Good-by, Mr. Tucker," said the widow, holding out her hand. "Nathaniel did think of inviting you to come to my wedding, but perhaps it is best not. However, if I alter my mind I will get him to advertise for you again. Good-by."
She placed her arm in Mr. Clark's again and led him slowly away. Mr. Tucker stood watching them for some time, and then with a glance in the direction of the George, where he had left a very small portmanteau, he did a hasty sum in comparative values and made his way to the railway station.
__________________
9: Lyacus Whittle— Globetrotter
Hugh Pendexter
1875-1940
Cosmopolitan Dec 1909
DOC STYPHEN and Ote Hubbard glanced warily at the clock and— then yawned as though the hour were extremely late and they were commensurately weary. For twenty years this pantomime had been indulged in nightly, excepting Sundays, in Lyacus Whittle's store. The store-keeper's old cronies knew that Mrs. Whittle was scheduled to appear in the back door at eight forty-five o'clock. Five minutes later she would empty the contents of the cash-drawer into her apron, and nine of the clock, sharp, would find the lights out and Lyacus meekly following his spouse up-stairs.
"Good night, Lyacus," sighed Doc, who had halted in the very heart of a pleasing narrative.
"Evening to you, old neighbor," saluted Mr. Hubbard, rising reluctantly from his chair.
This form of parting never varied, and Lyacus, speaking by rule, replied: ''Good night, fellers. Wish you'd stay longer."
It was at the conclusion of this ceremony and just as Mrs. Whittle stepped through the door, on time to a tick, that the unusual happened. Contrary to all precedent some one entered by the front door. Doc and Mr. Hubbard shivered in nervous joy. As no villager would presume to face Mrs. Whittle in the store after nine o'clock the newcomer must be a stranger. This portended a bit of drama, and the two men summoned enough hardihood to halt in the shadows behind the whip-rack.
"She'll send him a-flukin', Ote," hoarsely whispered Doc.
''She's tuning up now," warned Mr. Hubbard, for Mrs. Whittle, stalking to the cash-drawer, was ominously reminding, "No more sales to-night, sir."
Despite this ultimatum the stranger lounged within the lamp's meager rays, where he held Lyacus's perturbed gaze closely. He was rough of dress, hard of face, and considerably soiled, yet his ragged hat was worn with a rakish grace that bespoke confidence, wide experience, and complete ease.
"No more sales—" Mrs. Whittle was be- ginning from the gloomy penumbra of the cheese-box and sugar-scoop, when the stran ger peered boldly in her direction and paralyzed his hearers by obtruding,
"Say, dame, wot kind of a guy does yous tink I be?" Then to the stony-faced Lyacus, "Say, Bo, t'run out a nickel's wurt of cheese, an' don't weigh yer flail wid it, neither."
And as Lyacus mechanically cut off a mighty wedge of cheese the stranger critically selected a handful of crackers, appropriated a thirty-five-cent can of sardines accompanied by an opener, and seating himself on a goods-box good-naturedly condescended to tear out a few life pages. He had been kicked from a fast freight, the next train passed at ten o'clock; he would wait in the store till it was due.
And he did. For the first time in its history Whittle's store burned a lamp until after nine o'clock. What was equally unprecedented, Mrs. Whittle offered no objections. To Lyacus the situation was intoxicatingly delicious. He was actually listening to an all-world traveler, a man so familiar with metropolises as to give each a nickname. Once started, he rambled on rapidly, pleased, perhaps, with the unsophistication of his audience, or possibly enamored with the prospects of more sardines. His recital reached from coast to coast and nimbly jumped from ocean to ocean. He was at home everywhere. "'An' here comes der choo-choo. Good night, ol' hoss." And with one wave of his grimy hand that included several boxes of sardines he was gone.
Thus it was that a lust for wider things, a hunger for travel, filtered into Hobh's Corner and found lodgment in Lyacus Whittle's breast. For the first time he recog- nized the true nature of the vague yearning which had irritated his inner self for years: he was tainted with the greed for seeing places.
A week passed before he was sufficiently courageous to whisper this discovery to his friends. The effect was tremendous. Doc examined his pulse, while Mr. Hubbard insisted on listening to his lungs.
"If he was only a drinking man I could figger it all out," regretted Doc.
But Lyacus persisted in declaring that he was a rover by nature. "Wait till I git my books on travel," he darkly said.
Shortly after this hint Doc Styphen began to receive much unusual mail. There were pamphlets, folders, time-tables, books of assorted tours, advertising all zones and peoples. It transpired that Lyacus had secretly written many American consular agents as well as transportation companies and had indulged in the amiable forgery of signing his friend's name.
"The little woman might suspect something," he explained and apologized as he relieved the amazed Doc of a picture of some scantily appareled natives living a life of ease at the edge of a purple sea, while freshly laundered tourists plucked all the fruit on the page.
Once the tide of seductive information began pouring in there was no stopping it. It seemed that every personally conducted tour on earth was pining for Lyacus Whittle's company, while railroads and steamship lines could not get along without him. Some sent blanks for him to fill out; some wrote chatty letters and invited inquiries. Some gravely took him by the arm, figuratively, and led him into a confidential corner and seriously discussed the advantages of the Nile over the Danube. These confidences and kindly attentions began to wear on Lyacus.
"These people really expect me to take a trip," he lamented. "Danged if it ain't gitting serious. Seems almost as if I'd promised 'em I'd go somewhere. I'm ashamed to look the conductor of the up passenger-train in the face."
"By Judas, you've got to do it!" cried Mr. Hubbard, slapping his knee. "Here you've made these companies spend Lawd knows how much in postage. They've trusted you and believed in you, and you've got to do it."
"Do what ?" gasped Doc, his face flushing to a purple in the tensity of his expectations.
"Travel!" cried Mr. Hubbard. "If you don't you're just as bad as a man would be who came in here and made you spend four dollars' worth of time showing goods and then laughed and said he was only fooling and went out without buying nothing."
"Something in that," shivered Lyacus, beginning to feel faint over the suggestion.
"But the cost," whispered Doc, his eyes mechanically focusing on the cash-drawer.
"That is the keynote," sighed Lyacus. "My little woman is the saver of the family, and she keeps me rather short, you know." Mr. Hubbard glanced apprehensively over his shoulder, and then timorously whispered: "Begin to-day and hold out on her. Keep back some of the till-money."
"I've kept back ten cents of the egg-money already," confessed Lyacus in a fluttering voice. "Something seemed to tell me to begin saving."
"But where'll you go?" asked Doc, now thoroughly in sympathy with the conspiracy.
"I—I don't know," faltered Lyacus, tremulously patting some time-tables. ''They've all been so kind to me I hate to pick one line and disapp'int the rest on 'em."
Mr. Hubbard struggled violently with a new thought for several seconds, and then exploded: "The only square thing to do is to go the whole hog. Treat 'em all alike. Jest kite clear round the world."
"Oh, Lawd!" choked Lyacus. "I dassent think of it! Don't!"
Doc's cheeks puffed out until they threatened his eyes, and when he could control himself he slowly said: "Ote is right. If you do that no railroad or steamboat can point the finger of scorn at you and say you deceived 'em. "The only question is the cost."
"They'd probably tax me considerable," mused Lyacus, his brow damp now with suppressed excitement.
"Huh!" snorted Doc triumphantly. 'I have it. I seen by a paper how the law fixes the cost of travel at two cents a mile."
"For going anywhere and everywhere?" eagerly asked Lyacus.
"I don't jest remember what it said, but of course that's it," replied Doc. "Two cents a mile everywhere. It wouldn't be fair to charge one price here and another in, well, say England."
"And if they did charge different prices folks would travel where it was cheapest," reminded Mr. Hubbard sagely. "The law must mean everywhere."
"It sounds reasonable," admitted Lyacus.
"And now, listen to me, men," cried Doc, after figuring desperately on the top of a cracker-barrel; "if my boy's g'ography ain't a liar it's twenty-five thousand miles around the earth. Great Scott! A man could skim all the way round for five hundred dollars."
"And that is measuring on the bulge," reminded Mr. Hubbard, preliminary to interposing a demurrer. '' You've picked the fattest place on the globe. I want Ly to do it in good style, but being short of ready money, why not slip up north away from the equator a bit, where the earth is smaller?"
"Two cents a mile," excitedly muttered Lyacus, furtively examining his wallet. "H'm! I've got just fifty dollars and ten cents."
"Gimme a map," Doc sternly commanded, rising long enough to tip over an oil-can. "Gimme one I can figger out twenty-five hundred and five miles on."
Lyacus found one used in advertising soap, and the three heads were soon bowed over it.
"Strike a straight line due west at two cents a mile and you'd land in Walla Walla, or mebbe a few miles beyond it," gravely announced Doc, sticking a black-headed pin in the state of Washington.
"We was speaking of something with foreign in it," mildly reminded Lyacus.
"But you've got to git a start," defended Doc.
"Why not tag this blue streak down to the Barbados, some eighteen hundred and twenty nine miles, and have about seven hundred miles left to squander on interior?" eagerly suggested Mr. Hubbard.
"Don't you see, Ote, that ain't going round the world?" remonstrated Doc. "Besides, he'd lose too much ground in going up hill as he approached the equator."
"The figgers was writ so plain and it was such easy figgering," apologized Mr. Hubbard.
"Kindly remember, Ote, there's got to be some system to this. I ain't going to jump off into space and pay two cents a mile without knowing where I'm due to fetch up," rebuked Lyacus.
Mr. Hubbard bowed humbly and meekly indicated a line extending eastward and suggested that that be followed.
"It's cable," coldly informed Doc. "Here's our line, the red one. Huh! We've got twenty-five hundred and five miles and not a danged inch more." And he laboriously studied the scale. Then he complained: "Dod rot it! We're just two hundred and forty-five miles shy of making the Azores."
"Lost at sea that distance from land," shuddered Mr. Hubbard.
"Wait a minute," whispered Lyacus, his voice shaking; and he stole to the cash- drawer. As he returned his hand gave forth a clinking sound, and he said: "If she knew it she'd skin me, but I won't be left in mid- ocean for the need of no four dollars and ninety cents. Kindly stick that pin in the Azores."
Gaining in new ambitions, Doc fondled another pin and sighed: "Oh, for twenty dollars! It would just take you to Gibraltar."
While regretting the necessity of stopping at the Azores that night Lyacus eagerly assured them that if he swapped horses on the morrow he would retain the twenty dollars boot he was to receive and in that way make "Old Gib," as he fondly styled it.
"Hooray!" softly shouted Doc, pounding the barrel. "Improve on that idea. Tell her you had to give twenty dollars boot, and I'll land you in Naples. It's good as done." And another pin was employed to invade Italy.
"It— it makes me feel nervous the way we hustle along so fast," murmured Lyacus, pressing his temples. "I don't remember seeing nothing of lay belle France. I'll be in the Orient before I know it. It's— it's almost like going round the world in a express package."
Doc might have taken offense had not Mr. Hubbard afforded a diversion by groaning loudly and ejaculating: "Oh, Lawd! What fools we be!"
"What d'ye mean?" choked Lyacus, instinctively shielding Naples with his hand.
"Feed," grimly replied Mr. Hubbard. "How'n sin can you travel without eating?"
"The two cents a mile don't include my meals, then?" timidly asked Lyacus.
"Not 'less you're traveling in that express package you was bragging about," moodily replied Doc. "Well, if we must, we must. S'pose we call it a dollar a day for grub?"
Lyacus opposed this as being extravagant, but was finally won over. Some data on the back of the map gave ten days as the mail time between New York and Rome. Lyacus reminded them that he was not a letter, but the others insisted that he must plan for a swift trip. Figuring that five hundred miles had been lost for the sake of food, that distance was measured off west of Naples. Mr. Hubbard slowly announced that it would bring the traveler within swimming distance of Balearic. Lyacus remarked that the island was so small he did not believe there would be room for him to land. This incited Doc to regret that the western rouce had not been adhered to. Lyacus replied that as the Pacific Ocean was the main obstacle he pre- ferred to surmount it on his way home.
Doc eyed him sternly and then accused: "You're hankering to spend the night in Rome. All right; I'll lend you ten dollars." The money was passed over, and Lyacus breathed in deep relief. A mild discussion of the City on Seven Hills was enjoyed.
Mrs. Whittle frowned that night on emptying the till. The receipts were far below normal. She remarked it to her husband, but he, hiding a pamphlet under the counter, declared he could give no explanation, not even if he were hurled from the Tarpeian rock. Nor did his Latinisms and bubbling temperament tend to cause her bent brows to relax as the evening wore thin.
On the morrow she was greatly disgruntled on learning the boot he had paid in a horse trade. He did not seem to sense her bitter criticism, but continued lost in abstraction until late afternoon, when he bought a quantity of butter from a farmer. A careless, voluble humor came over him now, and he whistled much in jumping a red and a black pin across Italy to Pescara. The red pin indicated a day's food and the black pin the hundred miles traveled.
"I believe you paid that man three dollars too much," snapped Mrs. Whittle. "I can't make it come right."
"Nonsense, my dear," he replied. "Just picture the blue waters of the Adriatic, bathed in the glorious—"
In sharp-voiced irritation she left him.
He did not heed her displeasure: the map was his master. The lust for completing its girdle with pins was ever upon him. Then when the girdle was completed he would take the path in the flesh. Ah, what sacri- fices could he make to extend the snaky lines of red and black!
As if answering his silent query an ancient debtor now appeared and unexpectedly paid a bill of seven dollars. Whistling in shrill joy Lyacus nervously studied the scale and placed two pins in Alessio, Turkey, three hundred miles farther east.
"The boys will opine I'm hiking right along," he gloated. "Oh, for fourteen dollars more and I'd be in Constantinople, plus my fodder."
As anticipated, Mr. Hubbard and Doc were overjoyed that evening to learn of their comrade's noble progress. "By Judas, you'll be weighing anchor inside of a month at this clip!" cried Mr. Hubbard.
"Inside of two weeks if the store holds out," warmly corrected Doc. "If we could only make a big killing and scoot through India on the jump!"
"If Herm Tuttle comes in to-morrer and pays what he owes me I'll be cracking my heels in Ispahan, Persia," whispered Lyacus, his eyes gleaming. "I figger it twelve hundred miles and four dollars for grub—just twenty-eight dollars."
"Lyacus!" called his wife from the back door. "You give the Whitten boy a dollar for the washing."
She meant for him to pay from his pocket, and after doing so he groaned and attempted to measure fifty miles west of Alessio.
"It'll bring you in the surf," warned Mr. Hubbard. ''Why not go on half rations for a day and stick there?"
"We'll find the real pull will come in Tibet," sighed Lyacus.
"Afghanistan," shortly corrected Doc, scowling at the map.
"Once he strikes the Pacific he's got to go through with it," reminded Mr. Hubbard.
"I won't count my bridges till they're hatched," bravely declared Lyacus. The wisdom of this was evidenced almost immediately, when he was called upon to pay nine dollars and fifty cents lodge dues. As his wife disapproved of all secret societies and little knew he was a charter member of the Amalgamated Order of Blue Warriors, there was nothing to do but groan and retreat the pins to Bologna.
"It'll be a tussle to git me out of Europe," lamented Lyacus, as they parted for the night. "And I'm gitting sick of Italy."
His fears took on the nature of a careful prophecy, as it proved exceedingly difficult to leave the shadow of the Alps. Once, by a dare-devil bit of trading he jumped to Berat and bade fair to make Mt. Olympus, when a neighbor's note, bearing his endorsement, went to protest, and he was beaten back to Milan. Slowly and painfully he crawled down the peninsula, not daring to take the sea because of the smallness of his gains. Dime by dime, mile by mile, he fought his path to Otranto, where he paused and drew a deep breath for the leap across the strait to Corfu.
The strain now began to affect his usually cheery manner. He became silent and moody and curtly reminded his two friends it was no joke to be strapped in Europe. "Let me pass the Bosporus and I'll chirk up," he gruffly promised, filching fifty cents from the tobacco money. "Fourteen dollars would do it handsome."
Next day he received fifteen dollars from a commission merchant, it being an unsuspected balance in an apple deal. It was such a peculiar thing for a commission merchant to do that the trio gasped in awe as Lyacus drove a pin through Constantinople's midriff. An hour later an insolvent horse dashed through the store window and did twenty-five dollars' worth of damage, and Lyacus renewed his song of sorrow on finding himself in a chalet on the edge of Switzerland.
"Lawd!" gasped Mr. Hubbard. "If Doc and me had only realized how hard it is to run one of these danged tours we'd 'a' kept out of it."
"Please don't talk that way," begged Lyacus.
"We won't desert you in Switzerland," gloomily assured Doc, "but something big has got to be did to break this cussed spell. If you can git to Upper Burma I'll breathe easy. Ain't you got any jewelry you can sell?"
Lyacus shook out a sad negative, but was precluded from speaking by Mr. Hubbard's trembling voice whispering: "I have it! Burglars must break in and steal— h'm! lemme see. To Hongkong you need four thousand four hundred miles plus your fodder, or one hundred and ten dollars. From Hongkong to New York is ten thousand five hundred and ninety miles and thirty days for the trip, or two hundred and forty-one dollars and eighty cents. The burglars must steal three hundred and fifty-one dollars and eighty cents to a penny."
"What burglars?" exclaimed Lyacus.
"The kind that will hand back the money next day," murmured Mr. Hubbard archly.
"The insurance company will pay me two hundred and sixty-five dollars and forty cents next week for the loss of my barn," muttered Lyacus.
"When'll you start?" nervously asked Mr. Hubbard, after the bold robbery of Whittle's store had ceased to be food for gossip.
"Early to-morrer, before she is awake," sighed Lyacus. "I'll pack my valise and leave it at Doc's to-night."
"We shall miss ye like sin," said Mr. Hubbard.
"Bring me home a sea-shell from the river Jordan," requested Doc.
"I'd rather have a bottle of the water," supplemented Mr. Hubbard. Lyacus, busy spanning the Pacific with a trestle of pins, nodded his head slowly.
THE pale gray of early dawn was accusatory in its silence as Lyacus stole down-stairs, his shoes in his hand. He had only to procure his valise from Doc Styphen's porch and catch the early stage. Now that he was at the apex of his ambitions the old store somehow looked mighty inviting and home-like. He surveyed the old counter and ancient shelves lovingly; then he suddenly decided to leave a line for his wife. He had originally planned to write to her from New York, but now that did not seem enough. He was beginning to feel guilty at the deceit he had practised in stealing from himself to make out the passage money.
"Lyacus," broke in a faint voice, and he turned from the counter and faced her.
"Lyacus," she repeated, now speaking in a whimper and drawing nearer to him.
As for years she had been a stranger to any form of tenderness he stared stupidly at her white figure and almost forgot his perturbation at her appearance.
"I could not let you go to work until I had confessed," she sobbed. ''I could not let you begin another day till you knew all. When you got up to go to work— to work for me— I had to follow and tell you all. Brother John needed money to git him out of trouble, and I drew nearly six hundred dollars out of the bank and let him have it, and he has gone to Europe, and we'll probably never git the money back." She stood mute and drooping as if waiting for a sentence.
Lyacus leaned numbly against the counter and gazed vacantly at the cheese-box. His gathering emotions were varied. Their joint bank-account was nearly exhausted; she had deceived him.
"'He is in Italy now," she dully continued, fearing the silence.
"Poor cuss," murmured Lyacus. "Does he send you any picter cards? Tell him to send some of Constantinople."
"You will forgive me?" she whispered.
He fully realized now that she was tensely human; she could deceive as well as he. This was not the Mrs. Whittle he had planned to leave for a while.
"My dear," he mumbled, fumbling in his pockets and dislodging a pair of colored spectacles, to be worn in crossing the Alps, "I always felt your brother would cut up some day. Here's a little money I've been saving that will just about make up the deficit. Only don't do it again without telling me. We shouldn't have secrets from each other."
As Doc Styphen and Mr. Hubbard cautiously peered in the door and beheld Lyacus cheerily dusting the counter their amazement increased.
"Git caught?" hoarsely whispered Mr. Hubbard, while Doc slyly held up the valise and then concealed it behind his broad back.
Lyacus pointed a lean finger at the map, where an army of red and black pins was bunched on Hobb's Corner, and explained: "Not caught, but just got back. Great trip. Stormy across the Pacific. I'll show some nice picters of Italy in a day or so. Come in to-night and we'll talk it over. Oh, by the way, fellers, beginning to-night we keep open till eleven o'clock."
___________________
10: Accursed Hat!
Don Marquis
1878-1937
Cosmopolitan May 1909
I REQUEST of you a razor, and you present me with this implement! A safety razor! One cannot gash oneself with this invention. Do you think I rush to your apartment with the desire to barber myself ? No, milles diables, no! I 'ave embrace you for my friend, and you mock at my despair. This tool may safely abolish the 'air from the lip of the drummer when the train 'ave to wiggle, but it will not gash the jugular; it will not release the bluest blood of France that courses through one's veins.
Oui, I will restrain myself. drink. Merci! I will make myself of a calmness. I. will explain.
Yes, it is a woman. What else? At the insides of all despair it is a woman ever. That is always the— the— w'at you call 'im?— the one best bet.
Listen. I love 'er. She own the 'ouse of which I am one of the lodgers, in'abit- ing the chamber beneath the skylight. She is a widow, and I love 'er. Of such a roundness is she!— and she 'ave the restaurant beyond the street. Of such a beauty!— and 'er 'usband, who was a Monsieur Flanagan, 'e leave 'er w'at you call well fix with life-insurance. So well fix, so large, so brilliant of the complexion, so merry of the smile, so competent of the ménage, of such a plumpness! 'Ow should it be that one did not love 'er?
But she?
Does she smile on the 'andsome Frenchman who in'abit 'er skylight chamber and paint and paint and paint all day long, and sell, oh, so little of 'is paintings? Hélas! She scarcely know that 'e exist! She 'ave scarcely notice 'im. 'Ow is genius of avail? W'at is wit, w'at is gallantry, w'at is manner— w'at is all these things w'en one does not possess the— the— w'at you call 'im?— the front? Hélas! I love, but I 'ave not the front! My trousers are all of a fringe at the bottom, and my collars are all of a frowsiness at the top. My sleeves are of such a shine! And my 'at—
Ten thousand curses for the man that invented 'ats! You are my friend— 'ave you a pistol? Yes, I will be calm. I will 'ave a drink. I will restrain myself. Merci, monsieur.
My sleeves are of a sleekness; and my 'at— My 'at, I look at 'im. 'E is— w'at you call 'im?— on the boom! I contemplate 'im sadly. I regard 'im with reproach. 'E is ridiculous. 'E look like 'e been kicked. With such a 'at, who can enact the lover? With such a 'at, who can win 'imself a widow? I fly into a rage. I tear from my 'air. I shake my fist at the nose of fate. I become terrible. I dash my 'at upon the floor, and jump upon 'im with fury. Then I look at 'im with 'atred. 'E look back at me with sorrow in is wrinkles. And, Voila!— as I look at 'im I 'ave a thought. The 'at, 'e straighten out from my jump. W'en my feet is off, 'e rise a little way from 'is wrinkles where I crush 'im. 'E lift 'imself slowly like a jack-in-the-box up from 'is disgrace. And I 'ave an idea.
Monsieur, we Frenchmen are a people of resource!
I take my thought to an agent of the advertising profession. I say I 'ave come to the place where I am willing to degrade my genius for gold. I wish to eat more often. I wish to marry the widow I love. I will forget my art; I will make some dollars; I will degrade myself temporarily. The agent of advertis ing 'e say 'e 'ave no need of any degradation, to take 'im somewhere else. But I explain, and behold! I am engaged to go to work. They furnish me with clothes of a design the most fashionable, and with a 'at of which I am myself the architect, and I go to work. I 'ate it, but I go to work.
The manner of my work is this. The 'at, 'e does it all. (Accursed 'at!) 'E is so built that on the outside 'e look like any other silk 'at. But 'e 'ave 'is secrets. 'E 'ave 'is surprises. On 'is inside there is a clockwork and a spring. At intervals 'e separate 'imself in two in the middle, and the top part of 'im go up in the air, slowly, one inch, two inch, three inch, four inch, five inch, six inch— like a telescope that open 'imself out. And w'at 'ave we then? Voila! We 'ave a white silk place, and on it is printed in grand letters:
YOU ARE TOO FAT!
DR. BLINN WILL MAKE YOU THIN
You see, my friend? It is now my profession, every afternoon for three hours, to join the promenade; to display my 'at; to make fast in the minds of the people 'ow fortunate a discovery is the anti-fat of Monsieur Blinn.
Monsieur, I am always the gentleman. Am I forced into a vulgar réle? Well, then, there is something about me that redeems it from vulgarity. I am a movable advertisement, but none the less I am an advertisement of dignity. Those clothes they furnish, I 'ave made under my own direction. I adorn my foot in the most poetical of boots. Only a Frenchman might 'ave created my coat. My trousers are poems. I am dressed with that inspiration of elegance which only a man of my imagination might devise.
Monsieur, I am always the artist. That 'at, I nevaire let im go up with a pop like a jacking-jump. 'E is not to startle the most sensitive of ladies. W'en 'e arise, 'e arise slowly. 'E is majestic in 'is movement. 'E ascend with gravity. 'E go up with dignity.
For three hours each day, I thus set aside my finer emotions. And all the town smile; and many 'undreds rush to buy the anti-fat of Monsieur Blinn. 'Ow is it that the Widow Flanagan—
Curses upon the perfidy of woman! Do not 'old me, I say! Let me go! I will leap from your window to the stones below! Well, I will restrain myself. Yes, I will 'ave a drink. Merci!
'Ow is it that the Widow Flanagan does not perceive that I thus make of my 'ead a bill-board three hours each day? Monsieur, all Frenchmen are of an originality w'en driven to it by fate, and not the least of them am I! To 'er I am still the poor but 'andsome artist. It is in the parlors of the agent of advertising that I dress myself, I don the 'at, each day. I wear before my eyes a thick spectacles; I 'ide my black 'air beneath a gray wig; I 'ave shave my own beard and each day put on mustache and royal of a color the same with the wig. There is no danger that the grave foreigner, so courteous, so elegant, so much the statesman, who condescend to advertise the anti-fat of Monsieur Blinn shall be— shall be— w'at you call'im?— spotted by the Widow Flanagan. She does not connect 'im with the 'andsome artist who in'abit 'er skylight cham- ber. To do so would be to kill my 'opes. For love is not to be made ridiculous. We Frenchmen die, but we do not permit ourselves to be made ridiculous.
I prosper. I 'ave money each week. I eat. I acquire me some clothes which are not the same with those worn by the employee of Monsieur Blinn. I buy me a silk 'at which 'ave no clockwork in 'is inside. I acquire the— w'at you call 'im?—the front. I dine at the café of the Widow Flanagan beyond the street. I chat with the Widow Flanagan w'en I pay my check. Monsieur, the Widow Flanagan at las' know the 'andsome Frenchman exist! The front, 'e work like a charm. 'E give the genius beneath 'im the chance to show w'at 'e can do. The front, 'e make— 'ow you call 'im?— 'e make good.
'AveI said enough? You are my friend; you see me, w'at I am. Is it possible that the Widow Flanagan should look upon me and not be of a flutter through- out? I 'ave said enough. She see me; she love me. With women, it is always so!
The day is name; we will marry. Already I look forward to the time that I am no longer compelled to the service of the anti-fat of Monsieur Blinn. Already I indulge my fancy in my 'appiness with the beautiful Widow Flanagan, whose 'usband 'ave fortunately die and leave 'er so ver' well fix. But, hélas!
Grasp me! Restrain me! Again my grief 'ave overpower! 'Ave you a rough-on-rats in the 'ouse? 'Ave you a poison? Yes, you are my friend. Yes, I will restrain myself. Yes, I will 'ave a drink. Merci!
The day is name. The day arrive. I'ave shave. I 'ave bathe. Iam 'appy. I skip; I dance; I am exalt; all the morning I 'um a little tune— O love, love, love! And such a widow— so plump and so well fix!
The wedding is at the 'ome of Madame Flanagan. Meantime, I am with a friend. The hour approach. The guests are there; the priest is there; the mother of the Widow Flanagan, come from afar, is there. We arrive, my friend and me. It is at the door that we are met by the mother of the Widow Flanagan. It is at the door she grasp my 'and; she smile, and then, before I 'ave time to remove my 'at—
Accursed 'at! Restrain me! I will do myself a mischief! Well, yes, I will be calm. I will 'ave a drink. Merci, my friend.
I see 'er face grow red. She scream. She lift 'er 'and as if to strike at me. She scream again. I know not w'at I must think. The Widow Flanagan she 'ear 'er mother scream. She rush down-stairs. I turn to the Widow Flanagan, but she 'as no eyes for me. She is gazing on my 'at. Monsieur, then I know. I 'ave got the wrong one in dressing; and I feel that accursed thing are lifting itself up to say to my bride and her mother:
YOU ARE TOO FAT!
DR. BLINN
WILL MAKE YOU THIN
And be'ind the Widow Flanagan and 'er mother come crowding fifty guests, and everyone 'as seen my 'at make those remarks! Accursed widow! The door is slam in my face! I am jilted!
Ah, laugh, you pigs of guests, laugh, till you shake down the dwelling of the Widow Flanagan! Were it not that I remember that I once loved you, Madame Flanagan, that 'ouse would now be ashes.
Monsieur, I 'ave done. I 'ave spoken. Now I will die. 'Ave you a rope? Well, I will calm myself. Oui, I will 'ave a drink. Merci, monsieur!
__________________
11: Mr Clackworthy Stakes a Friend
Christopher B. Booth
1889-1950
Detective Story Magazine 28 Sep 1920
1: Weepin' Willie
THE Early Bird trailed into Mr. Clackworthy's Sheridan road apartment, an annoyed look on his ustially cheerful and carefree countenance. Mr. Amos Clackworthy, glancing up from a letter which he was writing to George Bascom, one of his capable assistants in the gentle art of what is sometimes coarsely referred to "as getting the coin," noticed that James was manifestly displeased.
"Welcome," greeted the master confidence man cheerfully. "It may please you to know that we are about to open our spring offensive against excessive bank balances. I am just writing a letter to Bascom, who, as you know, is now spending a bit of his easily earned money in showing his pretty little wife the wonders of Louisville during the racing season. I am telling him to join me here as soon as possible, for I am fairly itching to get my fingers on a bale-like roll of currency, won from some affluent person in the game of wits. By the way, James, you seem quite distressed; what is wrong— some one hurt your feelings?"
James Early's brow had cleared somewhat, as a radiant smile, induced by the news that Mr. Clackworthy was about to stage another of his financial dramas, chased away the downward curve of his lips.
"Aw, it ain't nothin' to worry about now," he replied happily. "I just run into a nut what made me wish I'd taken along an umbrella— my shoulder's soppin' wet where he shed a couple of gallons of salt water; honest, I just got rid of th' worst pest that ever sobbed out his life story over the mahogany. I'd rather spend a month in th' bridewell than listen to that gink's tale of woe for thirty minutes, and you know I ain't keen on lookin' at th' sunlight through steel gratin's."
And The Early Bird shuddered eloquently; he could speak authoritatively on the horrors of jail life, having seen the inside of several before his association with Mr, Clackworthy had enabled him to garner in unethical dollars and yet feel no terror when he passed a policeman.
"I judge you have been enjoying the conviviality of some resort which displays a profitable disrespect for Mr. Volstead's law," chuckled Mr. Clackworthy.
"Meanin' I was sneakin' a snifter in some lid-tiltin' joint? Yeah; I walked into Sullivan's speak-easy downtown to take a shot of hooch and lay a little bet on th' ponies. A strange guy come in for a flip of no per cent and I had to wait until this bird sipped his kickless nectar and told th' bartender a couple of funny yarns what he read in 'Miller's Joke Book'— Sullivan won't serve anybody when there's a strange gink hangin' around, for fear he might be a first cousin of W. J. B. or somebody. So I eased into one of them little stalls until 'Grape Juice' Gilbert or whatever his moniker was, finished his free entertainment.
"I hadn't more than got planted when in blows th' nut all soaked up like a private watchman in a whisky warehouse. I was startin' to light a pill, but, honest, I didn't dare. I was afraid his breath would catch fire.
"This gink didn't give me a chance; he just wedged himself alongside me, buried his head on my new Palm Beach and turned on the faucet. I ain't seen such weepin' since I was at 'One Wing' Kennedy's funeral.
"Seems like he'd just missed gettin' rich and spoiled his chance to go back to th' little burg im Missouri where he was born and spread it on thick for a lot of swell-headed villagers what had done his family dirt some time or another.
"Seems like his old man had a handful of change to rattle in his pocket one time or another, was a judge or somethin', and had his name on th' village bank's letterheads and such; but his old man lost his dough and th' folks he thought was his friends give him th' merry ha-ha. Turned up their noses at him and such.
"Well, this bird, what has enough weeps to irrigate th' Gila Desert, has always wanted to go back to this burg in a swell limousine, hand th' icy mitt to a lot of th' guys what give his old man th' go-by and make 'em feel like a Mexican peso in a U. S. A. Subtreasury.
"He'd got a few thousand iron men ahead, enough to make a big splash when he dropped into this burg, when— bingo! they cart him off to a hospital and th' doctors perform a major operation on his bank roll.
"Honest, that pest, that pickled nut kept me cornered up in that stall for an hour and sixty-eight minutes spillin' that stuff in my ear; new wouldn't that make a guy sore?"
Mr. Clackworthy tapped his long slim fingers thoughtfully on the rosewood table and lowered his eyelids medita- tively.
"James," he said, "I have spent several hours this afternoon in looking over my list of prospects without being able to formulate any concrete scheme of action. I believe that your chance meeting with a sorrow-laden soul may prove highly profitable; the picture which you have given me, that of a man from a small town yearning to go back home and puncturing the pride of those who have done him a real or imaginary wrong furnishes me the nucleus of a splendid idea— a very splendid idea, indeed. Do you think that you could find your garrulous acquaintance and have him call on me?"
"You— you mean that you want to talk to this human Niagara Falls?" guped The Early Bird. "You— you mean you're gonna make dough out of him?"
"Precisely, James; providing, of course, that he fits in well with the ideas that I have in mind."
"Open th' book to chapter one and let's hear th' story," urged The Early Bird.
Mr. Clackworthy shook his head.
"No, James," he refused. "Since you deal in metaphors, I will reply by saying that the author has not yet written his story; has, in fact, formulated but the bare skeleton of his plot."
"I gotcha," said The Early Bird; "you ain't framed th' stunt yet."
"That's it, James; now if you wish to do me a favor you will sally forth and find the man who so pleasantly entertained you this afternoon. You will probably find him around some of the city's damp places, weeping on some other shoulder. Those weeping jags, James, usually extend over quite a long period."
"I gotcha," said The Early Bird obediently. "I'll bring him out here to see you— but take my tip, boss, and wear your raincoat."
TWO HOURS later a taxicab drew up in front of the building which housed Mr. Clackworthy, and James Early got out, with his lachrymose friend clinging to his arm.
"Here's an extra dollar for you, old top," James said to the driver. "It'll be worth somethin' to bail out th' cab."
The pair mounted the steps of the apartment building and, in response to The Early Bird's ring, Mr. Clackworthy at once admitted them.
"Mr. Clackworthy, meet Weepin' Willie, otherwise William Cullen Jessup," James said, with a sarcastic flourish. "You said bring 'im here; but if you have any respect for that Oriental rug that I happen to know set you back fifteen hundred berries, you'll have Mr. Jessup occupy th' bathtub while unfoldin' to you th' sad story of his life."
Mr. Jessup, deprived of The Early Bird's supporting arm, leaned uncertainly against the door jamb and cast James a ludicrously indignant look.
"He makesh joke of my mishfortune," he muttered thickly.
Mr. Clackworthy eyed Mr. Jessup appraisingly; he saw a well-set-up man of perhaps forty, hair slightly gray at the temples, who, when his toilet was not neglected by the carelessness of inebriation, could wear his clothes well. Particularly, however, Mr. Clackworthy noted his physiognomy and found, as he had expected, nothing to indicate an inelastic moral code.
"You must not be offended by Mr. Early's essay at humor," he said sooth- ingly. "In fact, it is due to Mr. Early that I was able to get in touch with you. I can see that you are quite tired out now, so I am going to ask you to be my guest for the night, se that we can talk over a business proposition that I have in mind— a proposition which will, I am sure, prove profitable to you and at the same time enable you to realize your ambition to visit your home town in quite an elaborate style and cause your neighbors to regret exceedingly that they were ever unkind to you."
Mr. Jessup's eyes filled with great tears of self-pity and he sniffed pathet- ically,
"Shay," he began, "I'll tell you what they did to—"
But Mr. Clackworthy silenced him with a compelling eye.
"You are quite tired, Mr. Jessup," he insisted firmly. ''We will go over everything in the morning; I shall put you in my guest room here, and tomorrow, after breakfast, we will take up the matter."
Mr. Jessup, now very docile, submitted and permitted himself to be led to the rear of the apartment. Assisted by Mr. Clackworthy, he got into a suit of borrowed pajamas and, a few minutes later, was snoring loudly, as men do when they have had too much liquor.
The Early Bird gazed at Mr. Clack- worthy in undiguised admiration.
"Gosh!" he grunted. "Th' only way I could of stopped him would have been to tap him over th' bean. And you figure on makin' jack out of that ragin' torrent of tears?"
"I am quite sure of it now, James, since I have seen him."
"Huh! Th' only scheme I can think of is to incorporate him and rent him out down in th' Panhandle durin' th' dry seasons— water rights bring big money down in that section, they tell me."
Mr. Clackworthy laughed.
"You may be present when I talk to Mr. Jessup in the morning, James; then you will get an idea of what I am driving at," he said.
The Early Bird nodded gratefully.
2: The Morning After
THE next morning Mr. William Jessup, after a cold shower and a bracer from Mr. Clackworthy's private stock of most excellent liquors, was dry of eye and coherent of speech. He found clean linen beside his own suit of clothes, which had been pressed by Mr. Clackworthy's Japanese servant.
Mr. Jessup was a little uncertain as to how he had arrived in this place, but, remembering vaguely various and sundry visits to various and sundry thirst parlors, he was grateful to be the guest of some unknown person rather than of the city's police department. Presently Kato, the Japanese boy, knocked and called to him that breakfast was waiting.
Mrs. Clackworthy had gone East on a visit, so the guest found only Mr. Clackworthy and The Early Bird waiting for him. He flushed a little under his host's scrutiny, for, while he did not clearly remember the circumstances of his arrival at this place, he realized that the man was mentally comparing his present appearance with that of the previous evening.
"I am afraid that I must owe you an apology," he murmured.
Mr. Clackworthy, with a motion of his hand, waved away the subject.
"Breakfast is waiting for us, Mr. Jessup; please do not permit any possibly unpleasant thoughts to mar appreciation of Kato's culinary skill, for he is really a remarkable chef."
The fruit served, Mr. Clackworthy skillfully led the conversation into pleasant channels until Mr. Jessup began to feel at ease. The breakfast over, the three men repaired to the living room and made themselves comfortable.
"I can see, Mr. Jessup," began Mr. Clackworthy, "that you are eager to have what may possibly seem like a strange situation explained to you; it was at my suggestion that Mr. Early here induced you to come to my apartment last evening."
"I— I think I must have been very drunk," stammered Mr. Jessup, with painful embarrassment.
"We shall ignore that," Mr. Clackworthy said. "In fact, it may turn out to be a rather lucky circumstance, for, otherwise, I would not have got in touch with you.
"Now, let us be frank; Mr. Early met you downtown earlier in the day when you seemed quite broken up on account of the fact that a severe illness had drained your resources and had prevented you from making a trip to the town of your birth for the purpose of— well, rubbing it in."
"I was drunk," declared Mr. Jessup, coloring.
"What I wish to know before pursuing my plan further is whether or not your desire to return to your home town in rather a splendid style is a normal feeling or if it is— ah—"
"A drunken man's notion, eh?" supplied Mr. Jessup. "Really, I fail to see why you should pry into my affairs in this fashion."
"My inquiries are quite pertinent, I assure you."
"Well, you have me rather mystified, of course, but it was not a drunken notion."
"That being the case, Mr. Jessup, it Will simplify matters if you will begin at the beginning and outline our case against the people of your home town. Bear in mind that I am not simply making a jest of you, but am actuated by the desire to aid you in realizing your ambition, for I believe that we can both make a profit thereby. I will explain directly."
"It may be considered a silly notion," began Mr. Jessup, lighting a cigarette, "but it is one that I have never been able to rid myself of. You see my family was treated very badly by the folks back home and I've always wanted to even up scores.
"The town is Crystalville, Missouri, in the farming section; it has a population of about two thousand, and is a very rich community. My family were pioneer settlers. My father was a man of considerable prominence, a county judge for several terms and a director of one of the banks. He listed his friends by the hundreds— that is, he thought they were friends.
"The president of the bank, Enoch Groves, got father to invest heavily in a Southern land scheme, and father lost every cent he had. We noticed, however, that Enoch Groves didn't lose a cent— in fact, the crook seemed to have made money out of it; he was on the inside, you see. We had to give up our old home place, and you should have seen the folks turn up their noses at us. The shock of being snubbed by two of her women friends almost killed my mother.
"And there was a girl; she seemed to think a lot of me when my father was well fixed and I had prospects, but she managed to break the engagement when she found I wouldn't be able to go to Harvard. She married some rich old codger shortly after that.
"That explains why I feel the way I do about the town. When I left, the old fellows looked at me pityingly and whispered that the family had petered out and that I would never be worth shucks. When I bought my ticket to the city I heard one of the fellows say that I would never be back because I'd never have the money to buy a ticket. Of course there are a lot of unpleasant details, but that's the story in brief.
"I worked pretty hard when I got to the city, but the prediction of the folks back home seemed about right— I didn't get along, somehow. A clerkship at a beggarly pittance seemed about my limit. Finally I gave up my notion of being rich, but I was getting around to the place where I could go home for a week, sneer in their faces, and tell 'em to go straight to the place where they don't sell ice-cream cones.
"You see I was going to buy a big twelve-cylinder automobile and breeze home in a lot of glad rags and hand 'em a song and dance about having made my pile in the brokerage business; then when some of the old hypocrites came around to offer me the glad hand and get a twenty-five-cent cigar I was going to give them an icy stare and— cut 'em cold!
"Small, maybe you'll say; but if you've ever lived in a small town that turned its back on you, you can guess the satisfaction that a fellow would get from that sort of a stunt. If I could have pulled that off, I would have come back to the city and worked as a clerk for the rest of my life, entirely satisfied."
Mr. Clackworthy nodded gravely.
"Mr. Jessup," he said, "your story stirs me deeply, and I am in a position to assist you in realizing your dream— in a more elabotate manner than you had ever dreamed of.
"Suppose, for example, that you could return home in a private railroad car, attended by a secretary and a couple of stenographers; carry a baggage car with you for your own automobile— eh ?"
Mr. Jessup's eyes bulged, but his eager look was swallowed up by a sad grimace,
"You are making sport of me," he said incredulously.
"I never do that, Mr. Jessup; I was never more serious in my life."
The Early Bird, who had been sitting to one side, an open-mouthed audience to the dialogue, nodded his head emphatically.
"He ain't stringin' you, old top," he affirmed with a negative. "What Mr. Clackworthy says goes."
"Thank you, James, for the recommendation," Mr. Clackworthy smiled. "Now, Mr. Jessup, to come to the point. You have teld me that the local banker at Crystalville fleeced your father oui of his fortune. I presume that you would have no objection to his repaying this sum with interest?"
"Ha!" laughed Mr. Jessup. "You couldn't get a dollar from Enoch Groves without giving him a dollar and forty cents in return; he's foxy, that old miser is."
"Huh, you ain't seen Mr. Clackworthy in action," The Early Bird snickered, with an affectionate glance toward the master confidence man. "He can coax th' yellow boys from places where you'd never suspect there was a single five-spot hidin'."
Mr. Clackworthy checked The Early Bird's enthusiasm with a warning glance and turned again toward Mr. Jessup.
"Of course," he continued, "that's a chance I'll have to take, but I'll risk that if you agree that you are willing to see Mr. Groves, and such other of the Crystalville residents as may have a cash surplus, contribute a generous portion of their assets with— um— without getting value received."
Mr. Jessup eyed shrewdly.
"Ah!" he exclaimed. "I begin to understand; you are a get-rich-quick artist."
Mr. Clackworthy frowned at this frankness.
"I object to the term as commonly understood," he replied. "I confine my financial operations to persons of avaricious dispositions who deserve a bit of financial blood-letting. In your case, Mr. Jessup, I shall merely be the instrument in the hands of Poetic Justice— and as a iaborer is worthy of his hire I shall, of course, collect wages— at— um—union rates."
Mr. Jessup grinned in admiration.
"I'm on," he agreed, "and, believe me, if there's a man on earth who can trim Enoch Greves, you're him."
"Huh!" grunted The Early Bird, "this Groves gink'll have to have th' town takin' up a collection for him before Mr. Clackworthy gets through with him."
3: Planting the Bait
MR. CLACKWORTHY'S first move was to send a wire to Jack Prichard, calling him to Chicago. Jack had previously given valuable assistance at a time when his journalistic abilities were necessary and, in the present undertaking, he was needed to lay the very foundation of the scheme.
His instructions were brief.
"Jack," said Mr. Clackworthy, "here is two thousand dollars in cash; I want you to go at once to Crystalville, Missouri, and purchase the local newspaper. That will be enough cash to swing it."
Prichard shook his head dubiously.
"Honest, boss," he protested, "I don't want to play this game if it's anything like that one down at Red Top. Gosh! the dicks sure kept me jumping for a while."
"No, Jack," promised Mr. Clackworthy, "you are not going to involve the metropolitan newspapers in a quarter of a million dollars' worth of libel suits in this venture; you do nothing except rum a country newspaper along thoroughly approved and unexciting lines. All you will be required to do is print a couple of little items about a friend of ours, Mr. William Jessup."
"All right, then," agreed Prichard. "I'm on."
Prichard was dispatched to Crystalville at once, and shortly thereafter wrote that he had purchased the Crystalville Bugle for twenty-five hundred dollars, giving a mortgage for five hundred on the balance of the purchase price.
The Early Bird was dumfounded when he learned that Mr. Clackworthy had gone ahead with the scheme.
"Holy horned toads!" he protested, "Why, you ain't even been down to look over th' burg; you don't know a one of them birds that you've put on th' sucker list— that's what I call sailin' without a compass."
"You are overcautious, James," responded Mr. Clackworthy. "All of these country towns were made in the same mold, so to speak; the villagers speak different idioms and have different customs, but the human nature of them is the same the country over."
As the days passed and Mr, Clackworthy made no move except to call in William Jessup for rather lengthy chats and to assure Mr. Jessup that the schemes was still very much alive and merely waiting the proper period of development, The Early Bird became impatient.
"Honest," he wailed, "I almost believe that you're just stringin' this Jessup guy."
"You don't believe anything of the sort, James," Mr. Clackworthy chuckled. "You merely want to start an argument with me. Have patience, my dear fellow; no sound plan was ever built in a day. You and Mr. Jessup would have me rush things and spoil the scheme. I am giving him seventy-five dollars a month pin money while he is waiting, and have outfitted him in a fashion that would make Beau Brummel look sick: Bless your life, his wardrobe has cost me more than a thousand dollars."
And Mr. Clackworthy continued to while away his time until, three weeks later, he received a copy of the Crystalville, Missouri, Bugle.
Jack Prichard had given its front page a sort of metropolitan tone by relieving the drab sameness of solid type with neat but conservative headlines, and there appeared in the lower right-hand corner a small but prominent item which said:
FORMER CRYSTALVILLE MAN
NOW MILLIONAIRE
Residents of Crystalville will be glad to know the good fortune which has followed William Culler Jessup since he left our town a number of years ago. He is now a broker in New York and considered one of the powers of Wall Street. While his name seldom appears in the newsparers he wields a gigantic power and his fortune is estimated at several million dollars. A phenomenal luck, it seems, has been with him and everything he has touched has turned into money. His advice on the stock market is eagerly sought by bankers and business men. It is freely predicted in financial circles that he will within a few years be one of the richest men in this country.
Mr. Clackworthy, after a satisfied smile, passed the paper over to The Early Bird.
"Whew! Prichard spread it on thick!' exclaimed James. "Do you reckon anybody will fall for that flossy stuff?"
"That's the way they like it in the country," said Mr. Clackworthy. "Leave it to Jack Prichard; when he wrote that stuff he had the town sized up and knew just what effect it would have on every man in the village."
"T gotcha now," nodded the Early Bird; "you're gonna have them rubes believin' that Weepin' Willie— and he ain't had a single weepin' jag since you took him in tow, has he?— is th' real and only made-in-America king— King Midas, wasn't it, what turned everything to th' yellow stuff that he laid his mitts on?— then you're gonna have 'im slip 'em a little info' about th' big killin' that's gonna be made in Sting-'em Steel or Soak-'em Silver, and th' innocent lambs'll break their necks to get in on th' ground floor."
"You have fathomed it, James," Mr. Clackworthy commended— genially. "What do you think of it?"
"Oh, boy!" The Early Bird exclaimed. "I can see 'em now swarming around their old pal, Jessup, like poor relatives at a dyin' millionaire's bedside, tellin' him how they always loved him like a profiteer loves sugar, and offerin' him nickel seegars and invitin' 'im over to th' drug store for a sody, I'll say it'll land 'em."
Mr. Clackworthy let several other weeks pass before he considered the time tipe ; then he summoned George Bascom and outlined the plan in detail.
That same afternoon they went downtown into the business district, where they rented a small office in one of the skyscrapers.
"We need nothing elaborate, George," Mr. Clackworthy said; "just a place to receive mail, and I shall not require you to keep any sort of regular office hours, for I shall wire you if anything unexpected turns up. All you will have to do is to cash the certified checks when they arrive and mail them their stock."
Having arranged with a sign painter to emblazon on the door a neat row of letters announcing "Fidelity Securities Company— Stock and Bonds," Mr. Clackworthy went to the office of one of the railroad companies to arrange for the leasing of a private Pullman car and a baggage coach, to be ready a week hence.
When he reached home that evening he found, as he expected, the last issue of the Crystalville Bugle, and his eye found the item on the front page which said:
CRYSTALVILLE TO HAVE VISIT
FROM A REAL MILLIONAIRE
Several wecks ago we told the Bugle's readers how William Cullen Jessup, former Crystalville boy, had amassed a fortune of several million dollars since leaving our fair city. In glancing over the metropolitan papers we learn that Crystalville is to soon have a visit from a real, live millionaire, for Mr. Jessup is to take the first vacation that he has enjoyed since he began piling up his fortune, and will visit his old home town. The town, we understand, is planning to tender him a warm welcome. The Jessup family were pioncer settlers in this region and Mr. Jessup's father was a man who stood in high repute.
"James, the iron is hot and we are ready to strike," said Mr. Clackworthy, handing the paper to James. The Early Bird read it and grinned.
"I'll say it is," he agreed. "You can take everything away from that town except its electric-light plant and its taxes."
CRYSTALVILLE was a town whose population figures and very little of anything else had changed in fifteen years; to be sure, Main Street had been paved and a new high school had been built, but the population for the most part was made up of old-fashioned retired farmers who chose to see the local prosperity displayed principally in their personal bank balances. Their chief fears, as the saying goes, were death and taxes.
Crystalville was located on the tail end of a much-run-down piece of railroad which jutted off from the main line some twenty-eight miles distant. The branch line was possessed of one heroic locomotive which, with careful jockeying by a bewhiskered engineer, also of considerable age, managed to negotiate three round trips daily. Appended to the engine were always a string of freight cars and two ancient, open-platformed and wreck-scarred passenger coaches, and the groans from the travelers, who were churned about on the red-plush seats, were mingled with the outraged squeals and moans of live stock ahead.
One Sunday afternoon, as the towns-folk gathered at the sand-washed frame station waiting for the city papers, which always arrived on the two o'clock train, they saw the line of cars weaving around the curve just on the edge of the city limits— and gasped.
Even at that distance they could see that there were three passenger coaches instead of two, and that there was, also, an extra baggage car. As the engine, coughing asthmatically, came nearer they noticed with even deeper surprise that the extra coach was long and shiny and that it had a brass-railed observation platform.
Questions flew thick and fast, and re mained unanswered as the two extra cars were uncoupled and switched on to the stubby side track near the station. Not a soul had stirred inside the long, beautiful Pullman.
It remained for Jack Prichard, the town's new editor, to solve the mystery.
"It's William Jessup, the millionaire," he declared. Quickly the word was passed about, and the citizens sirolled back and forth along the car, trying to peer in through the wide windows.
Presently the door on to the rear platform opened, and a tall man with a closely cropped Vandyke beard stepped forth into the sunlight. He smiled and waved his hand in friendly fashion.
"Be you Mister Jessup?" cried one of the bolder of the town's youths.
The man, who was none other than Mr. Amos Clackworthy, smiled again
"Oh, no," he answered pleasantly. "I am merely Mr. Jessup's secretary."
"Gosh!" came the exclamation, "He's got a secretary! Wonder if he's a millionaire, too."
"No," Mr. Clackworthy laughed "Mr. Jessup is the only millionaire in the party."
A negro porter, in his spotless white uniform, brought Mr. Clackworthy a canvas chair. A burly man, whose star proclaimed him the city marshal, came up.
"I'm Peter Flint, city marshal," he said, with official importance. "I understand this is William Jessup's private car."
"Yes."
"Billy Jessup, what used to live here?"
"I believe Mr. Jessup was born here."
"Is it true he's a millionaire?"
"You had better ask Mr. Jessup about that; a secretary is not supposed to discuss his employer's affairs."
"Then he is; huh! Didn't take much after his pa. Where is Mr. Jessup now?"
"He is taking his afternoon nap
"He— he sleeps in th' daytime?"
"Oh, yes."
Another man bustled up.
"I am Enoch Groves," he introduced himself.
"I am president of the bank here. I understand that you are Billy Jessup's secretary. I am a very old friend of his father's; I should like to see him."
"I will speak to Mr. Jessup as soon as he awakens from his nap; I am quite sure, however, that he will be most anxious to meet his old boyhood friends. He has considerable business to look after, even on his vacation, but I would suggest that you come back at five o'clock."
"I will; I will," Mr. Groves agreed eagerly. "Tell Billy I will be here at five— five sharp; I believe in being punctual— all successful men are punctual."
Mr. Clackworthy nodded; he had been eying Mr. Groves closely and sized him up as shrewd, cautious, and greedy— and pompous.
There were others who flocked around eager to see the home boy who had been amazingly thrown into the lap of luxury, but Mr. Clackworthy encouraged no iurther appointments. He turned back into the private car, where Mr. Jessup, The Early Bird, and Mrs. George Bascom, the latter having been brought along to act as stenographer, were playing cards in one of the compartments whose curtains were well drawn.
This compartment had been arranged as a sort of business office. There Mr. Jessup's desk was littered with a businesslike array of papers and a small table upon which reposed Mrs. Bascom's typewriter,
"Your old friend, Enoch Groves, will call on you at five," Mr. Clackworthy told Mr. Jessup. "You are quite sure that you have your lesson letter-perfect?"
Many of the hours which The Early Bird thought Mr. Clackworthy had wasted were occupied in putting Mr. Jessup through a careful school of make-believe, instructing him how to dictate letters in short, crisp sentences, making familiar use of financial English.
"You just watch me," Mr. Jessup said confidently.
At five o'clock sharp Mr. Groves climbed aboard the private car and touched the electric button. The negro porter opened the door and bowed him inside.
"Yassuh," he said, "Mistah Jessup am expectin' you. Right this way."
Mr. Groves, open-mouthed at this palace on wheels, was led back to Mr. Jessup's Pullman office; the rich man was chewing a dead cigar, and poring through a mass of papers. Mrs. Bascom's pretty head was bowed over her note book as her pencil flew over the page.
"Take this telegram— Bates Brothers, fifteen Wall Street, New York City," Mr. Jessup was saying. "Buy two thousand shares short S. K. & C. T. Market will oper slow and will drop to eighty-five. Sell at that figure— Ah, how do you do, Mr. Groves; I remember you quite well. Come right in and squeeze into a chair. Quarters a little cramped here, but a man on wheels has to be satisfied with this sort of thing." The two men shook hands, Mr. Groves noting the wonderful texture and cut of Mr. Jessup's suit and the large diamond which glistened in his tie. "I will go ahead and clean up this work, then we can chat of old times. Wicked, working on Sunday, eh? Well, I just can't get away from it; this is the nearest I can get to a vacation.
"Miss Bascom, kindly take this letter." Mrs. Bascom had temporarily deprived of her matronly prefix. "Fidelity Securities Company— La Salle Street, Chicago: After considering the reports which I have received from my corps of investigators I have decided that the Gordon Gulch mining property can be made to pay. There will be no slack in the abnormal demand for silver for at least fifteen years, and my engineers' reports show that the Gordon Gulch property can be worked profitably for many years. The big vein had scarcely been touched when the mine was closed down. This stock made its appearance on the market shortly after the boom in silver, but found no buyers, and is now offered at twenty-five dollars a share. My instructions are to buy all of this stock as quietly as possible. Use all possible means of secrecy, for the mo- ment it becomes noised about that I am behind this development the price will go to above par and will, I predict, sell for more than one hundred and fifty."
Mr. Jessup pressed the button at his elbow and Mr. Clackworthy entered, nodded to Mr. Groves, and stood at respectful attention.
"Mr. Groves, Mr. Clackworthy, my secretary; ah, I see you have already met. Mr. Clackworthy, will you please get the data on the Erie and Western consolidation? I will clean that matter up and call it a day. Here's a wire that I wish you would send."
Another letter dictated, Mr. Jessup rose from his chair and stretched his arms.
"Thank Heaven!" he exclaimed; then in a sudden burst of confidence to an old friend of his father's, he added: "Mr. Groves, a lot of people envy us fellows who got into the big financial puddle, but let me tell you that it has its trying moments. It's pretty tough when a chap gets dog tired and still can't quit. Sometimes I wish that I had remained right here in the town where I was born, with a job in your bank or something like that."
Mr. Groves rubbed his hands together after the fashion of a man washing.
"Now that's funny you said that, Billy," he said. "You know I was just getting ready to offer you a job in my bank at the time you pulled up stake and left us. I said to myself, 'That boy's got real stuff in him; he's going to make a real financier some day.' "
Mr. Jessup smiled, but there was a covert sneer beneath the upward curve of his lips. "Same old soft-soaping hypocrite," he thought.
The two men, the local banker and the great financier, walked to the car's lounging room.
"Shame to stay cooped up in my car a day like this," mused Mr. Jessup. "Suppose we take a little run out into the country— I'd like to look over the old spots."
"I— I am sorry; my— car is in the repair shop," stammeringly apologized Mr. Groves.
"Oh, that's all right." Mr. Jessup laughed. "I carry my own automobile right along with me— that's what I have the baggage car for." He touched the electric button three times and The Early Bird appeared.
"James," he said, "run the auto out; I want to take a little ride into the country."
"Your— your chauffeur!" gasped Mr, Groves. "You— you take a chauffeur
right along with you ?"
Mr. Jessup smiled triumphantly; he certainly had no complaint with the way Mr. Clackworthy had arranged things. His home-coming was certainly a great triumph,
4: Nibbling
WHEN Mr. Jessup's auto, which in reality was the property of Mr. Clackworthy, and a car of which even a man of Mr. Jessup's purely imaginary wealth could feel justly proud, was speeding over the smooth country roads, Mr. Jessup turned the subject to local and personal matters. Mr. Clackworthy, on the front seat beside The Early Bird, who was at the wheel, nudged James gleefully as he realized that Jessup was doing much better than he could have hoped for; he was carrying off his acting in great shape.
"I suppose the world has been kind to you also, Mr. Groves," said Mr. Jessup.
"It depends if you want to measure success with a foot rule or a tapeline," answered the local banker. "I have done right well, I reckon, considering my chances. I own these last four farms we passed— had to take 'em on mortgages." Mr. Jessup knew something about Mr. Groves' ruthless methods in dealing with overdue mortgages. "I've got a hundred thousand or so to show for my life's labors; if I do say it myself I am the richest man in the town, but I do feel that I would have done better if I had gone out inio the world like you did."
Mr. Groves cleared his throat
"I expect," he resumed, getting at the subject which had been on his mind for some time, "that you could make a man rich— really rich— if you had a mind to."
'Meaning just what?"
"Why, meaning that you could— er— give a friend a right tip on the— er— stock market, on the Wall Street secrets."
"I never give tips on the market," said Mr. Jessup, with discouraging finality, but Mr. Groves was a man not easily discouraged.
"But a very old friend," he persisted, "a very old and dear friend of your father's; you might make an exception in that case."
"Not even in that case," Mr. Jessup cut in. "You see, my tip might go wrong. I admit thatI have been wonderfully fortunate, and that my position gives me an insight to the secret places of finance; but, if I did give a friend a tip and something should go wrong, he would blame me. No, I never do it."
"Do you— do you ever guess wrong?" asked Mr. Groves cautiously.
"To be frank with you, Mr. Groves, I never guess; I always know."
"Just as I thought," pursued the rural bank president. 'Well, couldn't you take an old friend in on some deal that you were in yourself?"
"I have made it a rule never to give tips— and I never break rules. I am sorry to have to be so insistent about it, Mr. Groves, but that is final. I would like the best in the world to put you on to a good thing, but sf
"Humph! If a fellow would hint to you that he was thinking of buying some stock in the— er— Gordon Gulch mine would you— er— discourage him?" he asked craftily.
Mr. Jessup laughed heartily.
"Well, you've got me there," he admitted. ''That's taking a slightly unfair advantage of me, but, since you heard me dictate a letter telling what my personal opinion is of it, I will have to admit that I think somebody is going to make a lot of money out of Gordon Gulch."
The Early Bird's shoulders heaved with sudden mirth.
"I'll say somebody is gonna make a pile of jack out of them little gilded certificates, but it ain't gonna be a gink named Groves," he muttered under his breath, and he pressed Mr. Clack- worthy's foot with his own to let the confidence man know that he was getting the full benefit of the dialogue back in the tonneau.
"Twenty-five dollars a share is the present price," Crystalville's banker said musingly. "If a man invested in a thousand shares he would have twenty-five thousand dollars tied up, and, if it went to a hundred and fifty a share it would net him one hundred and forty thousand dollars— and if he invested fifty thousand dollars it would make him a quarter of a million dollars!"
"Your mathematics are correct," agreed Mr. Jessup.
"You really wouldn't have any objection if I went ahead and bought up some of this stock— from the Fidelity Secur- ities Company of— La Salle Street, Chicago?" queried Mr. Groves, showing that he had a retentive memory.
"The Fidelity is a concern dealing with any one and buying stock for any one who furnishes them the money to do it with; I don't see how I could very well stop you— you sly old fox," Mr. Jessup said.
Mr, Groves beamed, and his thin lips twisted back into a smile of perhaps pardonable conceit. "Well," he said thoughtfully, "it will take me about a week to get together fifty thousand in cash— that won't be too late, will it?" he asked anxiously.
"Plenty of time," replied Mr. Jessup ; "but remember I don't advise it—I never advise my friends."
At this moment Mr. Clackworthy turned about in his seat and pointed to the public square, for The Early Bird at the wheel had completed his circuit and was returning to town.
"Beg your pardon, Mr. Jessup," he said, "but isn't that the spot where you propose to erect your memorial? A very fitting honor for your city, Mr. Groves; very beautiful it is."
The days passed, and by ones, twos, and in crowds the townsfolk journeyed to the Jessup private car. Nor was Mr. Groves the onlyone to hint that he would like to get in on one of the market's sure things. Of course they were very much afraid of Wall Street, having read about the poor lambs being divested of their fleece; but, a sure thing— well, that was different. If one were in on the ground floor, some financial pirate could not empty their pockets and toss them from a twelfth-story window.
Among the callers was a very handsome woman, a Mrs. Fawcett by name, and whom Mr. Jessup addressed as Martha. A sudden intuition told Mr. Clackworthy that Martha Fawcett was the girl who had jilted William Jessup in his younger days and, in noting the gradual thawing out of Mr. Jessup under the radiance of the now Widow Fawcett's warm smile, he knew that much of the fictitious millionaire's resentment was, in this particular instance, melting away.
Mr. Clackworthy retired to another end of the car with a reflective cigar as he left Mr. Jessup and the fair widow to their tete-a-tete. The Early Bird slumped over in luxurious relaxation, gazing in abstracted contentment down the town's main street.
"Th' old bean must be workin' on low and laborin' up a heavy grade," said the observing James, noting the master confidence man's preoccupation.
"James," whispered Mr. Clackworthy, with alarming seriousness, "nearly all of our failures can be traced directly to a woman; a fool is a man who refuses to take repeated warnings."
"You— you mean that— that this scheme is on th' fritz?' gasped The Early Bird.
"No," answered Mr. Clackworthy, "but I have a disturbing hunch; I don't like the way that Jessup is thawing out to the folks here in this town. I have noted it rather subconsciously for several days, but I couldn't lay my finger on it until a moment ago— when I saw him talking to that woman who turned him down."
"Is that th' skirt what handed him th' mitten?"
"The very same, James; and you will recall that he mentioned her with considerable bitterness on the day that we first broached this scheme to him."
"Yeh, he said somethin' about her hitchin' up to some rich old bloke."
"Well, James, the rich old bloke, as you refer to him, is now deceased and, if I am any judge of the complex feminine, the handsome widow is considerably more interested in William Jessup than she is in a lot in the village cemetery."
"Are you worried, boss?" demanded The Early Bird anxiously.
"No, James; just cautious. I am going out and look the town over more carefully. I fear that I have been a little lax in my methods."
And Mr. Clackworthy, after looking the town over for four hours, sent a telegram to George Bascom, urging that reliable and ofteatimes very handy person to come to Crystalville on the first irain.
The following night Crystalville tendered to William Jessup a banquet which marked the town's superlative in the art of entertainment. It was all arranged by Banker Groves, who acted as master of ceremonies. The dining room of the town's only first-class hotel— first class according to small-town standards— was specially decorated and an orchestra hidden behind a miniature forest of palms.
All Crystalville was there, and as Mr. Clackworthy, sporting the only full- dress suit in evidence besides that of Mr. Jessup, smiled a bit grimly as he listened to the Crystalville orators tell of the glorious family history of the Jessups, he heard Banker Groves make the glowing announcement that William Jessup was to donate a five-thousand-dollar memorial for the city square; heard the white-bearded old pastor of one of the local churches tell, in wavering but glowing terms, of the sterling character of William Jessup's fine old father.
"Same old country-town bunkum," whispered Mr. Clackworthy in Mr. Jessup's ear, but Mr. Jessup, his eyes moist with tears, seemed not to hear.
"I seem to see myself thought Mr. Clackworthy, but he smiled.
The Early Bird, due to his menial position as Mr. Jessup's chauffeur, had not been invited to the banquet, and Mr. Clackworthy found James busy trying to beat "old sol'' when he returned to the private car, having left Mr. Jessup still hemmed about by the admiring citizens.
"Huh!" grunted James. "Seems to me about time we was hookin' that toy engine up to our gilded palace and departin'."
"Yes, James, I think we will be leaving to-morrow."
"Is it gonna take an extra locomotive to haul away th' jack?" demanded The Early Bird.
Mr. Clackworthy chuckled evasively.
It was more than an hour later that Mr. Jessup returned to the car; it was at once apparent that his mouth was tight-set and that his eyes were hard with determination.
"Sit down, Mr. Jessup; I was wait- ing up for you," Mr, Clackworthy greeted good-naturedly, and even The Early Bird was not aware that he was eying Mr. Jessup with shrewd appraisal.
Mr. Jessup sat down.
"You want to inform me, I suppose," he said icily, "that our mission is finished, that the victim of our elaborate scheme of thievery has now properly been baited and that our little play-acting is finished."
"You speak with great rudeness, Mr. Jessup," reproved Mr. Clackworthy, with surprising geniality. The Early Bird suddenly sat up very straight, glar- ing angrily at Mr. Jessup.
"Whatcha givin' us, you—"
"Tut! Tut! James, let the gentleman speak frankly," interposed Mr. Clackworthy.
"So I am rude, eh?" Mr. Jessup repeated. "Well, you crook, I mean to be rude."
In spite of his self-possession, Mr. Clackworthy's face colored.
"This scheme goes no farther!" Mr. Jessup cried. "I shall not be a party to the robbing of these dear people, the people with whom I was born and reared— these people who are the salt of the earth!"
"You wasn't so wild about 'em a few weeks ago," reminded The Early Bird, with heat.
"I was a fool," retorted Mr. Jessup. "I was nursing an imaginary wrong. Mr. Groves has explained to me the circumstances under which my father lost his money; Mr. Groves was in no way to blame. It was all a misunderstanding on my father's part; his— perhaps his mind was a little turned by the— er— loss of the money. He imagined that people were turned against him, while, as a matter of fact, the people loved him very dearly— he was the most beloved man who ever lived in this town."
"So you fell for that line of chatter," The Early Bird said sneeringly. "You poor nut!"
"So I have come to tell you pair of crooks that I shall not be a party to your scheming perfidy—nor shall I permit you to take from these good people the honest dollars that they have accumulated as the result of their honest labors."
"Wake up, you poor fish, wake up!" The Early Bird exclaimed. "Don't you know that these hay tossers is soft-soapin' you because they think you are old Croesus and Santa Claus rolled into one; don't you know that they're all lookin' for a hand-out? Throw away th' pipe, you poor boob; it's again th' law to smoke hop in this country."
"These people are my people," Mr. Jessup insisted; "they are honest and sincere— the salt of the earth."
"Say, you mush-headed squash!" cried The Early Bird. "Who do you think's gonna foot th' bill for haulin' you out here to this God-forsaken hick town so as you can let a lot of hill-billies gaze on that thirty-dollar silk hat that Mr. Clackworthy here paid for? Say, you don't think you're gonna get by with that stuff?'
Mr. Clackworthy, strangely enough, had remained silent as The Early Bird indignantly took the matter into his own hands.
"You came out here with a dishonest purpose in your heart, and if it has proved a costly lesson to you, so be it," decreed Mr. Jessup oracularly.
"Yeah," replied The Early Bird scornfully, "and, of course, your lily-white hands wasn't gonna touch none of this jack that we was gonna haul back with us."
Mr. Jessup ignored this thrust and calmly reached into his pocket. The next moment Mr. Clackworthy and The Early Bird found themselves looking into the muzzle of a very efficient-looking pistol.
"And, furthermore," pursued Mr. Jessup crisply, "I've got to have five thousand dollars in cash to present to the Jessup Memorial Committee for the erection of the monument in the public square that my— er— secretary sug- gested. A Jessup promised Crystalville a monument— and a Jessup never breaks his word."
"Yes," Mr. Clackworthy agreed dryly, "I heard one of the speakers at the banquet say that."
"Five thousand, please," insisted Mr. Jessup.
"Oh, I say," Mr. Clackworthy protested, "this is a bit too much, you know."
"Nix on that stuff." The Early Bird backed him up. "Not a Canadian dime."'
One look into the eyes of Mr. Jessup was proof that to him human life was insignificant as compared with the sacredness of the Jessup word; Mr. Clackworthy knew human determination when he saw it.
"If you will trust me to reach for my pocket, I think I might find the demanded amount." He had capitulated— but there was a twinkle in his eyes, a twinkle which The Early Bird could not understand.
5: The Survival Of The Fittest
NOT until the private Pullman, hooked on to the tail end of the branch train, had reached the junction did Mr. Jessup relax his armed watch over his fellow conspirators. As they neared the junction, he seemed to lose something of his grimness.
"If it has been necessary for me to be a little— er— rough on you two fellows, I am sorry," he apologized. "Mind you, you deserve nothing better, but— well, I can't help but being a little sorry that I had to throw you down."
"Tell me this much," Mr. Clackworthy requested, entirely without ran- cor, "just how much did the widow Fawcett have to do with this business?"
Mr. Jessup's face reddened.
"Ah, I thought as much!" Mr. Clackworthy nodded. "Cherchez la femme. Come, Jessup, you at least owe me enough to satisfy my curiosity."
"Well, I guess it won't do any harm," admitted Mr. Jessup, with great reluc- tance. "You see, I thought Martha threw me down because my father lost his money; she explained to me that her parents forced her into the marriage with old Fawcett— family duty and such stuff; her father owed a lot of money to Fawcett. She— well, she'd loved me all the time.
"I took her home the night of the banquet and— well, somehow, my tongue started moving and— and I told her the whole story— about how we had come down to fleece old Groves and some of the others. She seemed to understand; then I knew that it was on account of her throwing me down that I was sore at the town and, when she told me about how she happened to marry Fawcett, I found I wasn't sore at the town any more. I knew that I had been wrong all along. It just changed my whole viewpoint.
"So— so Martha is going to move to Chicago and we are going to get mar- ried, and no one in Crystalville will know that I'm not a rich man just like I claimed to be for— well Martha's right well fixed herself. She's going to see that I get a chance in business and— when I've made a little pile of my own I'll send the five thousand back to you— the five thousand that I 'borrowed' for the monument, you know. I couldn't ask Martha for that."
"Of course not, Jessup," agreed Mr. Clackworthy.
At the junction Mr. Jessup deserted the private Pullman, but Mr. Clackworthy remained.
"Well, James," he said, with a laugh, "we rode out here in style; we'll just go home in the same manner."
"What's th' use in throwin' good money after bad?" asked The Early Bird, with a practical inspiration.
It remained for Mr. George Bascom, no longer busy with her never-pressing duties as Mr. Jessup's stenographer, to fathom the smile on Mr. Clackworthy's face.
"Oh, James!" she gasped. "Here you and I have been mooning around here, sympathizing with Mr. Clackworthy— and he pulled it off in spite of that chicken-hearted, love-sick Jessup person!"
The Early Bird's eyes bulged
"Holy pet gold fish!' he cried, peering into Mr. Clackworthy's countenance. "I believe you have!"
With a laugh Mr. Clackworthy extracted from his pocket a long wallet and spread out before them a thick sheaf of yellow bills.
"Forty thousand dollars as represented by our entirely solvent Uncle Samuel's promise to pay," he said.
"Slip me th' dope," eagerly pleaded The Early Bird.
"Well," began Mr. Clackworthy, with frank self-satisfaction. "It dawned upon me, when I witnessed the meeting between Mr. Jessup and the widow Fawcett, that our bucolic Monte Cristo was not going to be so vengeful as we had hoped for.
"Then, when the banquet was held that night, I knew that I had used good judgment in haying an extra iron conveniently in the fire by telegraphing to George Bascom to come to Crystalville."
Mrs. George Bascom's mouth dropped open.
"George in Crystalville!" she cried. "You mean that George— my George— was in Crystalville and— and didn't come near me; I'll— I'll—"
Mr. Clackworthy gallantly interrupted her unfinished threat.
"It was with the greatest effort that I persuaded him to follow my rules of caution," he explained. "He will, however, join us at the next stop. You see it was very important that Mr. Jessup should have no suspicion of my plans, and I was afraid that you, Mrs. Bascom— no reflection on woman's ability to keep a secret, I assure you— or The Early Bird might let some hint drop that would warn Jessup."
"What was th' lay?" persisted The Early Bird impatiently.
"On the outskirts of Crystalville," explained Mr. Clackworthy, "there is a bed of yellow, stringy clay that is known as yellow ocher. Yellow ocher is used as a pigment in making paint, but the quality must be good— very good.
"When George arrived on the scene I hastily sketched the problem to him as we sat within the hotel lobby, not a hundred yards from his charming wife. George, on my instructions, walked six blocks and, for the modest sum of seven hundred and fifty dollars, secured all of the right, title, and interest to forty acres or barren and unproductive land from a grocer named Jasper Kedicker. George made it a point to have the papers drawn up in Groves' bank,
"A few minutes later I dropped into the bank and found Banker Groves rather puzzled, as I knew he would be, over the purchase of this property, so long considered worthless. The result was that Banker Groves and I paid a visit to the ocher deposit, and I at once went into a paroxysm of delight.
" 'Just what Mr. Jessup has been looking for all over the country,' I told him. 'Mr. Jessup owns a controlling interest in one of the largest paint concerns in the country and, since the World War, it has been impossible to get ocher from Europe, and there have been no satisfactory grades in this country— until this; right in his home town, too. It's worth a fortune.'
" 'How much of a fortune?' asked the sly old banker, thinking he had missed a good thing right under his own nose.
" 'Half a million, anyway,' I told him.
" 'Are you sure?' he asked me.
" 'Sure!' I said. "Why, haven't I been running all over the country for old Jessup, looking for just this thing? I know ocher from A to Z.' Then, when he mentioned George's name, I told him that I knew that fellow and that he had his price. In no time we had fixed up a little deal between us to sting Jessup for a good fat figure— we were to go in fifty-fifty, Groves and I; I gave him a story of Jessup never letting any one in on a good thing and so on, and made it appear that I was sore at Jessup, you know.
"Well, we got hold of George and, after much 'persuasion,' he agreed to tear up the deeds and double-cross his employers for eighty thousand dollars in cash. I wired Chicago for my half, and old Groves, who had forty thousand-odd all ready to play Jessup's sure-thing stock tip, put up his half— and that forty thousand you see spread in its yellowish glory before you is Crystalville's atonement for the sorrows it caused Mr. William Jessup."
The Early Bird snorted.
"And so th' old guy was willin' to throw th' harpoon into Jessup, was he?" he demanded. "Salt of th' earth, eh? Th' nice old banker what almost made me think that this gink what used to go around with a lantern lookin' for an honest bird had overlooked a bet in not visitin' Crystalville !"
"Say, we ought to slip th' info' to this Jessup gazabo and—"
"And destroy his new-found faith in mankind ?" interrupted Mr. Clackworthy sadly. "No, James, we won't do that."
He shook his head.
"You know, James," Mr. Clackworthy said very quietly. "I think I would give every cent that I have ever had, or expect to have, if I could have Jessup's present faith in my fellow man."
"I don't getcha." The Early Bird was puzzled.
"Maybe I don't just understand myself, James, but— sometimes it's the devil to be a cynic."
__________________
12: The Point of Contact
Scott Campbell
(Frederick W. Davis, 1858-1933)
Detective Story Magazine 24 June 1919
SHERIFF LOGAN— Lemuel Lyman Logan, when he signed his name in full— was the strong right arm of the law in that rural seaboard section of which Seabury town was the county seat. He had been sheriff for nearly thirty years. He was big and broad, rawboned and rangy, cold-eyed, smooth shaven and a bit austere, but he had none of the earmarks popularly attrib- uted to a successful sleuth.
On that October morning Sheriff Logan was having an early breakiast when, through a window overlooking the dusty county road, he saw Nate Barker spring down from a rickety open wagon and approach his door. He had no great fancy for this local fisherman, a peddler of clams and fish, a lean and lanky six-footer of forty years, who dwelt alone in a small, isolated house near the water front. He swaggered in presently, lowbrowed, shifty-eyed, in seedy, fishy-smelling garments, with his baggy trousers tucked into high cow- hide boots.
"Well, what's up?" Logan viewed him with cold tolerance. "Anybody sick ?"
"Wuss'n sick," said Barker sententiously. "He's dead."
"Who's he?' asked the sheriff. "What d'ye mean?"
"Cap'n Ezra Hewitt. He was murdered last night in what was Widder Lovell's cottage afore she up and died. Seth Hague, the constable, sent me to fetch yuh."
"Murdered!" Sheriff Logan hastened to get his coat and hat. "In Widow Lovell's cottage?"
"Where he's been living, yuh know, like a bung-eyed old lobster under a ragged rock, since he showed up here, arter all hands thought him in Davy Jones' locker fur nigh three years," said Barker, evincing no liking for the vic- tim of the crime. "I allas said the lantern-jawed old sculpin would get his with a chunk o' lead, or a toad-sticker, but I never figgered on his own darter's husband handing it to him."
"What's that?" Logan quickly questioned. "You don't mean that Nell Hewitt's husband, Gordon Rigby, killed him?"
"Sartin." Barker emphasized it with a nod of his frowzy head. "He was caught red-handed. The constable knows it. He's gone to land him in limbo."
Sheriff Logan knew all about Hewitt, a very harsh, overbearing old whaler, who had spent most of his life on the sea. It was supposed that he had been lost with his vessel three years before, but he had recently returned to Seabury, to find that his wife was dead, the home in her name willed to their only daughter, who was the wife of one Gordon Rigby, an artist, who had closed a New York studio in order to dwell with her in her own home. Sheriff Logan knew, too, that all this had so enraged the perverse and implacable old seaman that he had fiercely renounced both, refusing to have any relations with them, and that he then had rented the cottage mentioned, where he since had been living in grim and surly solitude, savagely threatening with knife and gun any person who dared to set foot in his house or grounds,
"What d'ye mean, Barker, caught red-handed?" Logan demanded, as they rode away. "Was Rigby seen killing the old man?"
"Nigh enough to it," said Barker bluntly.
"Who saw him?"
"Jimmie Hague, the constable's boy, just before daybreak. He was leaving milk for the old toadfish. He saw Rigby sneak out o' the back porch and head for home. He knew o' the bad blood atween them, Rigby being sore over the way his wife's been treated, and he looked through a window and saw Hewitt dead on the kitchen floor. Then he legged it home and told the constable. I met him going to look at the body. He sent me to fetch yuh."
"He's gone to arrest Rigby, eh?" queried the sheriff. "I can't believe he did it."
"Huh!" Barker sneered derisively. "Wait and see. No one'll doubt he did it. I've heerd him say he'd do it, sher- iff, if the old crab held the course he was shaping. I knew yesterday he had suthing up his sleeve."
"Why so?" Logan eyed him more in- tently.
"We were gunning in the woods north o' Dogwood Swamp. I missed him just afore dark. He gimme the slip on purpose," Barker declared, with assurance. "He wanted to claim he got lost, most likely, and wasn't nigh the Lovell cottage. He figgered no one then could fix the murder on him, That's how I dope it out, sheriff, and 'tain't fur from right."
"I see, Barker, you have it all doped out," Logan said dryly. "That'll be about enough from you, I guess, before I've looked at the scene."
They were not long in arriving there. It was an isolated old cottage in a woodland lane, with two outbuildings in the rear, a little cleared land, a back- ground of woods and shrubbery. There was a crowd of awed, inquisitive people in the narrow road and the small front yard, who were prevented from encroaching further by an elderly man, one of the selectmen of the town, whom the sheriff quickly accosted.
"That's right, Higgins," he said approvingly. "Keep these people out. Hasn't the constable returned ?"
"Not yet," said Higgins. "I'm expecting him every minute. No one has been in the house since he left. I've only glanced in, sheriff, and it looks bad enough. The back door's open."
Logan hastened around the house. The back porch contained only some wood and coal and a few kitchen utensils, The door was widen open. It had no lock. It could be secured within only with a large oak latch, fitting into an iron bracket on the casing, which Logan noticed while proceeding to the kitchen,
The murdered seaman was lying on the floor. He was a man of sixty. His gory face was upturned, his arms were extended, and his skull was crushed with an ax, which was lying near by. He was clad in slippers, trousers and a blue woolen shirt, as if he had not gone to bed the previous evening, as was also denoted by a faded old couci near one wall, on which was a figured cloth pillow, stained with blood, indicating that he had been struck while napping and had fallen to the floor.
A braided mat on which he was lying was soiled with blood. The fire in the stove had gone out. A small glass lamp on the table still was burning dimly, but the oil was nearly gone and the air was stuffy with smoke from the charred wick. The sheriff gazed briefly at the dismal scene, then bent down and felt the seaman's hand. He found it stiff and cold.
"Dead for several hours," Logan reasoned. "Murdered in cold blood. There's no question about that. The only question is, who did it? Is it possible— can it be possible that Rigby's the guilty man?"
Sheriff Logan had met Gordon Rigby and liked him. He had known Nell Hewitt from childhood, the sweetest and prettiest girl in Seabury County. The face of the county sheriff grew more ominously grim and determined while he gazed at the stark form of her murdered father.
"Could Rigby have done it?" he asked himself again. "Could Rigby possibly have done it— and with such a motive?"
The sheriff was strongly inclined to doubt it. It seemed incredible that a man of Rigby's refined and cultured type would deliberately plan to cominit such a terrible crime. If guilty, Logan reasoned, it must have been done in a moment of ungovernable passion. His gaze, as he was about to rise, fell upon a small dark object imbedded in a seam of the braided mat, and he then discovered another near a leg of the faded old couch. He picked up both and examined them.
"Duck shot!" he muttered. "How came duck shot on the floor? No ducks are flying at this season. They would not have needed shot as large as these for wood birds," he reasoned, recalling what Barker had told him. "lim! This is doubly strange. They're not quite round. Why is it, I wonder. What's the answer?"
Sheriff Logan had, indeed, made a singular discovery, Both pellets of lead, instead of being perfectly spherical, were slightly flattened on one side. If only one was so he would have thought it less significant, since a single imperfect shot sometimes is found among a lot purchased; but the fact that both were imperfect and in precisely the same way was not to be disregarded.
Logan keenly reasoned, too, that they would have been flattened on two sides, directly opposite, if they had been trodden on while on the floor. He still was vainly pondering over the problem when, hearing steps outside, he put both shot into his vest pocket and strode out onto the porch just as Constable Hague, a hustling, black-eyed little man of fifty, came around a corner of the house.
"I've got him, sheriff," he hurriedly announced. "He was in his kitchen, washing blood from his hands. Some significant, eh? He was out all night, too, and his wife's all upset. But he hadn't even told her of the murder. He said at first that he hadn't been here, but he wilted like a rag when [I told him my boy had seen him."
"Confessed?" questioned frowning.
"Confessed nothing!" replied the constable. "He denies it. Here's a knife I took from the porch floor. I left everything else as I found it. Rigby admits the knife is his, but says he lost it three days ago."
"I'll assume charge of it till the inquest."
"I'm just taking him to jail," Hague quickly said. "I've arrested his wife, too. She wants to be with him and I want to hold her as a witness. He says that—"
"Wait!" Logan checked him suddenly. There was a singular subtle gleam deep down in his cold gray eyes. "I'll have a word with him."
He found Gordon Rigby, a tall, handsome man of twenty-five years of age, standing somewhat apart from the throng of people in front of the house. The aversion of the crowd to him was plainly manifest. Rigby looked pale and haggard. His face was badly scratched, and had also on it a single dark bruise, very suggestive of a desperate fight with the murdered seaman. He was clasping with one arm a slender, graceful girl of twenty-two, deathly white, with anxious, tear-filled eyes, who was trying hard to govern her agitation.
Sheriff Logan was not a man to deviate from his duty as he saw it. Under a stern exterior, however, he had a kind heart. His eyes softened when he saw the weeping girl and the lowering gaze of many observers. Approaching, he gently placed one hand on her shoulder, and shook hands with Rigby.
"Well, you seem to be in wrong," he said gravely, gazing at the artist's bruised face. "What about this, Rigby?"
"But he did not do it— oh, oh, Sheriff Logan, he did not do it!" The sobbing girl twined her hands around his and gazed up at him with swimming eyes. "He could not have done it. He—"
"Wait!" Logan smiled faintly. "I haven't said he did it. You wait, Nell, until you hear me say so." He patted her shoulder gently and added: "What have you to say about it, Rigby?"
"Oh, I know I'm in wrong, Logan, infernally wrong." Rigby wrung the sheriff's hand. "But I can tell you only what I have told the constable. I know nothing about this crime."
"Where did you spend the night? You were not at home."
"I was lost in the woods. I wandered into Dogwood Swamp in the darkness."
"Just as I told yuh, sheriff!" Nate Barker interjected from a group near by. "That's just what I told yuh."
"Yes, I remember." Logan shot a momentary glance at the fisherman's swarthy face. "How came you to get lost, Rigby ?"
"Barker persuaded me to go gunning with him, and I strayed away just before dark," Rigby explained. "I'm not a woodsman, sheriff, nor familiar with this section. I spent the entire night in fog and darkness, trying to find my way through the swamp. I got these scratches from the brush and briers, and this bruise from falling over a rotting log. It was blood from them that I was washing from my hands when the constable arrested me. He suspects, as you possibly do, that it was that of my wife's father," he bitterly added, drawing the woman closer to him.
"You were seen leaving this house," Logan reminded him.
"That is true, sheriff," Rigby admitted. "I finally saw a light, but I had no idea where I was, nor how far from home. I came through the woods back of this house, but I did not identify it in the darkness. I had been here only once, in a vain attempt to conciliate Captain Hewitt. You know of his bitter animosity. All the town knows about it. I saw the light and found the porch door open. I ventured in, then, and found him dead on the kitchen floor."
"What did you do then?" Logan gravely questioned,
"I did nothing, sheriff,' Rigby earnestly asserted. "I was filled with horror and dismay. I recalled threats I had foolishly made, because of his cruel treatment of Nell and myself, and | knew that I would surely be suspected of the murder, if seen in the house. I stole out and went home, therefore, knowing the crime would soon be discovered by others. It was then near daylight."
"But you said you hid the crime from your wife," Logan said pointedly. "Why did you do that?"
"Because I found her in tears and very nervous after my long absence. I had not the heart to tell her at that time. I thought breaking the news of the catastrophe would be wisely. de- ferred."
"Is that why, when the constable questioned you, you denied having been here?" Sheriff Logan asked suspiciously.
"That's precisely why," Rigby quickly asserted. "He questioned me indirectly, and I did not recall that he is the town constable. I at once admitted it, however, when charged with having been here, and told him just what I now have told you."
"Is that all you can tell me, Rigby?"
"Absolutely all, sheriff." Gordon Rigby glanced at the incredulous faces of many in the staring crowd and drew himself up a bit haughtily. "I think, too, it is all I had better tell you," he quickly added. "I will say no more before consulting a lawyer."
Sheriff Logan eyed him intently for a moment. He knew, that even if Righy was telling the truth, he would probably be convicted by almost any court and jury, in view of the many incriminating circumstances and his almost incredible story. He knew, too, that about the only way to save him, if innocent, was by finding the real criminal and the true motive for the crime. He drew back abruptly, with a quick glance at the waiting constable.
"That's all, Hague," he said curtly. "Take him away. Take him away at once."
ii
SHERIFF Logan did not wait to see his curt command carried out. He strode back of the house again, where he stopped abruptly to gaze at a few gray shavings on the ground near the porch door. They evidently had been whittled with a knife from a piece of a faded old lath about six inches long, which was lying near by. He was about to pick it up and examine it, when the lank figure and gaunt, swarthy face of the fisherman appeared at a corner of the house.
"Want me any more, sheriff?" he asked tersely. "If yuh don't, I'll bear off on my own business."
"Don't be in a hurry." Logan eyed him indifferently. "I may have a use for you. By the way, Barker, what time was it when Rigby slipped away from you yesterday?" he asked more earnestly.
"Nigh dark," said Barker, approaching him. "He waited till then, yuh see, so's I couldn't find him and foul his scheme. I knew, when I heard o' the murder this morning, that was what he had up his sleeve."
"You think that's why he gave you the slip, eh?"
"Sartin sure! He didn't figger on being seen here, yuh see."
"Not likely," Logan allowed. gazing with downcast eyes at the whit tled piece of lath on the ground. "You went whaling one voyage with Captain Hewitt, Barker, didn't you?"
"Nigh ten years back." Barker nodded. "I only went one. One was enough," he added, with a grim shrug of his rounded shoulders. "He was a hellkite aboard ship."
"I've heard so."
"l've allas hated the bung-eyed old toadfish ever since. He was the wust ever."
"It does look, indeed, as if Rigby killed him. His story seems very fishy."
"So yuh've come to my way o' thinking." Barker grinned maliciously. "I reckoned you would. How could yuh help it? There ain't nuthing else to it."
"I begin to think so. Still"— Logan picked up the piece of lath— "I don't see what use he had for this. It has been whittled down quite thin."
"He must have wanted it fur some purpose." Barker viewed it with lower- ing scrutiny.
"To wedge something, perhaps, or shove through a crack. If he— Wait!" The sheriff digressed abruptly. "Step inside, Barker, and secure the porch door. He may have used this to lift the oak latch out of the bracket. Let's see whether that can be done."
Logan found that it could be done quite easily, also evidence that the piece of lath had, indeed, been used for that purpose. He tossed it away, neverthe- less, as if of no importance, and then he stepped inside the porch and exam- ined the lock of the kitchen door.
"There's no evidence of any crooked work," he said, after a moment.
"Mebbe Rigby found this door unlocked," Barker suggested.
"I'll make a note of it, anyway." Logan took out a memorandum book. "Humph! My pencil's broken. Got a knife, Barker?" he asked carelessly.
"Sartin!" The lank fisherman hastened to produce it. " 'Tain't very sharp."
"Sharp enough." Logan felt the edge of the blade, then sharpened his stubby pencil. 'Much obliged, Nate," he dryly thanked him, returning the knife. "Your team is still out front, isn't it?"
"Down the lane a piece. Do yuh want it?"
"I want you to take a line to Royce, the lawyer, in West Seabury. Will you drive over there for me?"
"Sartin!" Barker readily consented. "Anything to help yuh."
"Hand him this, then, and bring me his answer." Logan tore a leaf from his book. 'You'll find me here, or at the jail."
"I'll make sure he gets it." Barker put the folded note in his greasy cap. "TVll be back in an hour, sheriff," he added, as he hurried away.
Logan pulled out his watch and glanced at it, then he quickly found the whittled piece of lath and put it in his pocket. He still was racking his brain to account for the two imperfect duck shot found on the kitchen floor, and he hastened in to search the pockets of the dead seaman. He found in one a small roll of bank notes, and in another two receipted bills and a paid memo randum slip for one night's lodging in a cheap New Bedford hotel, which he knew was patronized only by fishermen and seamen.
"The night before he returned to Seabury," he muttered, noting the date and putting the slip in his notebook. "It don't appear that he was killed for robbery, or this money would have been taken. It may have been purposely left, perhaps, to implicate Rigby and avert other suspicions. But what else, if Rigby is eliminated, could possibly have been the motive?"
Sheriff Logan had formed suspicions, in fact, with which some of this evi- dence seemed to conflict. He knelt abruptly and examined Hewitt's fractured skull, turning the head to one side— and something rolled over his hand and fell to the floor.
It was another pellet of lead, another flattened duck shot.
Logan started involuntarily. A chill ran through him. He could not tell just where the shot had come from, but he at once was hit with a shocking, horrifying idea. He turned quickly and examined the ankles and wrists of the dead man, then his eyes and ears, and then the edge of the cot on which he evidently had been lying when brutally slain. Rising suddenly, with features very grim, he inspected the top of the stove, and then a small iron pan found with some soiled dishes in the sink.
Adhering firmly to the inner surface of the pan were several hard dark particles, mere tiny points, one of which Logan scraped off with his knife, exposing a hardly perceptible dull gray luster.
"Bits of lead!" he muttered. "That tells the story. That tells why one side of each shot is flattened. Hot shot! Hot shot!" he repeated. "So hot that the lead softened where it touched the pan, and caused the shot to flatten at the point of contact."
Logan dropped the pan into the sink. The district medical examiner, Doctor Vane, was hurriedly entering, followed by Higgins, the selectman, who also was cashier of the local savings bank.
"Dear me, sheriff, this is very bad business." The physician gazed with frowning eyes at the shocking scene. "It's a plain case of murder. Constable Hague has told me all about it. There is no doubt of Rigby's guilt, not a shadow of doubt."
Sheritf Logan appeared to agree with him. He waited only until the physician began to examine the body, however. Then he drew Higgins aside to question him quietly.
"Do you happen to know whether Hewitt brought home much money?" he asked. "There ought to be a more plausible motive for this murder."
"I know that he did," Hague quickly informed him. "He deposited eight thousand dollars on the day he arrived. He said he had sold his old whaling craft and quit the sea forever. The money still is in the bank."
"Humph!" Logan grunted. "Money in the bank could not have been the motive."
"But he said, too, that he soon would have a darned sight bigger bundle for us," Higgins earnestly added. "Those were his own words."
"Did he say where it was, or how he expected to get it?"
"Not a word about that. He seldom said much, you know, save to growl and grumble."
Recalling Hewitt's violent exclusion of all persons from his house and grounds, Sheriff Logan strode into a near bedroom to begin a search. He found there a large cedar chest belonging to the seaman. It still contained most of the dead man's clothing— some of which, the sheriff presently discovered, had a faint, peculiarly sweet, earthy odor, entirely unlike that of the cedar chest itself.
Logan sniffed it keenly, eyes gleaming, as when a hound hits a hard-sought trail. He arose and hurriedly searched each room, the attic, the cellar, the porch, and then the two small outbuildings. He found in one a spade that had been very recently used. Damp earth still was cleaving to it, also bits of dead leaves. He took it and strode into the woods back of the low buildings.
Back of some shrubbery at two points commanding a view of the house, he found numerous burned matches, some wet and more faded than others. Presently he found a spot of ground that had recently been dug up, as if something had been buried and since removed, for there was no surplus earth. He found near by, moreover, soiled with sand and dirt, a small piece of dark cloth, which he sniffed eagerly. He found that it had the same sweet, earthy odor as the garments in the whaler's cedar chest.
It then was half past eight.
It was half past nine when Nate Barker, not finding the county sheriff on the scene of the crime, nor at the county jail, drove into the stable yard back of his miserable dwelling near the water front, and discovered Sheriff Logan seated on the back steps, He was fondling the head of a gaunt, lop-eared old hound.
"I thought you'd soon show up," the sheriff remarked without rising. "Did Royce send any answer?"
Barker's shifty eyes took on an evil gleam when he climbed down from his wagon and tendered a letter taken from his greasy cap.
"What yuh doing here?" he asked suspiciously. "I went to the jail arter yuh, as yuh said. What did yuh come here fur?"
"I wasn't ready to go to the jail," Logan said indifferently, while he read the brief letter. "I'm still working on the case."
"There ain't no case to work on, so fur as I can see," declared Barker, gazing at him. "It's plain enough Rigby did it."
"There are a few points I want to clear up." Logan put the letter in his pocket. "Mebbe you can help me. Let's go inside, Chairs are better to sit on than steps. Go home, Pluto! Home with you!" he commanded, when the swarthy fisherman scowled distrustfully at the hound. The dog obediently trotted away.
"What d'yuh mean about p'ints to clear up?' Barker led the way into a small, greasy-smelling kitchen. 'Ain't it plain enough to yuh that Rigby did it?"
Sheriff Logan did not reply for a moment. He took a chair near a small, bare table in the middle of the room. He noticed, too, that the frowning fisherman not only had closed the door, but had stealthily bolted it also, and that he sat down near a shotgun that was standing in one corner. But the face of the county sheriff underwent no change.
"It's not as plain as it might be," he replied. "I've found evidence that don't quite point to Rigby. Did you two have any duck shot when gunning yesterday?"
"Duck shot ?" Barker's eyes narrowed quickly. "What would we have duck shot fur? I didn't have any. Rigby had some, mebbe, fur all I know."
"I've learned, too, that a spy has been watching Hewitt's house at times, most likely after dark, ever since he came home."
"Who else would it be but Rigby?" Barker gazed with lowering scrutiny at the sheriff's strong face. "It's long odds, yuh know, that he's been looking fur a chance to knife the old toadfish. How'd yuh find it out?" he questioned curiously.
"Burned matches on the ground," said Logan tersely. "And Rigby don't smoke," he added pointedly.
"He don't, eh?" The fisherman's shaggy brows knit closer. 'What d'yuh make o' that?"
"That Rigby wasn't the spy," said the sheriff. "I've learned, too, that Hewitt stopped one night in a New Bedford hotel. He had his seaman's chest with him. I've telephoned to the hotel clerk, who remembers that Hewitt opened the chest in the trunk room and removed a large bundle wrapped in a dark cloth, which he took up to his bedroom, as if to guard against theft. Did you see him do so, Barker, or have any talk with him that night?"
"Mer" Barker's gaunt face went pale under its heavy coat of tan. "What d'yuh mean? How could I see him ?"
"You've got eyes, haven't you?" Logan's voice hardened. "I've learned that you were in the same hotel that night. J had the clerk look back on the register, and he found your name."
Nate Barker sat silent for a moment. Iie looked as a man looks when he be- gins to feel a net closing around him. His thin mouth had an ominous down- ward slant. The gleam and glitter of his narrowed eyes, riveted on the face of the county sheriff, had become more threatening. He steadied himself, with every nerve gone tense, bent upon learn- ing just how much was known or sus- pected,
"Waal, what o' that?" he asked defiantly. "I had a right to be there. | offen go there. But I didn't have any talk with Hewitt. I allas hated the ugly old crab. I didn't go nigh him."
"You were near enough to him, Barker, to learn what his bundle contained," Logan sternly accused him. "So near that your nose detected, in fact, what your eyes could not see. You've been a whaler."
"I dunno what yuh mean by that," retorted Barker, scowling frightfully. "If yuh think a—"
"I'll tell you just what I think," Logan cut in sternly. "I think, Barker, that you're a devil. Only a devil could do what you have done. You were the spy back of Hewitt's house. You knew what he brought home, but you didn't know where he hid ii."
"Yuh think all that, do yuh?" The fisherman spoke with a sneer now, with a shrug of sullen defiance. "Why don't yuh, if yuh think all that—"
"Much more than that," Logan again interrupted. "You watched in vain to learn where he had hidden it. You finally took a devil's own way to find out. You undertook it last night. In order to cover your own tracks, you planned to fix the crime upon Gordon Rigby, knowing of the men's antipathy and the threats Rigby had made. You persuaded him to go gunning with you— but he did not, as you have stated, give you the slip."
"He didn't, eh?"
"The boot, Barker, was on the other leg," Logan sternly accused him. "You stole away from him just at dark, knowing he could not possibly find his way home before you had done your devilish work. You returned and did it— and you left on the porch floor a knife stolen from Rigby three days ago. You aimed to incriminate him, not dreaming that fate would lead him there after your knavish work was done."
"Yuh think so, do yuh?" Barker glared at him, still with a desperate display of defiance, but his gaunt brown hands were quivering and his swarthy, hangdog face had taken on a sickly yel- low pallor. "Yuh'd better have a care what yth say."
"I know what I'm saying, Barker, and I know what you did," Logan retorted, with increasing severity. "You saw Hewitt asleep on the cot. The porch door was latched. You whittled down a piece of lath with which to open it. There it is." Logan placed it on the table. "The whittled part shows plainly that it was thinned down by a left- handed man, and that the knife used had a nick in the blade."
"Yuh mean to say
"I mean, Barker, that I knew you did it the moment I saw it. For I know you are left-handed. I confirmed my belief by borrowing your knife to point my pencil. You didn't see me break the point from it. I found the nick in the blade, as I suspected, and then I got rid of you till I could ferret out what you had done."
"Yuh did, eh?" Barker's drawn gray lips twitched. "If yuh think—"
"I don't think— I know!" Logan cried, eyes blazing. "You got into the house. You caught Hewitt napping and bound him to the cot. You tied him to it with tarred marline. I found flecks of tar on the edge of the cot, and faint marks made by the rope were still on his wrists and ankles. And then, Barker, devil that you are, you tortured him with hot duck shot dropped in his ears until he told you where his treasure was buried.
"You went out and unearthed the stuff. You then returned and killed him. You thought you took away all the evidence against you. But you dropped some hot shot on the floor. All this told me what you had done, and the scent in the seaman's chest told me why you did it. I found the burial place. I found, too, a scrap of cloth overlooked by you in the darkness. It has the scent, you double-dyed demon, and my hound has done the rest. He trailed you from the burial place to where you hid it. I've got you, Barker, and I've got that chunk of gray stuff which—"
"Got it! Yuh've got it!" Barker could endure the strain no longer. He uttered a fearful shriek and seized the shotgun. "Yuh'll get, then, what he got."
"I guess not!" Sheriff Logan took out his pistol and handcuffs. "Put down that gun! I took out the shells before you showed up."
"Yuh— yuh took 'em out! Yuh—"
'Bet you." The sheriff arose coolly. "Now, Barker, shove your hands in these. Hurry up, you whelp, or [ll break every bone in your body."
It was half past ten when Constable Hague, then putting Mr. Gordon Rigby through a third degree in the warden's room in the county jail, while his pretty wife was weeping near by, saw Sheriff Logan alighting from Nate Barker's rickety wagon, with the latter man in irons, and a third man taking out a large bundle wrapped in soiled dark cloth. But only the sheriff and the man with the bundle entered the warden's room.
"I say, sheriff, what's this mean?" cried the constable, starting up. "Why have you got Barker in irons, and—"
"Because Barker's on his way to the electric chair," Logan dryly interrupted. Then, seeing the light that had leaped up in the eyes of Gordon Rigby and Nell, he quickly added: "Oh, I didn't want you, Rigby, from the first." He extended his hand to his astonished hearer. "But I thought it wise to take you in while I hunted up the right man and the motive."
"The motive?"
"Right here!" Sheriff Logan took the soiled cloth from around a mass of gray, soaplike substance. "A chunk of ambergris, Rigby, worth in the present market about thirty thousand dollars," he stated proudly. "It'll make quite a rich girl of you, Nell, and— What! Weeping again, eh? But your eyes are bright, now, bless your heart! Didn't I tell you to wait, Nell, till you heard me say he did it?"
_______________
13: Under the Crown
Scott Campbell
Detective Story Magazine 19 May 1919
"IT is, indeed, a peculiar case. I fear, Mr. Adler, it presents one of the most obscure and diabolicai murder mysteries conceivable. No one else, however, even dreams of it. Secrecy and circumspection are imperative. That is why I sent to New York for you, where your enviable reputation as a private detective—"
“Pardon,” Adler said mildly. “I will assume that you have reasons for wanting to employ me.”
Mr. Harvey Venner, a wealthy Danbury banker, was talking with a well- built, impressive young man in his elegant library. The man did not look like a detective. Clad in black, a rather genteel figure, with a well-poised head, dark hair and a pointed beard, shell-bowed spectacles, magnifying a pair of calm, yet very penetrating eyes, he looked more like a professional man, a doctor or divine, than a detective. One would hardly suspect there was another man under the surface.
“You will say, perhaps, that I should have sent for a physician instead of a detective,” Mr. Venner, a man of sixty, continued. “But the doctors have done all in their power. I have employed the most skillful physicians, the most eminent specialists. All are mystified, completely baffled, and they frankly admit it. Think what that means to me,” he added, with some emotion, “when I see the shadow of death descending upon my home, robbing me of my only daughter, all I have since my wife died, and to know I am powerless to prevent it.”
Paul Adler replied with a sympathetic bow. He saw tears in the banker’s eyes. He was impressed not only with the man, but with the luxury and atmosphere of culture in his elegant home. It seemed terrible, indeed, to think of death invading it and claiming its most beautiful and beloved treasure, and twice Adler’s gaze had lingered briefly upon a striking oil portrait on an easel, that of a fair, very handsome girl of nineteen, of whom the banker was speaking.
“It must, indeed, be a singular case,” he said after a moment. “But why, physicians being unable to diagnose it, do you think a detective is needed? Do you really suspect foul play?”
“I fear rather than suspect it.”
“Is there any evidence of it, tangible evidence?”
“A single circumstance,” said Mr. Venner impressively. “Let me explain. Arthur Farley, a friend of mine, a wealthy bachelor and clubman, recently died quite suddenly. He had been fecling a bit off color for two or three weeks, and he was fatally stricken while at lunch with some friends. He lived only two hours, and Miss Farley, a maiden sister and only near relative, felt that he had been poisoned.”
“Why so?” Adler inquired. “Had she any reason to fear he was murdered?”
“Only because he left generous bequests to a number of friends and distant relatives. She feared he was killed, perhaps, to secure the legacies. She conferred with me. I advised an autopsy, which was privately performed. I. was entirely negative. There was absolutely no evidence of any organic disease. The viscera, also some of Farley’s blood, both examined by experts, revealed not the slightest trace of poison. In fact, Mr. Adler, Arthur Farley apparently died while in perfect physical condition,”
“I see, to that extent, why you are suspicious,” said the detective. “Is there anything more? What is the single circumstance you mentioned?”
“I am coming to that. There, Mr. Adler, is a portrait of Ethel, my daugh- ter." Venner turned and pointed to it. “Four months ago she was a strong and robust girl, very fond of athletic sports, expert at golf, an enthusiastic motorist, a fine rider and capital swimmer. She was as healthy and rugged a girl as one could find. To-day, Mr. Adler, she is only a frail and fading shadow of that girl— and neither the doctors nor specialists can find the cause.”
Paul Adler gazed again at the face on the easel. It was one to impress deeply a susceptible and sympathetic young bachelor. He seemed to see in the large, winsome blue eyes a look of pathetic appeal, which of course was only subjective, the impression of a man who knew he was called upon only as a last resort. He was quick to respond to it. He straightened up, eyes narrowing, and asked abruptly :
“Why did you tell me about the Farley case? Is there any analogy or connection between the two?”
“The single circumstance,” said Mr. Venner, “I want you to decide.”
“Tell me what you mean.”
“Farley was insured for forty thousand dollars. His sister is the beneficiary. With the policy, however, was a paper directing her to pay a local agent, Mr. Matthew Waldron, in accord with a signed agreement given to him when the policy was executed two years ago, the sum of ten thousand dollars, one quarter of the amount of the policy.”
“What’s the idea?’ Adler’s voice hardened slightly. “Was he under any obligation to Waldron? Were they intimate friends? Why, if he wanted to leave him that part of the insurance, Was it not incorporated in the policy?”
“Let me tell you something else,” said Venner, instead of answering the questions. "Four months ago, partly because of her hazardous sports, I decided to insure Ethel’s life in favor of her cousin, a girl of small means. I saw Waldron about it. We are old friends. I told him I wanted a policy for seven thousand dollars. He advised me to make it ten, as he then could give me a lower rate of premium. I told him seven was all I cared to carry. He then offered to make one for fifteen thousand at a reduced rate, and to pay personally one third of the annual premium, and in case of death take a proportionate part of the benefit. He showed me that I thus would get a policy for ten thousand at the same annual cost as for one of seven at the higher rate. That looked good to me, Mr. Adler, and I consented.”
“I see!” Adler’s brows knit closer. “Waldron would benefit if these people died. That’s the single circumstance. You think he had murderous designs upon both persons.”
“That’s the point, of course,” said the banker. “But there is absolutely no other evidence of it,” he forcibly emphasized. “I have known Waldron for thirty years. He was born and brought up here. He is a leading citizen. He has a fine home and family. He is a man of exemplary habits, a pillar of the church, a man of the very highest social standing. To charge him with doing wrong, to say nothing of crime, would bring an immediate suit for blackmail, I know the man. That’s why, Mr. Adler, secrecy and circumspection, are imperative.”
“That’s not the only reason,” Adler said dryly. ‘Who knows you have em- ployed me to sift this matter to the bottom ?”
“Only my daughter,” Mr. Venner informed him. “I have not told her what | felt, however, nor just why I sent for you.”
“Very good. Confide in no one else,” Adler directed more earnestly. “lf Farley was murdered, if the same fate now threatens your daughter, very crafty work is being done, Mr. Venner, and some most mysterious means employed. This one bit of evidence, however, the single circumstance, don’t amount to much, in view of what you say about Waldron. Are you sure there is nothing else? Did he associate very frequently with Farley after the latter Was insured?”
“Not at all. They very seldom met, and then only by chance.”
“Was he present when Farley was fatally stricken?”
“He was not. Three business friends, all disinterested parties, were at lunch with him.”
"Do you know whether Waldron paid part of the premium on Farley's policy?"
“If he did Farley never mentioned it, nor does it appear in his private papers. I have asked his sister about it.”
“Nothing shows on the surface, then, but rather the contrary, that Waldron had any designs upon Farley, or that he has been in a position even to hasten his death,” Adler pointedly argued. “Now about your daughter. Does Waldron see her occasionally ?”
“Very seldom.”
"Does he call here?”
“Never. I don’t think he has seen her since she was insured. But he knows she is ill, for he spoke of it to me and expressed his sympathy. He then had no personal interest, however, for I had canceled the policy.”
“Canceled it?” Adler’s brows lifted. “Why did you cancel it 7”
“Only because, after thinking more seriously about it, I did not fancy Waldron’s having an interest in it," Mr, Venner explained. “But I suspected nothing. Farley was then alive and well.”
“Did Waldron make any objection?”
“Not the slightest. He expressed some surprise, but said it was entirely satisfactory to him. I did not take out another policy, and Ethel’s life is not now insured,”
“Apparently, then, Waldron can have no motive, nothing to derive from her death,” said Adler. “It seems absurd in that case to suspect him of such a crime. If he— Stop a moment,” he digressed abruptly. ‘Was it after Ethel was taken ill, or before, that you canceled the policy?”
“I'm sure,” Mr. Venner said thoughtfully. “It was about three months ago. Ethel was quite run down about that time, having a severe cold and some dental work that made her nervous, but we did not suppose her condition was at all threatening. Not for several weeks, in fact, did we begin to realize that it was serious.”
“Are your servants trustworthy—”
“Absolutely. I am sure of that."
“Does she have a trained nurse? They sometimes are treacherous.”
“Ethel’s cousin, the one I mentioned, is taking care of her.”
“Would it be convenient for me to see Miss Ethel for a few moments?” Adler asked abruptly.
“Certainly.” Mr. Venner rose immediately.
“I told her you might want to see her.We'll go up to her room.”
Adler accompanied him without replying. He was startled when he saw the girl, who arose from an arm chair and extended her hand to greet him. She was a frail and fading shadow, indeed, of the girl in the portrait. She appeared of almost ethereal beauty, so slender was she, so strangely pale, her fair skin having a peculiar dead-white pallor, and her large blue eyes a pathetic, wistful expression, as when hope still is mingled with resignation. Adler was strangely drawn to her. He felt moved, in fact, while he briefly held her hand and took a chair near her.
“I’ve been waiting for you, Mr. Adler, and hoping you would come,” she told him frankly. ‘‘Papa said he expected you this evening. I hope, too, that you can do something for me. Life is very sweet, you know, when one is young.” She smiled in a pathetic way that really hurt him. “It seems very hard to go at my age, and to leave dear papa alone here. I do hope you can do something.”
“I hope so, too,” said Adler gently. “Believe me, Miss Venner, I will try. Tell me how you feel most of the time.”
“Weak— terribly weak!” she replied. “My strength is steadily going. I don’t feel ill nor suffer any bodily pain, But my strength— that is slipping away day by day.”
Adler questioned her only briefly. Scarce ten minutes had passed when he returned to the lower hall with the banker. He expressed no opinion, but there now was an ominous gleam deep down in his grave eyes. He took his hat and gloves from a stand in the hall.
“I cannot yet say what I shall do, Mr. Venner,” he said, pausing. “But I'll do something— you can bet on that! Wait for me to see you again. In the mean- time, mind you, not one word about me to others. One moment— the vestibule is lighted. Let me out the side door. I don’t want to be seen leaving your house.”
It was ten o’clock when he departed. He felt that he had been almost in the shadow of death. The outer gloom and the chill of the night air struck him un- pleasantly. He scarce had reached the gravel walk, moreover, when a shivery chill ran through him, a creepy, goose- flesh- causing sensation, as when one instinctively feels the unseen presence of another, or of something evil or uncanny.
He stopped and gazed around. All he could see plainly was the drawn curtain of a lighted room in the next house, fifty yards away across the dark, intervening grounds. Suddenly a moving figure passed across it, so quickly that its size and shape could not be determined.
“Was it a silhouette, or a shadow; that of a man, or a woman?” he asked himself, still gazing. "Was it some one in the room, or out of doors? Has a spy been here, who fled upon hearing me leaving?”
Adler watched vainly for the figure to reappear. Then he stole around to the library windows, inspecting the ground near by with a pocket search-light, but he could find no tracks of an eavesdropper. Somewhat reassured, he hastened to the hotel to which he already had sent his suit case, where he registered under a fictitious name and went to his room. Then it quickly appeared that he had been even more circumspect than the banker himself had imagined, having inferred from his letter that it would be wise to hide his identity and vocation. For he at once removed a wig, the pointed beard, the shell-bowed spectacles, and tossed them upon a table, revealing a strong, clean-cut, attractive face, though it then would have awed one guilty of the suspected knavery.
“It looks wicked, deucedly wicked,” he muttered, fishing out a brier pipe and a tobacco pouch from his suit case. “Are both cases the outcome of crime? Is Waldron a crook? Would he risk suspicion, or ignore it, if sure that no tangible evidence can be found nor positive proof established? Men have risked far more for sake of some easy money. He may reason, too, that his excellent reputation renders him immune from serious suspicion.
“But how were the crimes committed, in that case, and all evidence of the method and means completely hidden?” Adler asked himself, pulling hard on his pipe. “Could Waldron have done the work alone and without having once been seen with either victim? Has he a confederate? Is the deviltry so deep that suspicion and possible investigations may be boldly defied? What mysterious agent was employed, of which the victims knew nothing, not even when it was used, an agent of which there is no superficial evidence save its deadly effect, and of which an autopsy revealed not the slightest trace?”
Adler gazed up through a cloud of smoke at the ceiling. The problem was a baffling one. He thought again of the girl to whom he felt so strongly drawn, of her sweet, pathetic face and appealing eyes, and a more threatening, fiery gleam leaped up in his own.
“Wicked is right!” he declared, banging his fist on his knee. “I’m in a race against death itself. If I’m to save that dear girl from her impending fate, I must find answers for those questions— and find them quick! I’ll do it, too, by thunder!”
ii
PAUL ADLER did not lie down on the case. At nine o’clock the next morning he entered the business quarters of Mr. Matthew Waldron, two elaborately equipped front rooms on the second floor of the Gage Building. They had every indication of business prosperity. Suspicion of the occupant would ordinarily have seemed preposterous. But Detective Adler knew he was not on an ordinary case.
“Is Mr. Waldron here?” he inquired, addressing one of three attractive girl clerks in a railed inclosure.
“In his private office, sir.” She pointed with her pen to the open door, “Walk right in. He’s not busy.”
Adler found him seated at a magnificent roll-top desk, a large man of middle age, well dressed, and with a strong, smooth-shaven face. He arose to greet the detective and closed the door.
“Good morning, he said pleasantly. “A good morning it is, too. One when a man feels glad to be alive. Take a seat. What can I do for you?” he inquired, returning to his swivel chair.
Adler took his measure quickly. He saw that he could be very smooth and oily when so inclined. He knew, however, if his suspicions were correct, that he was confronting a man of uncommon craft and assurance, yet with whom he must successfully cope, and he was not in a mood to beat about the bush.
“My name is Clark,” he replied, using that registered in the hotel. "I’m look- ing into the sudden and singular death of Arthur Farley four weeks ago. What do you know about it?”
If this abrupt beginning and point-blank question disturbed Waldron, he did not betray it. He did not appear surprised, in fact, nor even gaze more sharply at the detective— which at once led Adler to suspect that he had been warned of his visit and was prepared for the interview. Adler recalled his impression about a spy at the Venner residence the previous night.
“Why have you come to me?” Waldron asked blandly. “Why don’t you see Farley’s sister, or his physician?”
“I’m not acquainted with his sister, nor do I know what physician attended him.”
“Doctor Bolton had the case. Why do you think I know anything about it?”
“He was insured through you for forty thousand dollars,” said Adler. “I supposed you would know about his death.”
“I know only what the physician reported. Why do you think there was anything singular about it?”
“Because an autopsy revealed no organic trouble, no trace of poison, no definite cause. You did not know, perhaps, that an autopsy had been performed,” Adler insinuated tentatively.
“Oh, yes, I knew it," Waldron said indifferently. ‘‘But I am not informed of the details, nor specially interested. Farley and I were only casual friends.”
“You had a claim on one-quarter of his insurance, didn’t you?”
“Certainly.” Waldron quickly admitted it. “I had been paying a proportionate part of the premium. That was our agreement. I still have the papers in my desk.”
“Are you in the habit of doing that sort of thing?” Adler questioned.
“What thing?" Waldron demanded, with sharper scrutiny. “There’s no law against it, is there?”
“I know of none.”
“There certainly is none in this State, and I occasionally help out a friend, or a specially desirable patron, when the circumstances warrant it," Waldron coolly admitted. “I can offer rate inducements depending upon the amount of a policy, and I’m rather glad to share the additional cost of a larger amount, with a proportionate claim in the benefit, if it’s more than a friend wants to carry alone or can conveniently carry. It’s advantageous both ways. I do him a favor, and he helps me enlarge my business. Besides, it’s a very good in- vestment,” he bluntly added.
“That so?” Adler smiled incredulously.
“Surely. You think a life insurance is a good thing, don’t you?” Waldron asked aggressively.
“Yes, I do, as far as that goes.”
“So do most people, or millions would not be invested. That’s all there is to it, then. If one is a good investment, so are two, a dozen, or a hundred. The more, in fact, the better,” Waldron forcibly argued. “That’s why I’m in it in this way. My benefits have far more than paid my part in a score of policies in which I have such an interest. Here, look at the list in my memorandum book.” He swung around and took it from a pigeonhole in his desk. “Here are the names and amounts. My private ledger shows the entire business. It may be inspected by any one specially interested in the matter.”
Adler read the long list. He now suspected that all this information, which he had thought he must force from this wily life insurance agent, was being literally thrust upon him, instead, and he was convinced that Waldron had been prepared for the interview, that his own vocation and mission had been discovered, and that a covert attempt was being made to deride and dispel his suspicions. He read Ethel Venner’s name in the list, but saw that a pen had been drawn through it. He also noticed another, Hugo Dagmar, insured for thirty thousand dollars, though the others were for smaller amounts.
“I see,” he replied, returning the book. “So you derive a handsome profit from this scheme.”
“Certainly, or I would not be in it,” said Waldron bluntly. “It’s a business proposition, pure and simple, as you should see for yourself.”
“But don’t you think a man in your business might incur suspicion by con- ducting it in this way?” Adler pointedly questioned.
“Suspicion— nonsense!” cried Waldron, frowning quickly. “Suspicion of what? Not that I would hasten the death of any person? You're not fool enough to mean that. It would be preposterous. Do you suspect an undertaker because his business depends upon death?” he demanded, with increasing resentment. “Do you suspect a prospective heir because some one must die before he can inherit? Suspicion— ridiculous! There would be no sense in it.”
“Unless there were mysterious and quite significant circumstances,” Adler corrected, in an insinuating — tone. “Take, for instance, the strange illness of Ethel Venner, who, if the physicians are correct—”
“Stop a moment!” Waldron lurched forward, quite threatening. "You saw her name in my list. Let me tell you, sir, that that policy was canceled before she was taken ill. In no way, nor under any circumstances, can it reflect upon me. But you are treading on thin ice,” he went on indignantly. "I don’t know who you are, Mr. Clark, and I don’t care, nor what motive you had in coming here. My business is open and aboveboard. If you dare to intimate the contrary, I'll sue you for blackmail. That’s all I have to say to you.” And Mr. Matthew Waldron, with eyes blazing, arose abruptly and opened the door.
“That ought to be enough," Adler dryly retorted. “Good morning, Mr. Waldron.”
He realized upon reaching the corridor that he had not accomplished much. He felt doubly sure that he was right, nevertheless, but he still was con- fronted with the same baffling questions as to when, how, and with what means the suspected crimes were committed. He again was racking his brain to find a way to answer them, when his gaze fell upon a polished brass plate on a door near the stairway.
DR. HUGO DAGMAR
DENTIST
“Humph !” Adler paused and gazed at it. “I read that name in his list. For a big policy, too. He stands in a fair way, then, if I’m right, to meet the same fate as Farley and— Suppose it’s not on the level, that it’s only a blind. By Jove, there may be something in this!”
Detective Adler was hit with an idea. Much more, in fact, had arisen in his mind than would be suggested by the mere proximity of the dentist’s office to that of the life insurance agent. It impressed him so strongly that, turning abruptly, he hastened down to the street and hunted up a taxicab.
“Take me to Harvey Venner’s residence,” he directed the chauffeur, “Lively, too, and wait there for me.”
Adler’s call was a short one. He talked for ten minutes with Ethel Venner, then hastened to the home of Farley’s sister, whom he briefly questioned. Then to Venner’s office he hurried, and finally to the hotel, where he paid his bill, made an entire change of garments, discarded his disguise, hid his jewelry from view on his person, and sent his suit case to the railroad station.
“Now, by Jove, if he thinks it’s worth while to look me up, he’ll learn that I have left town,” he said to himself. “But not yet— not by a long chalk!”
Adler did not look like the same man. He appeared younger, of much lighter complexion, and more sturdy and muscular in his woolen business suit of fashionable plaid. He felt sure that one having cause to be wary and watchful even would detect no likeness.
Eleven o’clock found him in the suburban plant of a big fireworks cor- poration, The Vulcan Company, and in private conference with its president, Mr, Francis Dole. Then he sped to the nearest printing establishment, and then to the office of an uptown dentist, who reluctantly did what he requested.
It was not quite noon when he politely tendered a card to Doctor Hugo Dagmar, after the latter had bowed a fashionably clad woman from the very attractive parlor adjoining his operating room.
“Mr. Francis Dole recommended you, doctor,” he said suavely, while removing his kid gloves. “He said he was acquainted with you.”
Doctor Dagmar was a tall, dark man of forty, with very black hair and a close-trimmed mustache, which accentuated the whiteness of his very fine teeth. He was quite a handsome man, in fact, with peculiarly intense, magnetic eyes, and Adler had learned that he was the leading Danbury dentist.
“Yes, indeed!” Doctor Dagmar smiled and bowed very politely. “We are quite friendly, in fact. I infer, Mr, Curzon,” he glanced again at the card, “that you are the new general manager for The Vulcan Company. I read a very complimentary article about you in a local newspaper yesterday.”
“Yes," Adler laughed lightly. “I read it, too,” he said a bit dryly, but did not explain how he was taking advantage of that fact. “It was very kind to speak so well of a total stranger. I hope my work for The Vulcan Company will justify it.”
“Were you never in Danbury before?”
“No, never.” Adler slipped ‘his gloves into his pocket. “I arrived from Iowa early this morning. I broke a tooth while at dinner on the train yesterday. It’s an old dead molar, doctor, so I’ve suffered no pain. I want it repaired if there’s anything left of it.”
“This way, Mr. Curzon, and take the chair.” Dagmar drew aside an exquisite portiére and bowed him into the operating room. “I will look at it.”
Adler gazed up at his intense black eyes while the tooth was being inspected. He wondered how near he could read the dentist’s mind in them. He thought he could detect a subtle gleam in their somber depths, and a momentary sinister smirk on his thin red lips.
“Well, it’s pretty near gone,” Dagmar announced, straightening up. “All I can do, Mr. Curzon, is to crown it for you.”
“When can you do that?” Adler inquired. ‘Make it as soon as possible, doctor, for I shall be very busy after starting in with The Vulcan Company.”
“I can prepare the tooth at once,” Dagmar suggested, glancing at his watch. “I will finish it for you on Friday at four o'clock. An appointment for that time has just been canceled.”
“Capital!” Adler agreed. “I’m playing lucky for once in my life,” he remarked, with unsuspected significance. “Go to it, doctor.”
Doctor Dagmar laughed and set to work. He was very genial and talkative meanwhile, and at times inquisitive, but always courteously and with apparently friendly intertst. He learned, when his work was nearly done, that Mr. Curzon had a wife and three children in Iowa, who Jater would reside with him in Danbury. Knowing the man he was impersonating was a bachelor, Adler hoped he would not kick when he arrived and heard of this.
“You ought to protect them with a big life insurance," Dagmar remarked, laughing carelessly. “Employment in a fireworks plant is hazardous. I wouldn’t like your job.”
“I’ve been thinking of it," Adler informed him. “I mean to do so, in fact, as soon as I can get at it.”
“Delays are dangerous,” Dagmar reminded him.
“Sometimes, doctor, I admit. I suppose I really ought to attend to it. I must look up a reliable agent.”
“There’s no better man than Matthew Waldron,” said Dagmar. ‘He has done business here for thirty years and is absolutely reliable.”
“Where is his office?”
“Only three doors from here.”
“Up the street or down?” queried Adler, with some finesse.
“Neither.” Dagmar laughed agreeably. "I should have said that his rooms are only three removed from mine.”
“Ah!” Adler exclaimed. "You're acquainted with him, then.”
“Only in a business way,” Dagmar quickly informed him. “He wrote me a policy for thirty thousand dollars. He offers a very tempting inducement on one for that amount, or even larger,” he suavely added. “You might have a talk with him when convenient.”
“He may be in his office now,” said Adler, as he left the dentist’s chair. “There’s no time like the present. Would you be willing, doctor, to introduce me?”
“Surely!” Doctor Dagmar consented very affably. “Why not, indeed? I'll be pleased to do so. We may find him.”
They did find him, and he was very willing to talk business with Mr. Curzon. He thought it would prove very profitable, too, for Mr. Curzon fell quite readily for an inducement made him, and agreed upon a policy for forty thousand dollars. The agent phoned down to the insurance company for a doctor, who soon came up and examined “Curzon,” reporting later that the new client had passed the medical tests. If Mr. Matthew Waldron had misgivings, which he did not have, about the identity of his customer, they would have been entirely dispelled when he called at the plant of The Vulcan Company the following Thursday to deliver the policy— and found the said Mr. Curzon buried to the neck amid models, plans and devices of a pyrotechnical character.
Detective Adler kept his appointment with Doctor Hugo Dagmar promptly at four o’clock the following afternoon. He found the dentist alone and waiting for him.
“You're right on time, Mr. Curzon,” he said suavely, after greeting him.
“Time is money,” replied Adler with a smile. “I don’t want to rob you of any.”
“That’s very good of you.” Dagmar laughed. “I wish all of my patrons were as considerate.”
“I suppose you have your troubles, By the way, doctor, I took out that insurance, forty thousand dollars.”
Adler made sure of his knowing it.
“So Waldron told me.” Dagmar nodded, rubbing his slender white hands. “I met him this morning.”
“That crown is ready, I suppose.”
“Certainly. The work won't take long.”
Adler entered the adjoining room and settled himself in the dentist's chair. He heard him draw the portiére that hung across the door. He was expecting no very dramatic climax to the work he had done, no sudden sensational denouement. He thought of Ethel Venner, and of the man who had died so mysteriously five weeks before. He had no doubt that he was marked for the same tragic fate.
While the work proceeded he watched Dagmar deftly finger the implements on his movable table, on which he also had placed two small phials. He questioned him at intervals, as if with casual curiosity; but not until Dagmar took from a safe in one corner’a glass jar about two inches high, nearly filled with a dark paste, and placed it on the table, did Adler feel that the crucial moment had arrived.
“What’s stuff?" he enquired carelessly.
“A preservative.”
“Preservative!” queried Adler.
“Yes." Dagmar smiled, but eyed him more sharply. “It prevents decay at the roots of a dead tooth when packed in the nerve ducts.”
“That so?” Adler drew up in his chair. “I suppose it’s essential. But I once had a tooth crowned, Doctor Dagmar, which I since have lost. The dentist used no ingredient like that.”
“Many dentists do not.” Dagmar’s voice hardened. His dark skin taking on a pasty pallor. “Why are you so curious about it?’ he demanded.
“You don’t object to informing me, do you?” Adler asked bluntly.
“Not at all. But are you doing work, or am I?” Dagmar forced a laugh to his gray lips, but it was hollow and mirthless, a weak attempt to dispel suspicions which he could not yet believe were really entertained. “On my word, Curzon, I would think you were the dentist.”
“I’m the subject, Doctor Dagmar, the victim of this job,” Adler said pointedly. “It’s my tooth that stuff is going into. To tell the truth, I don’t like the looks of it.”
“Nonsense! What do you think—”
“What is it?” Adler forcibly insisted, interrupting. ‘“What’s the name of it? What’s it derived from? Let me smell of it.” He reached out quickly to take the jar from the table.
“Let it alone!" Dagmar tried to prevent him. His voice was threatening. His sallow face, suddenly drawn and distorted, had a look of devilish ferocity, an expression plainly showing of what fiendish knavery he was capable. “Give it to me!” he cried, seizing Adler's wrist. "Give it to me or—"
He stopped short, turning as quickly as a frightened cat. He heard the click of the lock on the corridor door, and the hurried turning of the key. He darted to the portiére, flinging it aside, and vanished into his waiting room.
Adler dropped the jar into his pocket and followed him to the door. The un expected had happened. Ghastly white, shaking with fear and excitement. Matthew Waldron had entered, locked the door, and was saying frantically to the scowling dentist: “Be careful. I've learned that Curzon, the real Curzon, has just arrived in Danbury. This man is an impostor. Don’t use that stuff Don’t let him see it or know—”
“Perdition!” Dagmar thrust him aside. “You're too late! He already has seen it and—”
“Too late, gentlemen, is right!” Adler stepped into the room, confronting them with his revolver. It really had less effect upon them than his cynical smile and mocking austerity. “Don’t lose your heads,” he advised. “Doctor Dagmar has come very near it. I might have told you a few days ago, Waldron, when you had no more to say to me, that I soon would have something to say to you. I deferred it only to make sure.”
Waldron was near fainting, but Doctor Dagmar had pulled himself together. Venting a frightful oath, he appeared about to ignore the threatening weapon and throw himself upon the detective.
“Damn you for a double-dealing meddler!” he cried, with both fists uplifted. “You shall not expose us. I'll kill you rather than suffer—"
“Enough of that!” Adler thrust the gun under his nose. “You'll do no more killing. You already are exposed. Do you doubt it?” He had backed around the door and quickly turned the key. "Come in, chief, and take charge of these men,” he said sharply.
Chief Hardy, of the city police, followed by two of his detectives, instantly stepped in from the corridor.
Detective Adler was wrong in one respect. With poison hidden on his person, Doctor Hugo Dagmar committed suicide in his cell in the county jail that night. Five weeks later, after pleading not guilty, Matthew Waldron retracted his plea and accepted a life sentence for his part in the crimes.
IT WAS about that time, too, that Ethel Venner returned from a sanitarium, where Detective Adler had frequently seen her and had become well acquainted with her. The color had returned to her cheeks. She was looking again like the girl in the portrait. It was then, too, that Adler told her for the first time some of the details of the extraordinary case.
“It was a crowning crime, Miss Ethel, in more than one sense,” he remarked, while they sat alone on the veranda one evening. “I have learned from Waldron all he can tell about it. Dagmar put him up to it. Both figured that, with their excellent reputations, the obscure method used, and the fact that they were not outwardly very friendly, they would never be suspected, much less convicted.”
“But what about Dagmar?” asked Ethel. "Tell me what he used.”
“It appears, that he was born and brought up in South America,” said Adler. “He not only was a fine dentist, but also a very clever chemist. The chief ingredient of his poisonous paste was curare, which is derived from a South American plant. It has a pronounced affinity for the nerve endings in muscular tissues, which it gradually paralyzes, steadily weakening the muscles and finally affecting the heart and lungs.”
“That explains my terrible condition.”
“Exactly. Dagmar had combined with curare some other virulent poison, Waldron states, and had discovered that it could be introduced into the human system through the nerve ducts of the teeth, and that it could also be made so diffusive that it would gradually, depending upon the degree of strength and quantity he used, pervade the entire system and finally cause heart failure. That is just how Arthur Farley was killed. But it left no evidence of itself. His body was exhumed and the two teeth examined, which Dagmar crowned about four weeks before Farley died, or about the time he began to feel a bit off color. None of the poison remained in them. It had been absorbed into his system. These two rascals, you understand, worked together, steering customers to each other. Sooner or later Dagmar could land a crown or two on the teeth of any whom Waldron could induce into his insurance scheme. Dagmar could vary the degree of poison, moreover, so that there would be no suspicious similarity in the deaths that might occur. Luckily you were treated quite lightly, Miss Ethel, and have been able to throw the poison off since your crown was removed. Luckily, too, the scheme was discovered at an early stage. There have been many crowns removed in Danbury since the facts were published.”
“But why did they not remove mine, Mr. Adler, after papa canceled the policy? Why let me die, perhaps, when there was nothing to gain?”
“Because the risk of advising its removal was too great,” Adler explained. “They feared, if the truth suspected, that it would be an incriminating point against them. It might also give rise to suspicion and prevent their continuation of the knavery.”
“Oh, how wonderful that you discovered it!” Ethel murmured admiringly, with her hand laid gratefully on his. “What a keen and discerning man you are!”
Adler laughed and blushed a little.
“Oh, it wasn’t so very keen, Miss Ethel,” he said modestly. “I was told, you remember, that you had had some dental work done just before you began to decline. That aroused my suspicion when I saw Dagmar’s sign and recalled that he had a big policy with Waldron. I at once suspected it might be only a blind and that Dagmar was in league with Waldron. Then I learned from you about your crown, and from Miss Farley that Dagmar had crowned two teeth for Farley four weeks before he died. All that convinced me, Miss Ethel, that I had hit the right trail.”
“And then?” She fondly gazed at him in the twilight.
“Then,” said Adler with a laugh, “I took advantage of an article I had read in the local newspaper the night before. It related to the expected new manager for The Vulcan Company. I confided in President Dole and got him to cooperate with me, and to keep Curzon, the expected man, in the background in case he should arrive before I could finish my work. I wanted to be sure of finding the poison, and discovering just how the deviltry was done. I happened to have a filled dead tooth. So I went to a dentist and had him remove the filling and break off some of the tooth. Then I— but you know the rest, Miss Ethel, just how Dagmar fell for it and how I got both rascals.”
"I know, too, what you have done for me, and that I owe you my life.” She gazed at him with moist eyes and trembling lips. "I don’t see how I can ever express my gratitude. You are going back to New York to-morrow.”
“Back to New York!” Adler murmured, taking her hand. He was not longing for the bright lights and the big noise. “May I come back to Danbury some day, Ethel, and tell you how you can repay me?” he asked softly.
“Some day?” She could not mistake the love light in his eyes. Her own began to glow and her cheeks were red.
“Why not—" she faltered, "why not tell me now?”
Detective Adler followed her advice.
______________
14: The Artful Mr. Glencannon
Guy Gilpatric
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IT WAS an August morning, as bright and blue and beautiful as only a Mediterranean morning can be. Along the Quai St. Pierre, on the inner harbor of Cannes, fishermen lay sleeping, smoking, or scratching themselves in the shade of their boats while their wives and daughters trundled dripping barrows of the night's catch up the hill to the market, or squatted in the scorching sun to mend the long brown nets stretched out on the sidewalk to dry. The scene was quaint, colorful, and inspiringly picturesque, and here and there along the quay, artists had set up their easels to record it. Its aesthetic qualities were lost, however, upon two gentlemen who sat engaged in acrimonious converse beneath the awning of the Cafe des Pêcheurs. The one with the walrus mustache and the whisky breath was Mr. Colin Glencannon, chief engineer of the S.S. Inchcliffe Castle. The other, who was scowling into a cup of tea, was Mr. Chauncey Montgomery, the vessel's first mate. The Inchcliffe Castle herself— an ancient Clyde-built freighter of some 3500 tons, flying the house flag of Clifford, Castle & Co., Ltd., of London— lay moored at the long granite jetty which extended from the far end of the street.
"—Foosh! How do ye explain what's worriting him, then?" Mr. Glencannon was demanding, accusingly. "Obviously, the puir Auld Mon's had something on his mind, ever since they called him to the office that day in London. It looks vurra much to me as though ye'd been up to some o' yere usual dirty wurrk—by which I mean ye've been telling lies to the owners behind his back and trying to steal his job."
"No, blarst it, no!" Mr. Montgomery protested, hotly. "I've told yer twenty times I didn't say a word about 'im to nobody at the office— er, at least, not this trip.— Oh, I won't pertend I don't think Captain Ball is a silly old pot, incompetent to command the ship, nor that I don't think I ought to 'ave 'ad his job long ago. But if, as yer believe, the owners 'ad 'im up on the carpet and gave 'im a dressing down— welp, it wasn't none of my doing!"
Mr. Glencannon shrugged skeptically. "A-weel, maybe it was or maybe it wasna.— I wonder!" He filled his pipe, set it gurglingly aglow, and through its toxic fumes squinted his eyes in the direction of the ship. "H'm! Look yon— here comes Jessup. Pairhops he picked up some information through his private London grapevine and can give us a lead. I'll broach it to him— vurra discreetly, o' course, and in a roondaboot monner.— Ho, there, Jessup! Come on ower!" he called. "Muster Montgomery wants to treat ye to a beer."
"Oh, thank y' sir! That's very kind indeed, sir!" The steward, a wispy little man in a soiled white uniform, bustled across the street, deposited his market basket beneath the table, and seated himself diffidently on the edge of a chair. "Heh-heh-heh!" he simpered, shifting his eyes from one to the other of them. "Charming weather, ain't it, gempmen?"
"A-weel, yes and no— it's a motter o' opinion," said Mr. Glencannon, getting to work on him. "Whether the weather is guid or bod is always a controvairsial subject, because the weather, itsel', is always subject to, er— to, er—"
"To change, sir?"
"Eh?— Change, did ye say? Why, Jessup— how vurra odd that ye shud bring that up! Are ye hinting that ye heard rumors in London aboot some changes on the ship or in the line?"
"—Oh, that!" The end of the steward's nose twitched like that of a ferret. "D'yer mean abaht Captain Ball getting the job as Shore Superintendent and orl?"
Mr. Montgomery started violently. "What?" he cried. "—Ball?— As Shore Superintendent? Oh, sweet Fanny Adams! I never thought I'd live to see the day when an old chump like 'im would..."
"Shish and pish-tush!" Mr. Glencannon admonished him. "Spare us yere clashmaclaver until Jessup can tell us exockly what he heard and how he heard it."
Jessup took a sip of his beer and cleared his throat importantly. "Welp, gempmen, it so 'appens that my missus lives at Number Six, Catsmeat Yard, Lime'ouse, right next door to that lolloping fat widder 'oo's the charlady of our owners' offices. Veronica O'Halloran, 'er nyme is; she weighs in at fifteen-stone-ten. Welp, in addition to sweeping the floors, scrubbing the corridor, making the fires, and polishing the brarss, Veronica makes 'erself very useful to old Mister 'Azlitt by finding 'is eyeglarsses for 'im when 'e's lost 'em on 'is nose, feeding 'im 'is dyspepsia tabloids on the hour every hour, and orl like that. And of course, with 'im being Managing Director, she can't 'elp but over'ear practically all the news abaht company business."
"Aye, noturally," Mr. Glencannon agreed. "Do ye recall that passage in the Scriptures, beginning 'Sharper than a servant's tooth'? Weel, the sharper thing referred to is her ears.— Pray continue, Jessup."
"Welp, a couple of days before we left London on this 'ere voyage, Veronica O'Halloran 'eared Mister 'Azlitt and Sir John Castle discussing abaht picking a successor for old Captain 'Igginson, the Shore Superintendent, 'oo's planning to retire at the end of the year. They went through a list of orl the senior captains of the line and finally narrered it down to two— our skipper and Captain Flynn of the Marlecliffe Castle. It means a cushy office job for one of 'em, while the other poor bloke will 'ave nothing to look forward to except getting beached in a few years on 'is ord'n'ry captain's pension, which is even less than lousy."
"Hmph! So that's the way it is, is it? Well, Flynn's a good man," growled Mr. Montgomery. "—Wot I mean, 'e's got brains, appearance, and personality, instead of just a belly. I 'ope 'e gets the job!"
Mr. Glencannon peered at him incredulously. "Eh? Ye do? But why, ye gowk?" he demanded. "If Captain Ball is chosen, won't ye finally get yere wish and commond the Inchcliffe Castle?— though for mysel', I can only breathe a fervent 'God forbid!'"
Mr. Montgomery spread his hands in a gesture of frustration. "Wot good would it do me to command the Inchcliffe, with Ball lording it over me as Superintendent of the 'ole ruddy line? Can't yer see 'e'd orlways be nagging and finding fault with everything I done— questioning my accounts, turning down my requisitions, and comparing 'ow I ran the ship with the marvelous way 'e orlways run it? Why, I'd be even worse off than I am now!"
"Blosh and fuddlesticks!" scoffed Mr. Glencannon. "The bald truth is either that ye're afraid to assume the respunsibilities o' commond, noo that ye find them staring ye in the face, or that ye hate Captain Ball so bitterly that ye'd be willing to cut off yere nose to spite it!"
Jessup coughed. "Welp, gempmen, it ain't settled yet—not by a long chalk," he reminded them. "Sir John and Mr. 'Azlitt was saying as 'ow a Shore Superintendent 'as got to be a bit of a politician and diplermat—'ow 'e 'as to wear posh clothes, meet posh people, read 'is reports before the board of directors, and orl like that. Then they got to discussing Captain Flynn—'is brains, appearance, and personality, just like wot Mr. Montgomery mentioned. And while both of 'em seemed to 'ave a very 'igh opinion of Captain Ball, they was wondering if he wasn't a bit too much of a— well, a rough diamond."
"—Diamond? Hmph! They meant neck!" Mr. Montgomery sneered. "Anyway, 'ow are they going to settle it, Jessup?"
"Welp, Veronica says they called in Captain Ball and Captain Flynn and told 'em wot the situation was. They explained to 'em that being Shore Superintendent of Clifford, Castle and Comp'ny, Limited, calls for a damn sight more get-up-and-go-get-it than it takes to command a ship. They said that between now and the end of the year, they'll watch both captains very careful and the one 'oo shows the most jump and ginger will win the prize coconut."
"Well," said Mr. Montgomery, "at least they both know exackly wot they're up against."
"Ah, but they don't, sir!" smirked Jessup, his nose twitching again. "The most important part is wot Sir John and Mister 'Azlitt didn't tell 'em! You see, they're going to think up certain tasks—test jobs, so to speak, quite outside the ord'n'ry line of juty— and spring 'em on the captains when and where they'll least expect it!"
Mr. Glencannon nodded solemnly and tapped out his pipe bowl against the heel of his shoe. "A-weel, Muster Montgomery, it wud seem that I owe ye my apologies, but unfoortunately I left them in my other troosers. Jessup has vurra lucidly revealed what Captain Ball has got on his mind. Aye, and it's just as weel the auld fellow doesna ken the whole o' it! Even as it is, he's sitting on tenterhooks, lik' a Hindu on a couch o' nails. —And so, for that matter, am I."
"You? Why, wot in blazes 'ave you got to worry about? Just think of me!"
"I am— and that accounts for exockly half o' my worry. The thocht o' having to sairve under ye as captain is enough to curdle my liver— but the alternative thocht o' Captain Ball not getting the job is enough to break my heart!"
Mr. Montgomery's lip curled with sarcasm. "My word, yer insides are in a 'orrid mess, ain't they?" He gulped his tea and turned upon Jessup. "Orl right, you— beggar orff and do yer marketing!— D'yer think Clifford and Castle are paying yer good wages to 'ang around guzzling in pubs?"
For a while the two officers sat brooding in silence; then Mr. Montgomery stirred, glowered at his watch, and stood up. "Eleven o'clock," he said. "We'd better be getting back aboard before old bean belly lets the Boy Scouts or somebody steal the ship out from under 'im. No, no— don't larff!" he insisted. "Why, when I came back aboard yestiddy arfternoon, blyme if there wasn't a gang of kids playing follow-my-leader all over the ship, scratching the paint orff with their 'ob-nailed boots. Just as I was about to give a couple of the narsty brats a taste of my belt, the Old Man barges out of his cabin, orders me to turn 'em loose, and then gives me a lecture about live and let live and love thy neighbor. Yus, 'e did, so 'elp me! Is that the way to run a ship?— Is it?— Is it, I arsks yer?"
"A-weel, it's certainly no' the way ye'd run it, whuch wud be straight onto the hondiest rock. Ye mustna forget that, for all his faults, Captain Ball has never dented a plate, lost an anchor, missed a tide, or wetted a cargo in ower theerty years o' commond. And if it warms his kind auld heart to see the wee bairns romping hither and thither aroond his ship— weel, foosh, Muster Montgomery, what aboot it?"
"It's slack, it's sloppy, it's wrong— that's wot about it!"
As they continued out upon the wide stone jetty, the mate's mood waxed blacker and blacker. He champed on his pipe stem, clenched and unclenched his fists, and muttered horrid curses.
Some fifty yards from the Inchcliffe Castle's bow, an artist in a linen dust coat and a wide-brimmed straw sun hat was standing at his easel. Apparently he had just applied the finishing touches and now was appraising his handiwork; he stepped back, cocked his head from side to side, and nodded approvingly, meanwhile giving off gusty sighs of satisfaction with a work well done. The pair came to a halt behind him and looked over his shoulder at the picture.
"Phew! Cripes! Oh, 'orrors!" cried Mr. Montgomery. "Did yer ever set eyes on such a ruddy mess o' muck as that there daub is? Why, if 'e 'adn't painted 'Inchcliffe Castle' on it, I wouldn't know whether it was supposed to be the Rock of Gibraltar or the back side of Waterloo Station!"
"H'm, weel, noo, I dinna think it's quite as bod as all that," said Mr. Glencannon mildly. "I've no' had a great deal o' experience in looking at pictures, but I knew it was meant to be the ship the moment I saw it. He's spelled 'Inchcliffe Castle' correctly, hasn't he? And aren't those sea gulls, or fishing boats, or whatever they are in the background, really vurra lifelik'?"
"Yus, yus, but look 'ow 'e's got the 'ull orl lopsided! Look 'ow that port 'awse 'ole is set cockeyed, and 'ow 'e's left out every single rivet in 'er plates! Oh, kick me gently, mother! If I..."
"Sh-h! Pairhops we're distoorbing him." Mr. Glencannon took Mr. Montgomery by the arm and led him, still sputtering, away.
The artist swung slowly around and stood staring after them as though in a daze; then he turned to the picture, frowned at it, and set about comparing it, point by point, with its subject. His head no longer nodded in approval; instead, his chin sagged down on his chest, and in his sigh was the dreary, dismal note of acknowledged failure. He unscrewed the clamp of the easel and lifted out the picture. With an explosive snort and a mighty full-armed heave, he sent it scaling through the air like a boomerang.
Meanwhile, the two art critics were proceeding toward the Inchcliffe's gangway, Mr. Glencannon chiding Mr. Montgomery on the violence of his temperament. "Watch yersel', mon— watch yersel'!" he warned. "Any competent psychoanolysist wud agree wi' me that ye're a clossic exomple o' the headstrong, impulsive, hyper-snotty emotional type. Instead o' flying off the hondle at the slichtest provocation, as ye did just noo, ye ocht to foorce yersel' to emulate some weel-bolanced, sweet-natured, kindly Christian gentlemon such as— weel, tak' me, for exomple! Noo, whenever I..."
"Dammit!" Mr. Montgomery jabbed him with his elbow and pointed a tense forefinger. "Look there!" Shuffling down the gangway came an Algerian peddler, crimson tarboosh on his head, fake Oriental rugs draped over his shoulders, and in his hand a stick festooned with chaplets of tin jewelry. "Cheeri-o, Jack!" he addressed them jointly, grinning from ear to ear. "Looka-looka! Very fine roog! Very fine jewelry! Very chip price!" He stepped down onto the jetty to display his wares. "Captain of ship just now buy very fine necklace for take home to Ingleesh lady very chip!"
"Oh, 'e did, did 'e?" Mr. Montgomery's lips retracted in a grin so ghoulish that a hyena, witnessing it, would have demanded to see his union card. "Now, ain't that just too charming? Well, you putty-colored son of a mangey camel, ye're about to learn wot 'appens to riff-rarff that comes snirking aboard British ships when they ain't been invited!" His right hand whisked back to his hip pocket and came up with a slim leather blackjack.
Mr. Glencannon threw himself upon him and pinioned his arms to his sides. "Ho, for shame!" he cried. "Have ye no control at all ower yere brutal possions, mon?"
"Leggo! Lemme at 'im!" Mr. Montgomery pleaded, hoarsely. As they struggled and swayed, the Arab darted past them. A bottle dropped from under his robe and crashed on the pavement with an explosive pop. In the midst of the shattered glass and widening brown pool, the label lay intact.
It read:
DUGGAN'S DEW
OF KIRKINTILLOCH
"Foosh!" roared Mr. Glencannon, flinging Mr. Montgomery to one side and plunging after the Arab. "Stop! Stop, thief! Stop, I say!" The peddler, although laden down with merchandise, showed a surprising turn of speed; indeed, had he but owned the presence of mind to jettison his cargo, he might have made good his escape. As it was, Mr. Glencannon soon drew within effective boot range and, throughout some fifty yards, subjected him to a running fire of kicks in the seat of the djellaba. When last seen, the Arab was limping toward the Quai St. Pierre, wringing his hands and calling plaintively upon Allah.
Dripping and breathless, Mr. Glencannon retraced his steps, wistfully savoring the aroma of whisky borne to him on the breeze. "Domn, what a colomity!" he muttered. "I'm positive I locked my door, so the scoondrel must have reached it oot through the open porthole.— Er, exockly what are ye laughing at, may I osk?" he demanded of Mr. Montgomery. "Really, my guid mon, I can see no cause for levity."
"Oh, haw-haw-haw-haw-ho! Can't yer?" The mate's face was purple and he leaned against the handrail for support. "Welp, fer a well-balanced, sweet-natured, kindly Christian gempman, you put on the jolliest imitation of Dr. Jekyll, Mr. 'Yde, and Tarzan of the Apes that I ever set me eyes on! Yer gave me the best larff I've 'ad since— since— since— Oh, ha-ha-haw-ho-ho!"
Mr. Glencannon's face assumed an expression of extreme severity. "Muster Montgomery, I dinna approve o' yer ottitude. It seems to me that when common snick-thieves go roaming at will aboot a vessel, plundering its officers o' the vurra necessities o' life, something ocht to be done aboot it."
"Right-o, old cock— yer never spoke a truer word! It's slack, it's sloppy, it's wrong!— But ain't that exackly wot I've been telling yer orl morning—and wot I've been trying to tell the Old Man fer ten years? But— oh, 'ell, wot's the use? The captain knew that A-rab was aboard— but instead of kicking 'im orff, 'e actually bought some jewelry from 'im!"
"H'm, a-weel, yes— so it wud appear. But why canna we mak' sure that strangers dinna come aboord in the feerst place? Why dinna we have a sign, KEEP OFF, here on the gangway, lik' other ships?"
Mr. Montgomery shrugged. "Arsk the Old Man that one, too! I've suggested it to 'im fifty times, including yestiddy, and 'e orlways huffs and puffs and changes the subjick. The truth is 'e's afraid the owners would think a 'ome-made sign wouldn't look ship-shape, and 'e won't spend ten shillings on a regular painter fer fear they'd 'ave 'im up on the carpet for extravagance."
Mr. Glencannon turned and gazed ruefully at the puddle of whisky evaporating in the sun. "Weel, noo that the necessity for a sign has been brocht so painfully hame to me, I'll undertake to paint one with my am fair honds. I guarontee to mak' a braw neat job o' it, too!
"Well, yer done them initials on yer suitcase very nicely, I must say— or was it yer 'ope chest, dearie? Ha, ha, ha! The responsibility for the sign is orl yours, though!" Mr. Montgomery turned and mounted the steep incline toward the deck, pausing for a moment to peer down into the gap between the jetty and the ship's side to see if the fenders were properly in place. "'Ullo— 'ere's a bit of luck!" he exclaimed. "That bit of plywood floating for'ard, there— it looks just about the right size for yer sign. Wait a mo'— I'll nip down and fetch it." As Mr. Glencannon watched, he went down the slippery granite steps to the water's edge and, with a stick of driftwood, maneuvered the floating slab between sundry dead fish, melon rinds, and cabbage leaves until he could reach it with his hand. He shook the water from it and turned it over. "Well, well, well, look oo's 'ere!" he cried, waving the panel on high. "Blarst me if it ain't our old friend Gibralterloo Inchcliffe Station, drifted in with the rest of the garbage! I don't know 'ow it found its way 'ome, but it's exackly made to order fer yer!"
He brought it up on deck. Mr. Glencannon examined it, approved it, and set it in the sun to dry. "I'll paint it white all ower, letter KEEP OFF on one side, for use in civilized countries, and—er, the French equivalent on the other. By the way, do ye hoppen to recall how it goes?
"Let's see— ain't it Prohibita de Spitti on el Platforma, or something like that? I'm not quite sure of the spelling, though."
"Weel, no matter.— I can go ower yonder to the other jetty and copy it off that French ship."
Later that afternoon, Mr. Glencannon strolled across the Pantiero to the opposite side of the harbor and out upon the Jetee du Casino, where the French vessel was berthed. She was the Pascal Paoli, of Ajaccio, spick, span, and shining from a refit in the Ciotat yards. A sign, DEFENSE FORMELLEMENT DE MONTER A BORD, hung from the rail at the foot of her gangway. Mr. Glencannon produced pencil and paper and set about copying it. "It's a domned lang winded way o' saying 'Keep Off,' " he grumbled. "I can see where painting my sign is going to be more o' a job than I bargained for." He examined the hooks by which the panel was attached. "H'm! Why, ye can sumply lift it off. How vurra hondy!" He looked up at the ship and very slowly ran his eye along her length. Save for half a dozen seamen leaning over her rail, well aft, her decks were deserted. The seamen were watching an artist— the linen-coated, straw-hatted artist of the morning— at work on a picture of the Pascal Paoli's stern. He was surrounded by a little group of spectators.
With an elaborate show of feeling the heat, Mr. Glencannon loosened his necktie, unbuttoned his collar, and mopped his face and neck with his handkerchief. He took off his jacket and draped it over the sign for a moment while he stooped to slacken his shoelaces. When he stood up and retrieved the garment, the sign came with it. Assuring himself that all but its edges were concealed, he shaped a course toward shore. "Haw!" he chuckled. "All's clear ahead and I hope all's weel behind!" Just to make sure, he turned his head very casually and looked back over his shoulder. What he saw— and now he saw it for the first time— caused his eyes to bulge and his heart to miss a beat. It was the face of the artist— a ruddy, square-jawed, jovially British face. It wore a contented smile, from which jutted a chair-leg cigar. It was the face of The Right Honorable Winston Spencer Churchill.
Mr. Glencannon made for the Inchcliffe Castle under forced draught. He reached it winded, dripping, and spent. The picture was still on deck, exactly as he had left it. "Thonk heavens!" he gasped, snatching it up and hurrying aft to his room.
Something less than an hour later, Mr. Montgomery found him seated on the door sill, diligently plying a paintbrush.
"Well, 'ow's it coming?" he inquired.
Mr. Glencannon held the sign up for his inspection. "Judge for yersel'," he invited, grumpily. "I did the French side feerst because it was the hardest. Noo I'm just starting on the 'Keep Off.'"
"Welp, ye're doing a bang-up job, I must say," Mr. Montgomery declared. "There ain't a perfessional sign painter ashore 'oo could beat it. But, my word— just look at 'ow yer 'and is trembling!"
"Weel, why shudn't it? I've contracted a nosty case o' painter's palsy, whuch is even wurrse than writer's cromp. But domn it all, mon— canna ye see I'm busy? Please go away and lean on something, and allow me to concentrate."
As a matter of fact, Mr. Glencannon had realized that the picture, now safely hidden beneath his bunk, presented a highly complex problem. He was certain that any painting from the brush of Mr. Winston Churchill must be worth a considerable sum of money— but how could he prove this picture's authenticity? "Ah, swith!" he muttered, his brow knotted in thought. "I'm lik' the penniless beggar who found the mullion-poond bank note, and then starved to death because nobody'd believe it was genuine!" The longer he pondered the problem, the more insurmountable it seemed. All that night he lay tossing, turning, and cudgeling his brains. He was still cudgeling them three days later, when Mr. Montgomery came into his room. The mate wore a conspiratorial air which Mr. Glencannon found extremely irritating.
"I say, 'ave yer seen Old Blubberguts this arfternoon?"
"I've no' had the pleasure," said Mr. Glencannon. "By the way, Muster Montgomery, I think ye owe our commonding officer a wee bit more respect. Noo go ahead and speak yere piece and leave me to my privacy."
Mr. Montgomery grinned, closed the door, and settled himself on the edge of the bunk. "Welp, the plot is thickening!" he said. "This morning 'e 'ad me up in 'is cabin, giving me 'is usual asinine orders, when Jessup come in with a special delivery air-mail letter. The Old Man grunts, nods to me to wait a minute, and starts to read it. I could see by the stationery it was from the London office. Welp, I wish yer could 'ave seen 'is face! It turned orl the colors of the rainbow, and 'is 'ands were shaking so bad, 'e could 'ardly 'old the letter. I was afraid 'e was going to 'ave a stroke of apperlexy —and even more so that 'e wasn't! Any'ow, 'e didn't, and finally managed to finish reading it. For a minute or so 'e just sat there puffing out 'is cheeks; then 'e looks up at me and stammers, 'I'll t-t-talk to you l-later, M-Mister Mate— I've g-g-got to go ashore.'"
"Weel, what then?"
"Well, then 'e went, and 'e's just come back now. I was on deck watching 'im come along the jetty, and I give yer my word, 'e was talking to 'imself and gesturing with 'is 'ands like 'e'd gone orff 'is chump. Suddenly 'e spotted yer nice new sign, which 'e 'adn't noticed when 'e went ashore. 'E scowls at it for a minute, looks up at me, and 'ollers, 'Wot the flaming 'ell is this?' 'Why, it's a sign, sir. It means Keep Orff,' I explains 'im, very polite. 'Hunh!' he bellers. 'Keep off? 'Oo the 'ell says I've got to keep off? I'm still captain of this ship, ain't I?' Yus, 'still'— that's exackly 'ow 'e said it, Mr. Glencannon! Welp, with that 'e yanks down the sign, smashes it across the rail, and chucks the pieces into the water!"
"He did? Tsk, tsk, tsk! What do ye suppose was in that letter to upset him so?"
"Well, my guess is that Mr. 'Azlitt put one of them special test jobs up to 'im that Jessup was telling us about. Yus, ha-ha! And it's my guess the old fool foozled it, too— wotever it 'appened to be!" Mr. Montgomery made his exit, chuckling sardonically.
Mr. Glencannon was deep in troubled cogitation when there came a tap on the door and Jessup's voice said, "Captain's compliments, sir, and 'e'd like to see yer in 'is cabin as soon as convenient."
The old gentleman was in his undershirt, sitting with his elbows on his desk, his chin supported in his cupped hands. His face, normally as round and ruddy as the setting sun, was pale, drawn, and haggard. "Ah, Mr. Glencannon— please sit down," he said wearily, "It's good of you to come so promptly."
"I am always hoppy to be o' sairvice, sir," the engineer murmured.
"Yes, I know you are, Mr. Glencannon, and I want you to know that I appreciate it." He smiled sadly. "Well, if ever a man was in need of help, you see him sitting right here before you! Mr. Glencannon, I am in hell's own fix!" He slumped back in his chair and spread his hands helplessly.
"Oh, indeed, sir? I'm vurra distressed to hear it. Exockly what's the trooble, Captain?"
"Well, the net of it is that Hazlitt, the damned old weasel, has got his axe out for me again. I'll explain about that later— but first, just take a look at what I got from him this morning." He shoved a letter and a four-column picture, clipped from a newspaper, across the desk.
Mr. Glencannon took up the picture and started so violently that he almost bit through his pipe stem. There, smiling genially beside his easel, was Mr. Churchill. On the easel was his painting of the Inchcliffe Castle, distinct and unmistakable. In the background loomed the bow of the vessel herself, her name clearly visible.
The text beneath the picture read:
A STATESMAN RIDES HIS HOBBY
Mr. Winston Churchill, now enjoying a well-earned holiday at Cannes, on the French Riviera, was caught by our photographer while engaged in his favorite pastime. His paintings, coveted no less for their artistic merit than because of their illustrious authorship, are occasionally presented by him as gifts to his distinguished friends, or to charities for whose benefit they are sold at auction to private collectors. Inevitably, a few have found their way into the open market, where their prices are understood to range upwards from 500 guineas. In our photograph it is notable— although wholly characteristic— that Mr. Churchill has chosen for his subject a typical British freighter, the S.S. Inchcliffe Castle, owned by Messrs. Clifford, Castle & Co., Ltd., of London.
Mr. Glencannon replaced the clipping on the desk and tried to think of something to say. The best he could manage was a long drawn "Whoosh!"
"Yes, and it's in all today's French papers, too." said Captain Ball, miserably, "I saw 'em when I was ashore a while ago. But now go ahead and read the letter."
Mr. Hazlitt's letter read:
Dear Ball:
Enclosed is a cutting from the London Daily Mail which you will readily see is of extraordinary interest to Clifford, Castle & Co., Ltd. We have already ordered a thousand prints of the photograph for distribution among our present and prospective clients, but we realize that the original painting, hanging in our Board Room, would be an almost priceless asset in prestige to the line. We have ascertained through enquiry that Mr. Churchill, ordinarily, is a difficult man to approach in the matter of disposing of his paintings; it has been suggested, however, that in the present relaxation of his holiday, he might be amiably inclined toward the British captain of the British ship which is the subject of this painting. You are therefore directed to request the British Consul at Cannes to put you in touch with Mr. Churchill's secretary, and convey to him the following proposition:—
In exchange for the painting of the Inchcliffe Castle, including rights for its use in our advertising and publicity, Clifford, Castle & Co., Ltd., will contribute the sum of £750 to any charity or other worthy cause which Mr. Churchill may designate.
The Board of Directors consider this matter as of the very greatest importance and I think I should warn you that the manner in which you handle it will have a decisive bearing on their choice of a Shore Superintendent at the end of the year.
"Shore Superintendent? Haw! Weel, weel, weel, what a pleasant suprise!" Mr. Glencannon thrust a horny hand across the desk, grasped the captain's limp one, and wrung it heartily. "Pairmit me to be the feerst to congrotulate ye!"
Captain Ball shuddered, withdrew his hand, and looked away. "No!" he begged. "No— please don't!— Oh, I won't say I didn't have some hopes this morning! But now— but now— Well, let's face it, Mr. Glencannon—I'm sunk!"
"Oh, come, sir! What has hoppened?"
Captain Ball half-closed his eyes and drew a long breath. "I went up and saw the consul," he said, in a hollow voice like that of a trance medium. "Mr. John Smythe-Browne, his name is— I've known him for years on account of transacting the ship's business with him. I showed him Hazlitt's letter. He said he had no objection to acting as intermediary in a matter involving charity, and he put through a call to the villa where Mr. Churchill is visiting. He got the secretary on the wire, introduced me, and handed me the phone. Well, I'd no sooner put it to my ear than a voice— that voice— his voice—said 'Churchill here!'— Oh, phew, Mr. Glencannon!" Captain Ball swayed back and forth, the sweat pouring out of him. "D'you remember that morning coming up through St. George's Channel, with the Stukas diving down on us, our decks all bloody, and the water all churned up with bullets and bombs, and— and suddenly we heard that voice on the loud speaker saying, '...we shall fight them on the beaches, we shall fight them on the landing grounds, we shall fight them in the fields and in the streets, we shall fight them in the hills; we shall never surrender...'?"
"Aye," said Mr. Glencannon. "Aye, Captain, I remember!"
"Well, here was that very same voice coming to me over the wire. I was so nervous, so scared, that when I started to tell him who I was and all, I stuttered and stammered like a ruddy schoolboy. He was very patient and polite, and he kept saying, 'Yes, yes, Captain— quite so, Captain,' trying to help me out. Just as I'd finally managed to say, 'Now, sir, Mr. Churchill, sir, concerning your picture of the S.S. Inchcliffe Castle...,' there came a loud snort, a bang that almost knocked my ear off, and then— silence! He'd— he'd hung up!" Captain Ball buried his face in his hands.
Mr. Glencannon was confronted with a momentous decision. Without a word, he arose and strode from the room. Captain Ball raised his head and stared at the door in wide-eyed disbelief. "Deserting me! Him— of all people!" he said tragically. "Ah, well— the rats and the sinking ship!" He was still brooding over the vileness of men and the putridness of life in general, when the engineer breezed in again. He was carrying a wooden panel, some eighteen inches by twenty-four, partially concealed within a bath towel.
"Here, Captain!" he cried, unveiling it with a dramatic flourish. "What do ye say to this?"
Captain Ball said nothing at all. He couldn't. Then, little by little, he regained control of himself and finally managed to enunciate a fervent "I'll be damned!"
"No, ye won't, sir— ye'll be Shore Superintendent!" Mr. Glencannon corrected him, jovially.
Captain Ball was still a trifle groggy. "But—tell me about this, Mr. Glencannon! Tell me, er, how you got it. I mean to say, keh-hem, is every thing strictly, er— regular?"
"Obsolutely, Captain! I give ye my wurrd o' honor that this picture was given to me."
"Eh? You mean— you mean ...?"
"I hoppened to come alang the jetty just as he was finishing it, and I made some favorable comments aboot it," Mr. Glencannon explained with perfect accuracy.
"Well, I'll be damned!" said Captain Ball again. "So he gave it to you, did he? But— but am I to understand that you're actually giving it to me?"
"If ye'll do me the honor o' accepting it, sir!"
"But, the thing is valuable, man— tremendously valuable!"
"Aye, Captain— but no' half so precious as yere friendship throughoot our years together in the ship!"
Captain Ball opened his mouth, shut it again, and thrust out his hand dumbly. When at length it was free, he reached into the lower drawer of the desk and came up with a bottle and glasses. "It's Duggan's Dew. The occasion demands it," he said vibrantly. "I bought it off an A-rab who came aboard the other morning, and it's a bit of the right stuff!" They drank. They drank a second. They were about to have triplets when Captain Ball's face suddenly clouded again. "Look here, Mr. Glencannon," he said, "you've been no end noble about this thing, but I just happened to think about the letter I've got to write to Hazlitt when I send him the picture. What can I tell him? How can I explain how I got it— especially for nothing? What can I say about Mr. Churchill?"
"Ye can tell him the truth, sir— no more and no less. Ye must sumply say that the picture was presented to ye by an auld pairsonal friend— a gentlemon whose name wud be vurra familiar to him, but who wishes to have it withheld."
"But he'll think I mean Mr. Churchill!"
"Weel, will that be yere fault— and will it do ye any harm?" Mr. Glencannon poured another drink, picked up the newspaper photograph, and studied it thoughtfully. "Ye say the French papers are carrying this picture today, sir?"
"Yes— I saw 'em on all the newsstands, over in the Rue d'Antibes."
"H'm!" Mr. Glencannon arose. "If ye'll pairdon me, Captain, I think I'll just stroll ashore and pick up half a dozen."
"Half a dozen? What do you want that many for?"
"A-weel, before we send the painting off to London, I'm going to hire some young artist here in Cannes to knock oot six copies o' it. These I shall offer for sale in New York, Buenos Aires, and wherever we hoppen to be. Obviously, I'll need a newspaper picture to go with each copy, to prove it's a genuine, original Churchill."
He stepped out on deck and paused for a moment to watch the sun sink grandly behind the peaks of the rocky Esterel. Mr. Montgomery was returning shipwards along the jetty. He walked slowly, with his head slumped forward, scowling at a picture on the front page of a newspaper. He moved over to the edge of the wall and shifted the scowl to the usual collection of flotsam and jetsam below. Mr. Glencannon followed his gaze and saw two jagged-edged white objects which he recognized as the fragments of his shattered sign. Even as he watched, Mr. Montgomery ripped his newspaper in two, crumpled the pieces into a ball, and hurled it violently down into the water.
"Ho, there!" Mr. Glencannon called to him, gaily. "What are ye doing, Muster Mate— contemplating the beauty o' the Mediterranean sunset?"
"Hunh?" Mr. Montgomery looked up, startled. "Oh! Er, why yus." His face contorted in a sheepish, sickly grin. "Lovely evening, ain't it?"
"Aye!" said Mr. Glencannon. "It's almost as pretty as a picture!"
__________________
15: Foote's Catorium
W. L. Alden
1837–1908
The Idler, Sep 1896
"DID I KNOW Sam Foote?" said the bar-keeper. "Well! I should smile! Why I knew Sam from the time that he was three years old. We were like two brothers. There wasn't hardly a day that we didn't fight, and I'm free to say that Sam generally had the best of it. I was his best man, as you might say, the first time he was divorced. I sat alongside of him in the court-room, and sort of braced him up, and after the thing was over I had him and his late lady to a bang-up divorce supper, and I never saw two people enjoy a supper more than they did. Sam was a white man all the way through, but he wasn't a practical man. He was full of ideas, but they were all bad, or at any rate they turned out bad when he tried to carry them out. Did ever you hear about his Catorium? It was a good scheme in some respects, but Sam made a most everlasting muddle of it.
HE WAS living in Chicago at the time, not two blocks from here, and one day he came to me and says, "I've struck it this time. Before the year is out I shall be a rich man, and you and I will take a trip to Yurrup at my expense, and call on every king and emperor in the business."
"What's your little game?" says I. "Is it anything that you want to keep quiet?"
"Not at all," says he, "and if it was I could trust you. Here's the whole scheme, and I don't think that you or anybody else will say that it aint practical.
"I've been looking into the statistics of Chicago lately, and I calculate that there are on an average five thousand families that go into the country every summer from the first of July till the first of October. Now it is safe to say that at least three-fourths of these families keep a cat, and most of them think a heap of it. What troubles them is how to dispose of their cats while they are in the country. They can't leave the cats to starve, and they can't take them with them. The consequence is that when a family owning a pet cat goes into the country, somebody has got to be left behind in the house to look after the cat. Of course this costs money, and is a risk besides, for when you leave a caretaker in your house you can never feel sure that the caretaker won't invite every burglar in Chicago to supper the first night you are out of town. My own idea is that, besides these five thousand families that go into the country, there are at least a thousand more that stay at home all summer, just because they can't make up their minds to leave their cats behind them."
"I aint denying what you say," said I, "but I don't see yet how you are going to make money out of cats."
"It's this way," says Sam; "I'm going to open a Catorium, where cats will be boarded during the summer months."
"Where did you get that name?" says I.
"I got it in the Zoological Garden. The place where they keep the carnivorous animals is called the Carnivorium. Similarly a place where cats are kept ought to be called a Catorium. There is nothing like giving a thing a scientific name. People will send cats to a Catoriutn who wouldn't dream of sending them to a plain Cat's Home.
"What I mean to do is this. I've hired the old skating-rink in Three-hundred-and-First Street— the one that has been condemned by the authorities, and is to be torn down next spring. I've got it for six months at a rent of fifty dollars, and it will hold a good two thousand cats. I'm going to advertise in all the papers that I'll take cats to board at the rate of fifty cents, a week, and give them the best of care.
"Cats supplied with Pure Milk and Wholesome Meat! Mice for Mental Relaxation, and Sparrows for Sport! Morals strictly attended to! Make your Holidays successful by making your Cats Happy!" That's the way the advertisement reads, and I think it's about as attractive as any advertisement you ever came across.
"Now there isn't the least doubt that out of the five or six thousand families that want to go into the country for the summer, at least a thousand will jump at the chance of leaving their cats at the Catorium. Suppose that I get only five hundred cats, and that on an average they stay with me eight weeks. Five hundred cats for eight weeks at fifty cents, a week is two thousand dollars. Say that my expenses are, all told, two hundred and fifty dollars, and as I make the calculation they can't possibly be more than that, I shall then have fifteen hundred dollars clear profit. The second year I shan't have less than two thousand cats, and shall clear at least six thousand dollars. I tell you that my Catorium is the bluest business scheme of the century, and it won't be very long before the papers will be full of paragraphs about the 'Hon. Samuel Foote, the eminent Chicago millionaire.' You come round to the Catorium when I get it in full swing, and you'll see that I have been telling you the exact truth."
I didn't think much of Sam's schemes as a general thing, but it really looked as if this time he had struck a good idea, and I took a good deal of interest in his Catorium. He spent about a hundred dollars fitting up the old rink for the reception of his boarders. Along the sides of the place he had a thousand small bunks, for all the world like the bunks in a steamer's cabin, and every one had its number painted over it. The floor of the rink was covered with asphalt, and was in middling good condition; but the walls were full of rat holes, and Sam stocked the place with five hundred mice and two hundred and fifty big rats. Down the middle of the rink he had a trough which he calculated to fill with milk every morning; and on the rafters in the roof there was a big colony of sparrows, which Sam introduced, so as to furnish the cats with healthy recreation.
The day the Catorium opened I was there to see how the thing worked. Sam sat in a little office, like the ticket office of a railroad station, and took in his cats through the window, giving a handsome printed receipt for them. He had got hold of a book of forms such as they use at the Police-station, and he filled one of these forms out whenever he received a cat. For instance, he took in a tabby cat from a friend of mine, and the receipt read, "Name, Thomas G. Thunnan; age, two years; residence, Number 10. Lake Avenue; occupation, general house cat; religion, unknown; number of cell, 157." This gave the affair a mighty serious and business-like aspect, and people who brought their cats were so much pleased with their receipt that they went away full of admiration of Sam's business talent.
The Catorium opened at eight o'clock, and by nine o'clock the stream of cats that was pouring in was amazing. People stood in a long line with their cats in their arms, waiting to hand them over to Sam. Just as fast as he could make out his receipts he took his cats in through the window, and handed them to his assistant, at the same time singing out the number of the bunk assigned to each cat. The assistant stowed the cats away in their respective bunks according to instructions, and he and Sam were about the two busiest men in Chicago, By noon Sam had taken in five hundred and seventy odd cats; and in the course of the week more cats kept trickling in, till, according to Sam's figures, he had pretty near seven hundred, not counting unexpected kittens.
As I said, my first idea was that Sam had really struck a good thing; and so he had, only he slipped up in managing it. His first mistake was in not taking pay for his cats in advance, and his next mistake was in supposing that any cat would be willing to stay in its proper bunk. If you know anything about cats, you know that a cat is the most conceited animal on earth. You can put a cat in the best arm-chair in the house, but you can't make the cat stay there. She or he, as the case may be, will say, "I don't let no man select no chair for me," and with that the cat will take another chair, and, as a rule, will always take just the identical one that you want for yourself. Sam, not being intimate with cats, and, considering all the bunks were just alike, supposed that the cats would be contented to stay where they were put; but there wasn't one of them who didn't change his or her bunk the minute Sam's assistant had turned his back. The consequence was that those cats were so everlastingly mixed up that the smartest old maid that ever lived couldn't have identified her own animal.
What with good food, and no end of mice to catch, and lots of sparrows to swear at, Sam's cats had a bang up time. Of course considerable fighting went on, especially at night; and there were times when two tom cats would start a difficulty, and the rest would join in, and there would be a pile of cats about six feet high, swearing, and biting, and kicking till the whole place was full of flying fur, and Sam would have to go in and cool them off with buckets of cold water. However, it wasn't often that anyone was killed; and there wasn't any sickness to speak of among the cats. What discouraged Sam a little was the avalanche of kittens that begun almost as soon as the Catorium was opened. In the course of the first four weeks a hundred and fifty or sixty kittens made their appearance, and Sam considered that this was playing it low down on him. You see he couldn't let the kittens die, and he knew that he couldn't charge board for them; they never having been entered on his books and receipted for. I told him that he ought to consider the kittens as a sort of interest on his investment in cats, and that by fair rights the kittens were his property. But this didn't satisfy him, he not having any use for kittens, and knowing well that the market was so overstocked that kittens wouldn't fetch ten cents a gross,
Along towards the first of September, when it was nearly time for the owners of the cats to return to town, Sam told me how the cats were all mixed up, owing to their refusal to stay in their proper bunks; and he admitted that he should probably have some difficulty in satisfying the owners. I saw at once what a fix the man was in, and I took pains to be on hand on the first of September to see the fun. The first cat claimant was a middle-aged woman, who handed in a receipt for cat number fifty-three. Sam went into the Catorium, and brought out a black and white cat with four kittens, and handed it over to the woman, remarking that she was getting a good deal more cat than she had originally left with him.
"That ain't my cat," says the woman. "My cat is a black tom, and I want him, and I don't want no other."
"Your cat, madam," says Sam, "was number fifty-three, as you will see by looking at your receipt I can't help what it was when you brought it here. The best of food and the best of accommodations will do a good deal towards improving a cat. That's the identical cat you left with me, and I'll thank you to pay me two dollars, and take the dear, sweet animal away."
Well! the woman was about as mad as any woman I ever saw, and I've been married three times. She threw the cat and all four of the kittens in Sam's face, and kept on demanding her own precious Tommy, till Sam got frightened, and told her to come into the Catorium and find her cat She did so, but she went away without paying, and left Sam feeling pretty small. That was only a sample of what happened with everybody who came for a cat Sam never once produced the correct cat, and of course everybody got mad, and said that Sam was a swindler. He tried letting people in to find their own cats, but he soon found that it wouldn't work. It was like letting people select their own umbrellas at a public concert. By the time the first twenty or thirty people had been allowed to look for their cats, Sam found that all his best cats were gone. Every man or woman who came for a cat carried away the handsomest animal they could find, and when Sam shut down on this proceeding he had hardly a swell cat left. Along about noon there was so big a crowd at Sam's office, and such an everlasting row, that I slipped out and called a policeman, who made Sam close his establishment, and took him home in a cab, so as to protect him from the mob.
That night Sam came around to see me, and confessed that he was a ruined man. He couldn't possibly return his cats to their owners, and consequently he couldn't collect his pay. The only comforting thing about the affair was that he found out that he couldn't be sued for stealing cats. He had been to a lawyer, who told him that the law didn't recognize property in cats, which, as I afterwards found out, was true. If you steal a dog you can be arrested, but you can steal every cat in Chicago, and the owners can't touch you. The lawyer told Sam that all he had to do was to keep his Catorium locked up till people had got tired of demanding their cats, and that then he could quietly drown the whole lot. It was a consolation to Sam to know that he couldn't be sent to jail, but when he reflected that he was out of pocket some two hundred and fifty dollars, and that he wouldn't receive a cent for all his summer's work and outlay, he was naturally pretty downhearted.
Sam followed the lawyer's advice, and kept his Catorium closed, and himself out of sight. This saved him from a lot of abuse, but it didn't help him out of his trouble. About a dozen cat owners, when they found that they couldn't get back their cats, swore to make things as unpleasant for Sam as possible, and they hit on the plan of having him arrested for cruelty to animals, provided he should give them the slightest chance. They formed a committee, and took turns in watching outside the Catorium to see if the animals were properly fed and watered. Sam knew that it wouldn't do to give the committee any plausible reason for complaining of him, and therefore he felt obliged to feed the cats twice as often as was really necessary. Every morning and every afternoon he had gallons of milk, and pounds of cat's meat carried into the Catorium, and he kept his assistant in the place night and day to see that the cats didn't fight, and attract attention by their howls. All this cost money, and Sam was pretty near at the end of his purse. It looked as if he would have to feed those miserable cats all winter, for the committee showed no signs of letting up on him, and he knew that the minute he neglected the cats, or tried the experiment of drowning a few of them, he would be hauled up and fined for cruelly. What especially aggravated him was the way the cats kept on increasing. By November there were over four hundred kittens of different sizes in the establishment. It looked as if there was a deliberate plan on the part of the cats to ruin him. "If I have to keep those cats till spring," said Sam, "there will be about two thousand of them. If I can't drown them, I had better go and drown myself" And then he used language about cats in general which I won't repeat, but which was no more than natural under the circumstances.
The weather got to be pretty bad in November, and the committee found that watching outside the Catorium at night wasn't as amusing as it had been. I recommended Sam to take fifty or a hundred cats down to the lake in bags every night, and so get rid of them by degrees, but he said that it wouldn't be safe, and that he hadn't the courage to try it. Somebody would be sure to find out that he was drowning cats, and then the committee would have him arrested. As for letting the animals loose, that wouldn't do either, for the committee would have charged him with turning innocent cats out to starve, and public sentiment was so down on Sam that he would have been found guilty of almost anything, if he had been brought into court.
One day I saw an advertisement that gave me an idea. It was a big poster, notifying the public that a meeting of the Society for the Advancement of Woman was going to be held in the Mormon meeting-house. This was a big building that stood next to the Catorium, and had been vacant for several years, owing to there being no Mormons in Chicago— the boys having spent a lot of money in tar and feathers by way of inducing the Mormon congregation to emigrate. As soon as I saw the poster I sent for Sam and told him about it.
"What you want to do," said I, "is to have your cats attend this meeting for the Advancement of Woman. There will be about six or seven hundred old cats in petticoats present at that meeting, and there is no sort of reason why your own cats shouldn't join them and take part in the proceedings. You just pass your cats in at the window of the Mormon meeting-house the night before this Society holds its pow-wow, and then you leave town by the first train in the morning. Nobody can charge you with having treated the cats cruelly, and if anybody says you have turned them out to starve, you can reply that you let them go to the meeting so as to improve their minds, and that if they didn't come back to the Catorium it wasn't your fault."
Sam took to the scheme at once, and I agreed to come down to the Catorium at night and help him carry the cats over to the meeting-house. It was considerable of a job, but we finished it about two o'clock, and shut up the window of the meeting-house and came away.
The meeting was to begin at ten o'clock the next morning, and I was on hand when the doors were opened. A procession of Advanced Women with a band of music arrived at the same time and marched into the meeting-house with banners flying and brass instruments blowing, and a chorus of Advanced Women singing an advanced female hymn. The cats didn't wait to see the show, but every blessed one of them bolted under the stage that had been erected across the upper end of the meeting-house. I was only in time to see the last of them disappearing under the stage, and at first I thought that I should see no more of them while the meeting lasted. But this turned out to be a mistake. After the meeting was opened, the Advanced Women took to making speeches, and the house was middling quiet, One woman had been speaking for about half an hour, and she was abusing men as lively as you please, when one of the tom cats judged that the thing had gone far enough, and that it was time for him to take a hand in the proceedings. So he ripped out a few curses and a few yells, and, so far as I could understand, pitched into another cat that probably had expressed some sympathy with the object of the meeting. The cats were crowded together pretty thick under the stage, and being hungry as well as generally discontented, they were ripe for a difficulty. In less than a minute every cat that wasn't occupied with family cares had joined in, and if ever you have heard the noise that two cats can make fighting in the back-yard, you can imagine what happened when four or five hundred went in for an argument about the advancement of women. I've seen pretty lively times at a meeting of the Chicago Common Council, but I never saw or heard anything to compare with that consolidated cat-fight. The woman who was speaking fainted away on the spot, and there was a panic in the building that couldn't have been worse if there had been an alarm of fire. The women all yelled and rushed for the door, and the tearing of dresses and scattering of hairpins, and general wreck and ruin that went on was what might have been expected if a hamper of rats had been let loose. Knowing what was the matter I kept quiet, waiting for the meeting-house to be cleared, and for the women that had fainted and were lying around here and there, to come to their senses again. There was such a tremendous crush around the door that it must have been fifteen minutes before the place was emptied, and all that time the cats kept on arguing, and the fur kept sifting out through the openings under the stage, till the whole place seemed sort of hazy with it.
I went home just as the police and the fire department arrived. They turned the hose on the cats, so I am told, and the policemen killed the bulk of them, on the ground that they bad all gone mad. I don't know but what they had gone mad, and, considering the speeches they had been compelled to hear, I can't say as I can blame them. The surviving cats scattered through the neighborhood, and that was the end of Sam's Catorium, so far as he and the cats were concerned. Some of the Advanced Women did try to make out that Sam had attempted to murder the lot of them by introducing mad cats into their meeting; but Sam was far enough away from Chicago by that time, and besides, nobody could prove that he had anything to do with putting the cats into the Mormon meeting-house.
If Sam had only had the foresight to collect pay for his cats in advance, and the ordinary good sense to fasten labels round their necks, so that he could identify them when they were called for, his Catorium would have made him a rich man; but that was always the way with him. He would invent a first-class scheme, and then muddle it so that it would be a first-class failure. For all that, he was a good, honest chap, and when I heard that he had been hung by mistake out in Montana— he being suspected of stealing mules, which it afterwards turned out had been stolen by the Mayor of the next town— I must say that I felt honestly sorry for him.
___________________
Numerous anonymous stories under the generic heading "A Detective's Story" appeared in Australian newspapers in the late 19th century. Many had no other title. I have invented a title for this tale, and have inserted [in square brackets] a clarifying identification of one character who seemingly appears out of nowhere.
16: Jacobs and Gale, Tobacconists
Anonymous
Darling Downs Gazette (Qld) 24 Dec 1884
I WAS NEW in the secret service in America at that time, and it was a feather in my cap to have a matter like this put entirely into my hands, for it was a queer case. The place was a French flat, and the victim of the robbery, Mr Myron Jacobs, occupied a suite of rooms on the second floor.
A roll of bills, containing three hundred dollars, had been taken from the bureau-drawer, where he had dropped it loosely the night before. The facts which Mr Jacobs related, and which were corroborated by members of his household, were mainly as follows:—
Being an early riser he had started out of bed, but finding the hands of the clock only pointing to three, he returned to his bed and his slumbers. When he rose again he had to struggle against a feeling of lassitude. His wife, still sleeping by his side, was also very hard to arouse, and was a little indignant at finding her hands tied together, and the bedclothes fastened down in such a manner that she could not release herself.
'I think, Myron, you might find some better time for playing your practical jokes,' said she.
'I'm afraid there's no joke about it,' returned Jacobs, plunging his hand into his trouser's pocket, and finding the loose silver he carried there missing.
A glance into the bureau-drawer showed the magnitude of his loss. His gold watch and some pieces of jewellery were also missing, but these were afterwards found in odd corners about the premises.
The maid-of-all- work, Madalena, was discovered face downwards upon the kitchen floor, securely bound with cords, and quite unconscious. But when revived she said that she had just reached the kitchen, after leaving her room, when she was seized from behind, and a hand pressed a damp cloth over her face, which was all she knew. Her silver ear-drops, which Carl Braun, her lover, gave her at Christmas, had been taken out of her ears, and no amount of searching placed them among the articles found.
It all resolved itself down to this— that these three persons had been chloroformed, and the two women bound, while the thief secured his booty, and afterwards dropped the watch and jewellery. The queer part was, Mr Jacobs having been set at liberty, and the comparatively worthless trinkets of the domestic being retained by the thief.
'That's the strangeness of the thing,' said Mr Jacobs, 'and the money wasn't really mine either.'
He had recently withdrawn from a partnership in a tobacco store, and had taken charge of the establishment on the previous day in the absence of his late partner, [Mr Gale]. The money, which had been brought home for safe keeping, was due to him on a balance which his partner owed him, but it had not been formally paid over.
I had read Jacobs pretty thoroughly in the time I was questioning him, and did not for a moment connect him with the robbery. It was certainly a very mysterious affair, and as it was necessary, to do something to sustain my reputation, I took the girl Madalena in charge.
'Oh, you are never going to arrest her!' cried Mrs Jacobs.
I had to explain that it was reasonably clear that somebody within the apartments had been in collusion with the robber. There were no marks of a forced entrance, and no time had been wasted in aimless searching for valuables, as would have been the case with one not well-posted regarding the habits of the household. And then Madalena had been tied with such surprising tightness compared to the bonds which had been imposed upon Mrs Jacobs. Wasn't it possible that our burglar had been, just a little too anxious to prove her innocence of complicity, in the crime?
If the fellow was really trying to avert suspicion from Madalena, he was an artist in his way. For he had not only drawn the cords so tight as almost to cut into the flesh, but he had torn her ears in taking out their cheap ornaments.
The girl herself seemed simple and honest, but in the hands of a wily villain she might be a pitiable tool. I took a look in at Mr Carl Braun during the day. He was a clerk— a slender dapper little fellow, with smooth, light hair, plastered very close about his forehead. He started to go to the bank. I followed, thinking there might be a chance to speak to him, and in that way came to see that after doing his regular business for his employer he made a three hundred dollar deposit of his own.
He flushed all over when he looked up to see me standing there.
'Mr Thompson,' said he (I didn't suppose he knew me before), 'I'd like to see you to-night after working hours.'
' All right,' said I, and look his address. It was half-past eight when he came home to his lodgings. I know before he told me that he had been to the station to see Madalena, for I had kept one eye on the gentleman, not knowing how far an evil conscience might be troubling him, nor but that he might try to skip off without notice.
'Mr Gale has put in a suit against Madalena for that money,' said he. 'If he gets back his three hundred dollars they won't any of them appear against her. It's a shame to swindle a poor fellow like me in that way, but what else can I do?'
'You intend to pay it, do you?'
'Of course!' and he gave me a look which was a staggerer. 'You don't think that she had anything to do with it, sir! At least I know better.'
Then he went directly to the point. He wanted me to see if Mr Gale couldn't be persuaded to make easier terms.
'But if he won't,' said Carl, 'I've got the three, hundred dollars, and I'll pay it sooner than have Lena shut up in that cell another night. I did think we could set up housekeeping on it, and that's what makes it hard.'
'Your savings?' I asked.
'No.' And he turned red again as he gave his account of how he came by the money.
A German friend of his had come to the city two weeks before, and between them they had bought a ticket in a lottery which drew a six hundred dollar prize. His friend had paid over the half of it to him the last thing before he left the city, now four days ago.
'How does it come that you never banked it until to-day?'
'You see, I wanted to show it to Madalena. Mrs Jacobs is particular about followers, and this would have been her evening out.'
'Oh,' said I. 'And how is it you smoke such good cigars, Mr Carl? The end of a prime Havana was sticking out of his vest pocket.
'I don't, said he. 'It's— it's one that was given me. Have it, won't you?'
I declined. To have taken that cigar then would have seemed very much like eating of a man's salt and then betraying him.
I veered about in my conviction regarding Carl Braun's guilt. It was natural perhaps that a green hand, after deliberately executing such a robbery, should be willing to give up the booty to save an innocent person, but every word of his showed a tenderness for his sweetheart which I couldn't reconcile with the rough treatment of Madalena's ears.
I CALLED in at Mr Gale's place of business at a later hour. He listened to the proposition which Carl had made, and politely refused to accept anything short of the full amount of his loss.
'And now, if that is all, you will excuse me?' he asked, as he consulted his watch. 'I have an engagement to keep.' He pulled out a pink silk handkerchief, and flipped the dust from his hat as he prepared for the street. A little odour of heliotrope wafted across to me. He was a short and stout, dark and handsome, with a free-and-easy way that quite interested me.
'Any objections to giving me a good cigar at the expense of Mr Jacobs?' I asked.
'Not at all. A cigar, eh? That's like Myron. Julien, cigars for Mr Thompson.'
Julien was the clerk, and as business was not very brisk that morning I had a chat with him. I got into his confidence and loosened his tongue.
'Capital brand this. Not enough money in the business to suit Mr Jacobs, was there?'
'Oh, yes, if Mr Gale hadn't done the handling of it. He generally overdrew his share of the profits; but I don't believe it was that which led to a break between them half so much as jealousy.'
'Ah!'
'It wasn't any secret that Mrs Jacobs was sweet on the junior partner. They're cousins or something, and were engaged once, but he was rather wild, and friends broke up the match. She was always dropping in here, with her husband, for an excuse. She was for ever giving him little presents— cigar-cases, match safes and the like; and as for handkerchiefs and slippers, I don't believe he has bought either for a year. You just ought to see his room— more folderols than you could shake a stick at. Old Jacobs made a change when he got his eyes opened. Why the junior absolutely had a room in their suite for a while, but he hangs out now in a private boarding house. By the way, if you hear of anyone wanting an experienced man in the tobacco business, recommend me, will you? I've an idea that the present administration will burst here before very long.'
I really had a desire to see Mr Gale's room after that, and I presented myself at his lodgings during the afternoon. The gentleman wasn't there but a paper I carried induced the landlady to give me his key.
That evening I went to fulfil an appointment at Mr Jacob's house. His late partner was there, with a bundle of accounts, and both seemed disappointed at hearing that Carl wasn't in custody.
'Of course it is my own money he is offering for the girl's release,' said Mr Gale.
'I've a different theory,' replied. 'You see, in the first place, the thief let himself in with a latch key, which does away with the necessity of an accomplice inside. Being a shore man he made use of a footstool to light the gas; and while he rummaged the drawer for the money, he put Mrs Jacobs' handkerchief into his pocket, and by a mistake, when he came to use it in tying her hands, substituted his own, which exactly matched. That makes it evident that the two of you were chloroformed, and the robbery committed before the tying was done. Then the thief overpowered Madalena, and to make the job look more complete, robbed her; but it is a pity that he should have melted up the ear-drops in his own grate afterwards, for such little traces tell tales. Here are two handkerchiefs, Mr Jacobs, and you can readily determine whether your wife's would be scented with heliotrope or tobacco. Both are marked with her initials— yes, I see; but I found one in Mr Gale's room this afternoon, along with these other things.'
And I put down the latch-key and some pieces of melted silver on the table.
Of course there was a scene.
THE CHIEF reprimanded me afterwards for working up the case to such a sensational climax.
'Always nab your bird with as little fuss as possible,' said he. 'Now this separation between Mr and Mrs Jacobs might have been avoided but for your blundering.'
Perhaps it might, but I wouldn't have envied them the life they led; for, you see, among other things in Mr Gale's room, I had found a scrap of a torn note which never made its appearance in the evidence. It read —
'The stupid officer refuses to think him guilty. Our plans are all spoiled for the present, but the time will come—'
That was all, and what those plane were never transpired to my knowledge; but it was Mrs Jacobs' handwriting, and her husband couldn't forgive the fact that she had conspired to fix the crime on him. Mr Gale was sentenced to six months imprisonment, and Madalena never went back into the Jacobs' household, for the good reason that she undertook the immediate management of her own.
___________________
The previous story, and this story, were two of several anonymous short stories in the 1884 Christmas Supplement of this Australian country newspaper
17: A Railway Murder
Anonymous
Darling Downs Gazette (Qld) 24 Dec 1884
'ONE MORE glass before you go, Gloam.'
'No, thanks! your wine is very good, but—'
'Oh, another glass won't hurt you— it's a cold day, and you have a railway journey before you.'
So the Rev. John Gloam accepted another glass of sherry. Some of his old college friends had been entertaining him on the occasion of his coming down to Oxford to take his M.A. degree; and, after dinner, Mr. Gloam was going off to Warwickshire to enter into possession of the living of Eorleigh, to which he had just been appointed. It was his first living, and constituted a lucky piece of preferment, for the income was substantial, and Mr. Gloam was but twenty-eight years old.
The world seemed very fair to him as he drank that last glass of sherry. He was provided for for life; his friends were all wishing him joy; and the reverend gentleman was in capital spirits as he drove down to the station in a hansom, towards eight o'clock, to catch the express for Birmingham.
'Be quick, sir,' said a porter as he alighted; 'express starts in a minute,' and Mr. Gloam had but just time to buy his ticket and dart across the platform.
A porter opened the door of a first class carriage for him; he jumped in; the train started; and the Rector of Eorleigh found himself seated opposite a nice-looking girl, who had a novel on her lap.
'Quick work that,' said Mr. Gloam, smiling at his companion.
'Yes; you were almost late,' answered the young lady with a laugh.
'A minute one way or the other often makes a great difference,' said Mr. Gloam ; and from that minute the pair went on talking about one thing and another.
Now, in his ordinary moods, Mr Gloam would not have ventured to talk with a strange young lady in a railway carriage. He was not only discreet by profession, but shy by nature— so shy that, as a curate he had often felt miserable from this constitutional infirmity which prevented him from getting on so well with the fair sex of his parish as other livelier curates did. It had needed that last glass of wine which Mr Gloam had drunk, and the subsequent excitement about hurrying to catch the train, to embolden him to break the ice of reserve at one stroke as he had just done.
But, having broken it, he rather relished the plunge into conversational waters. His companion was pretty and vivacious, and seemed much disposed to chat— at least Mr Gloam thought so, for he was no physiognomist. The truth was, however, that the pretty young lady was as shy as himself, and had never before taken a railway journey alone. She talked because Mr Gloam addressed her; but she felt inwardly uneasy at finding herself solitary in the company of a familiar clergyman, whom she had never seen before. What is more, she perceived that her companion was very much excited. The fluency of his talk, the complacent feeling he experienced at having surmounted his timidity for once, were completing the intoxication which the wine had commenced; and so it befell that after gabbling about railway trains, he touched on the weather, which led him to the cold, and thence unto Christmas and mistletoe.
'I suppose you will be very happy at Christmas time, Miss— Miss—; but you have not told me yet what your name is ?' said the too-forward ecclesiastic.
'My name is Aviss,' replied the young lady, much troubled by the strangeness of the query '' Aviss? Why that means a bird in Latin. What class of birds do you belong to— nightingales, wrens? In any case, I should call you a bird of paradise.'
The young lady blushed, but made no answer.
'I mean, of course, that any place which you inhabited would become a paradise,' explained the young rector, growing more hilarious. It is the curse of shy men that, getting so little practice in conversing with women, they never know where to stop when peradventure they do get a chance of talking; it is by shy men that the rudest things are habitually said and done through sheer inexperience.
Mr. Gloam had no idea that he was transgressing the proprieties. He thought he was making himself very funny and agreeable. He remembered time Mr. Yaddy, his fellow curate in the last parish where he had served, used to say the most startling things to girls, who only giggled, as if they liked it, Yaddy had assured, him that they did like it; and Yaddy was not an improper man by any means— much the contrary, and he was trusted by mothers of all denominations, thought Mr. Gloam, as the train sped along. I have heard Yaddy joke about mistletoe, and I am sure if he had been with this pretty girl he would have had a little brotherly fun with her, for it was one of honest Yaddy's maxims that we are all brothers and sisters here below, and ought to behave as such.
'I say, Miss — Aviss,' stuttered the Rev. Jude, with a leer, 'supposing there was a piece of mistletoe in this carriage—'
No answer from the girl, but her eyes opened wide, and she shrank trembling in her corner of the carriage.
'I— I think there is a piece; look there!' continued tho foolish young man, pointing to the lamp in the ceiling, for he meant to be facetious.
The girl was now fairly frightened, and moved from her seat to the further corner of the carriage. She had heard of drunken ruffians insulting ladies in railway carriages, and she set down her reverend friend as being drunk, and possibly a ruffian. No doubt his clerical garb was only a disguise.
'What are you running away for?' asked Mr. Gloam, and he rose to follow her with an unsteady gait, caused not so much by his tipsiness— for he was not regularly tipsy— as by the oscillation of the train. But to the affrighted girl who saw him stagger, it looked as if he were dangerously inebriated.
'If you approach another step, sir, I shall scream!' cried she, starting up, while all the colour flow from her face.
'What for?' asked the Rev. Jude, and putting out his hand to steady himself, ho quite unintentionally rested it on her shoulder.
The movement of recoil which this apparent assault caused the girl to make, throw Mr. Gloam off his balance, and he plunged into the seat from which she had risen. This only increased tho girl's fright, and wildly opening the window of the carriage, she streamed, 'Help I Help? Murder!'
In an instant Mr. Gloam was sobered. The girl's shrieks cleared all the fumes of wine from his brain, and showed him in what a desperate position he had placed himself.
'For God's sake don't scream like that,' he implored, 'you'll ruin me!' and seizing the girl by the waist, he wrenched her from the window.
'Help!' she gasped, as she fell on one of the seats, and struggled to regain her footing. 'Miss Aviss, for God's sake let me explain,' entreated Mr Gloam, seizing her hands; but the horrible fear which was now legible on his face made him a more dreadful object to look at than before, while the violence he used to restrain the girl robbed her of all presence of mind.
Disengaging herself from him, she tottered towards the nearest door, and frantically turned the handle. A blast of cold night air flew into the carriage, and a shower of sparks from the engine was seen flying by. Mr Gloam made a grab at the girl to draw her back; she eluded him, and, screaming louder than ever, tried to step on the footboard.
Then there was another faint shriek and all was silent. The door, swinging forward by the impetus of the train at a curve, closed of its own accord. The girl had slipped and was gone.
'Great God!' muttered Mr Gloam, when the awful minute had elapsed. He had taken off his hat and was stroking his forehead, as he sat endeavoring to realise what had happened. He asked himself whether he was not in the midst of a nightmare. If the train had stopped at that minute he would have been unable to crawl out, and anybody who had seen him must have suspected him of crime.
During a quarter-of-an-hour the poor wretch could neither stir nor think lucidly; he could only moan and tremble. What first recalled him to himself was the sight of things which the poor girl— now dead, beyond doubt— had left in the carriage. There was a shawl, a travelling bag, a novel, and on the floor a small gold watch without a chain.
The sight of these articles stirred in the unwilling murderer the sense of self-preservation. He caught them up one by one and flung them out of the window into the dark; after which he crept on his knees and looked under the seats to see if anything else had been left. He found nothing.
Pitiable as his agony of mind then was, he saw the necessity for composing himself, and sat down again, trying to reflect. Had any of the passengers in the other carriages heard the girl shriek? Had anyone seen her fall? If so, he was a lost man. He would be arrested at Birmingham, and in due time he would be hanged or sentenced to penal servitude for the better part of his life. How would his story be believed? And if it were believed, how would it justify him? The public outcry against him would be all the greater as he was a clergyman; and now that he had thrown the girl's things out of the carriage in the first moment of his panic, the evidence of criminal intention would seem complete.
'Why did I throw the things out?' faltered Mr Gloam, speaking to himself; and then he groaned again: 'My God, what shall I do?'
It was between Leamington and Birmingham, that the girl had fallen out of the train. As the express neared Birmingham the tension on Jude Gloam's nerves was such as few men ever experience. Within five minutes he endured an amount of terror and anguish, enough to spread over a lifetime; yet he had the craft to see that all his chances of escaping unsuspected might depend upon his behaviour when the train stopped. He must alight quite coolly, he must not run nor appear anxious to get away; he must control his terrors, though his heart throbbed to bursting.
The train glided into the station the porters ran along the platform, opening doors; one of them opened Mr. Gloam's carriage.
'Any luggage, sir?'
'Yes, I have some luggage,' said Mr. Gloam, and he stopped out, shaking in every limb, but apparently sedate and calm, as it behoves a clergymen to be. Next moment he was mixed up with the throng of people who were foraging for their trunks and portmanteaus. Nobody paid any attention to him. He heard no one talk about shrieks having been heard during the journey. The passengers all attended to their own business and left him to his. Mr. Gloam's business was to collect a portmanteau, a box, and a hamper.
Having done this, he turned to ask a porter to call a cab for him, but as he was about to speak, his words froze on his tongue, for he saw standing beside him a girl who was the very image of Miss Aviss.
If the girl had looked at him she must have noticed his confusion, but she was glancing towards an elderly gentleman and lady who were walking towards her.'
'Here's her box, papa, but I've not seen her pass,' said the girl to the elderly couple.
'We have looked into every carriage,' said the gentleman addressed as papa, 'but she hasn't come. I suppose she missed the train.'
'But how comes her box to be here?'
'Wasn't there a change of carriages somewhere between this and London?' suggested the elderly lady. 'I think there's a change at Didcot. Perhaps she got out there, and afterwards entered the wrong train.'
'How very provoking!' exclaimed the girl.
'I daresay we shall find a telegram when we get home,' said the elderly gentleman; 'but we must ask the station-master to take care of Mary's box until she comes to claim it.'
Mr Gloam had glanced at the box beside which the girl stood, and he saw on it a card with the name 'Miss Mary Aviss.'
The miserable man shrank as the father, mother, and sister of the poor girl with whom he had travelled passed him. Then he helped the porter to lift his portmanteau, and walked with him to a cab. He had a six miles' drive before he could reach his parish of Eorleigh, which was on the outskirts of Birmingham. However, the drive was accomplished in safety, and that night was spent by Mr Gloam sleepless in his new parsonage.
The body of Miss Aviss was found dead on the line early on the following day; and afterwards her travelling bag was discovered twenty miles further down the line. But for this discovery of the bag, the poor girl's death would have been attributed to accident; as it was, when it became demonstrated that somebody must have had a share in her death, nobody accused the Rev. Jude Gloam. Nor was anybody else accused.
The porter who had put Mr Gloam into the carriage at Oxford had not noticed that there was a young lady in the compartment; and simply owing to this slight fact of non-observance, the story of Miss Aviss's death was fated to remain a mystery.
It became known, however, to one man to whom Mr Gloam communicated the facts in writing some five years after they had happened. He, the Rector of Eorleigh, ended his letter by saying, 'I have lived in a Purgatory of remorse and sorrow ever since that awful night, and am thankful to think I shall soon be rid of my load.'
He was dying of a decline when he wrote this, brought on by overwork in his parish, and he left behind him the reputation of being the most earnest, zealous, kindest, and also the saddest rector, whom the people of Eorleigh had ever seen.
_______________
18: The Wonderful Thing
A Dream Story
Henry S. Whitehead
1882-1932
Weird Tales July 1925
NONE of his acquaintances would have had the face to call Mr. James O'Hara a dreamer. In Zachary Taylor's day that was as much a term of reproach as it is today; as it was in the time of Joseph!
He was just twenty-four when he elected, after due conference and counsel had been taken, to leave the paternal home in Newark, New Jersey; for seeking one's fortune was in the air even seven years before the California gold strike began to strew on the transcontinental routes the long lines of bleaching bones which have been there ever since.
Unlike most, Mr. O'Hara did not go West. Instead, he went into Connecticut, which was a prudent decision, however little it might promise adventure. Just then, in Connecticut there were opportunities for a skilful land-surveyor and engineer without the necessity of braving the wilderness with a pair of derringers.
He traveled from Peck Slip by the Hartford packet, and early the next morning up on the forward deck, with swirling mist dissipating itself in curling wisps as it faded into the mellow crispness of a July morning, the soft greenery of the gentle hills above the Narrows Gorge, just below Middletown, caught his fancy, and it was at Middletown instead of Hartford that he disembarked, among the fertile farms of that good bottom-land. He had no intention, though, of delving into the land for a living. His work lay on the surface, measuring rods, perches and poles for other people.
Mr. O'Hara obtained a small house at a bargain on High Street near the Wesleyan College, and shortly, on the strength of his gilt-edged recommendations, steady employment on the new Central Vermont Railway east of the river, a solid, permanent, and highly-paid piece of work after his own heart.
For his household he secured the services of Abel and Judy, once tobacco-field slaves, and Judy cooked, while old Abel pitted his everlasting "miseries" against serving Mr. O'Hara's meals when he was at home, and toting the fireplace logs when advancing autumn claimed its toll of firewood.
Mr. O'Hara's professional duties took so much of his time that he had had little time for social intercourse with the Middletown gentry, and, beyond an occasional afternoon spent in Westfield or Walnut Grove with his fowling-piece after ruffed grouse or quail, he had seen little of the lovely country to the north, west, and south of Middletown. He had never, for example, penetrated as far as Durham, among its foothills to the west, until he went there by the imaginative route of his great dream.
He had been wakeful one night, puzzling out a way to save his employers as much as possible on bridging a tumbling trout stream, and it was very late when he fell asleep.
He dreamed with a clearness he had never known before in a mere dream (as he told himself afterward, many times), and the dream began with his breakfast. He could hear old Abel muttering to himself behind the kitchen door as he ate. Judy must have been blowing him up harder than usual, he thought, and smiled to himself at their odd ways. He would give Abel a half twist of tobacco for he was aware that he had taken this day off from his work across the river. This was, in fact, a very extra-special kind of day! Shortly, as soon as breakfast was over, he would be going upstairs again and titivating himself in a more-than-ordinary toilet. Great things were afoot.
He had decided, he knew, upon his second-best pair of nankeen trousers, those which had the pigskin straps, as being somewhat better made than his very newest pair; and these were now lying, carefully folded and brushed, across the straight back of a chair in his dressing room.
He finished his breakfast leisurely, and then mounted the stairs and dressed himself very carefully. He polished the outer case of his globular Rentnow watch, and tightened those pigskin trouser-straps a hole tighter before drawing them on over his them! With a large silk handkerchief he polished the gleaming surface of his beaver hat until it glistened like the coat of Sallie, his saddle-mare. He brushed his thick, black hair carefully and turned the edges forward in a sweep above his shapely ears. Finally (most delicate task of all) he held his breath and tied his cravat. Then he pulled smartly together the lapels of his fine broadcloth coat, and descended.
He mounted Sallie at the door, Abel grinning from ear to ear to see the master so spandily groomed this morning, and set out, Sallie caracoling, upon his way to Durham.
He rode slowly, along a road still thick with summer's dust, a road scented with the almost sickly sweet of the maturing hardhack and the occasional head-turning breath-of fox grapes. He noted pleasantly every rabbit that darted across his path; he smiled amusedly at the strutting purple grackles, like diminutive crows, infesting the newly cleared cornfields. As he passed through shaded bits where woodlots hemmed the road, grouse drummed boomingly in the thickets. It seemed to him as if he were traveling this road after many and many a previous journey, and that a tryst lay ahead.
At high noon he entered the Durham Village high street, through straggling shanties and outhouses at its beginning, where some elderly blacks, like Abel and Judy, were engaged in clearing the interminable cornfields. Then he passed row after row of great, gaunt tobacco barns. Last came the more pretentious and decorative dwellings of Main Street.
Past all these familiar places the young man rode blithely, along the side of the road where the deep dust lay somewhat less chokingly thick.
At last he drew rein and dismounted before the very finest of the Main Street dwellings, quite a mansion with fluted Grecian pillars fronting a broad porch; and he tied Sallie to an iron hitching post with a horse's head atop, one of those the Douglas Pump Works in Middletown was beginning to supply to the more esthetic-minded of its clients. He opened the gate, not without some emotional fluttorings in the region of his broad chest, and approached the house along a flagged walk with its stones set wide apart, and the grass between neatly sickle-shorn.
The gate, weighted with an iron melon (also a product of the Pump Works), shut to behind him with a smart click, and he raised his eyes to the porch.
Thereon was a lady, her banded hair low over her ears, herself swathed in summery flowered muslin. She laid down, as she rose to greet Mr. O'Hara, the current Godey's Lady's Book, and then she walked, with little steps, her crinolines billowing gracefully, along the porch to meet her approaching cavalier.
Mr. O'Hara bowed from the waist, his beaver hat held smartly in his left hand; the fingers of his right extended fanlike on his breast.
The lovely lady curtsied discreetly.
In this porticoed house Mr. O'Hara knew himself to be on a footing of delightful intimacy. Here were good friends. He followed the lady along the porch into the shade of a thick honeysuckle vine, now gemmed with noon'B quota of belated humming-birds darting like jeweled bees through the vine laden yet with summer's sweetness. The two , seated themselves a little ceremoniously side by side and looked long and ardently into each other's eyes." Mr. O'Hara broke the silence. He spoke very softly.
"You had my letter, Edith?"
"Yes." The lovely lady's eyes sought the ground. Her little foot tapped. A wave of lovely color began to suffuse her face.
Mr. O'Hara took her slender hand in his. She left it there.
He sighed deeply. This was a sign.
"Then you— you will, dear?"
Mr. O'Hara liked her answer better than if it had been in words. She merely inclined her head upon the ruffle of his cambric shirt— as fine a shirt, be it known, as any Lawyer Burnham Pease, the dandy of Middletown, could boast.
Mr. O'Hara placed his good right arm very tenderly about her very slim waist, and this movement causing her head to turn very slightly toward him, he leaned forward respectfully, almost as if there were something sacramental about what he was doing, and kissed her on the lips.
Then very gently, it seemed to him as he dreamed, he released her, released his affianced bride, for such now was the lovely lady by virtue of her tacit acceptance of his written proposal for her hand, and rising, they proceeded into the house. There followed midday dinner, to which feast Mr. O'Hara, it seemed, had been duly invited beforehand, and Edith's father took Mr. O'Hara by the hand and shook it approvingly; and Edith's mother had fetched from a cool cupboard a slim bottle of cowslip wine; and everything was glorious and delightful and wholly satisfying in that most satisfactory of imaginable dreams.
Mr. O'Hara stayed quite a long time after dinner, too, it seemed to him. He started homeward about 4 o'clock. He rode, as it were, on air, and gentle Sallie paced charmingly in a way she had at particular times, and so did not disturb his thoughts.
But as they were emerging from the last of the dwellings along the Durham village street, just as they were about to enter upon that stretch of their journey which was bounded by the plantation, before they should plunge abruptly into the cool greenery of woods, Sallie, ambling quietly, struck her hoof against a rounded pebble and stumbled, and young Mr. James O'Hara, sharply awaking at the shock, found himself sitting bolt-upright in his own bed.
IT was like a sudden emergence into a strange world. The details of his familiar surroundings seemed very dim to him as he rubbed his eyes and looked about in the pale moonlight coldly flooding the room, and they took a. long time to assume their proper place in his waking understanding. For there was a breath of honeysuckle somewhere, and a great and abiding happiness suffused his whole being.
Then, as facts, in the shape of the highboy across the room and the stark bedposts, replaced gradually the shimmering glory of that ride to Durham Village, and he passed the point where he had reluctantly to admit to himself that this was reality, that other only a dream, the young man was puzzled to find how largely bewilderment and annoyance bulked in his thoughts.
He rose out of bed, much troubled, and lit first a candle and then a cigar. He pulled on a dressing gown and slippers, sat down in a chair, and tried to think.
It seemed even then curious to him, but the incidents of that dream were all clear-cut, like cameos. They did not fade out in his mind as the material of which dreams are made fades commonly. They were all precisely as if it had been a real happening just passed through and not a dream at all. Another circumstance puzzled him exceedingly. The dream had begun in the midst of a fairly long and very intimate acquaintance with this family in Durham. Their name was Foote. That he knew, but he was certain that the name had not once been mentioned during the course of his imaginary visit. He knew, too, exactly what had been in that letter about which he had asked her on his arrival. He put himself back (it was quite easy) into the atmosphere of the dream, and so musing he could even remember writing the letter; more dimly, previous visits, many of these.
But thinking now of this remarkable occurrence with a cool draft on his bare ankles to remind him that he was awake here in his room, he knew that it was only a fabric woven of moonshine, very lovely, very beautiful moonshine! He was not engaged to be married. He had not drunk three slender glasses of cowslip wine. He had never been within three miles of Durham in his life. Of course there had been no letter, no previous visits. There were no such people as the Footes. Edith did not exist!
His Edith! She would always, that he knew more clearly than anything else, have his heart— his heart held delicately between her slender hands... the figment of his imagination, a girl of gossamer.
Young Mr. James O'Hara, practical land-surveyor, took his puzzled head between his two hands and groaned. Then, realizing that this was moon-madness, he gathered as best he could his scattered wits, and viciously hurling the blackened corpse of his cigar into the grate, he blew out the candle and tumbled wearily back into bed.
There were no psychanalysts in 1842 to reassure people about their dreams. That the dream, as these allege, is always the expression of the wish, was a doctrine which Mr. O'Hara had never heard. And even if he had heard of it, he was possessed of too much Celtic common-sense to take comfort in anything of the kind. For the first time in his life he discovered himself, who should be immersed in the intricacies of costs, and parabolas, and tangents, and bridge-building, caught instead in the chain of love,—love for a phantom! It was sheerly maddening. Had ever blameless young man been so afflicted?
Seeking antidote, Mr. O'Hara plunged with driven energy into his work, hot even this eminently sensible course did him no good. He called himself names. He even swore at himself. The alternatives of tavern whisky and suicide did, it must be admitted, cross his mind, so hard was he hit with this deadly weapon forged of love and moonlight and the smell of a honeysuckle tine.
For three bitter weeks he found no respite. He bore his trouble grimly, with teeth set, as his ancestors had fought their battles. But he lost weight, and a few faint lines began to appear in his face.
Then one morning, late in October, when the leaves had all turned and were making a glory of the woods, one blessed morning, he woke up free. The terrible incubus of that despairing grief had lifted itself from him, and he rose out of sleep and out of his bed with a song on his lips. Gone were his pain and care; his obsession had left him.
As he dressed he remembered it for the first time, and the remembrance brought a twinge, but it was a twinge merely of remembrance. There was none of the almost physical agony which had accompanied his every waking moment those three weeks
He descended to breakfast with a tune lilting on his lips, and so grateful was he to the unknown power that had freed him and given him instead this unaccountable gayety, that he did not even try to fathom it or to analyze what had happened to him.
There was biscuit and honey for breakfast, and bacon, and crisply fried thin slices of fresh calves' liver! It was the bacon and liver which reminded him of something vaguely joyful with which it was somehow associated.
Suddenly he remembered. There had been biscuit and honey, and calves' liver and bacon, for breakfast here in this room on the morning of that dream, when he had sat cogitating about the second-best pair of nankeen trousers. Suddenly he paused. He was listening to hear if Abel would be muttering, as he had that morning, behind the kitchen door. He heard it, and little cold chills ran up and down his back.
Here were three separate and distinct indications: the unaccountable gayety of his rising, which was precisely the way he had felt (did he not remember every tiny incident and emotion of that dreamt) on that morning. Second, the breakfast. It was precisely what Judy had sent in then. Third, Abel's grumbling.
He called Abel and enquired what had disturbed him. It was Judy's nagging. Judy, said Abel, was getting worse and worse all the time. Some day... Well, she'd see!
"There's a half-twist of tobacco for you," said Mr. O'Hara. Abel grinned broadly, his troubles already forgotten.
Then, a good-sized chill taking possession of his back: "Saddle Sallie. Give her an extra-special rub with a handful of clean straw. Have her at the front door at 11."
Abel departed, his grin still evident
Mr. O'Hara rose and got out the half-twist of tobacco. He mounted slowly to his room. He sat down in a chair and tried to think. Running through his head and not to be ignored was the thought of the ride he was going to take that morning. He would tempt fortune. He would go a-larking in quest of his will-o'-the- wisp. He would follow, as far as it led him, the road of the dream. The first few rods of it were plain, anyhow. It simply followed High Street to the corner, and turned up Washington. After he had got that far, he would see! He needed a day off from his work anyhow. That was days and days ahead of the schedule. He earned his big salary, did Mr. James O'Hara.
Humming a tune, he started in with a leather-backed clothes brush on that second-best pair of nankeen trousers....
WHEN he had got some distance up Washington Street, farther than he had ever been before in that direction, the chills took possession of him a third time that morning. For here was a turning, and Sallie took it almost without pressure on the bridle-rein. It was the first of the turns of his dream-road.
He rode on. He noted rabbits scurrying across the road, the purple grackles strutting in the cornfields; even an occasional ruffed grouse drumming abruptly caused gentle Sallie to prick up her ears anxiously. From time to time that little creeping chill would run up and down his spine and he would have to look about him hard at this object or that, or stoop forward to pat Sallie's curving sorrel neck to reassure himself that this time he was awake.
He passed slow-footed negroes clearing the very last gleanings from the cornfields. Slowly he rode on through the plantations, out of the cool woods, past the shanties at the village's edge, then on through the rows of increasingly comely dwelling houses. He urged Sallie gently over to the road's side, where the impalpable dust lay less thick than in the middle.
When at last Sallie, again almost without urging, turned in before a dignified, white, porticoed house, well back from the hot road, and with white Grecian pillars before its broad veranda, he did not dare to look at it squarely, and he was stiff and trembling like a leaf when, bv the force of sheer will-power, he dismounted, and began with fumbling, shaking fingers to tie Sallie to the ornamental iron horse-post with a horse's head atop, which stood before the picket gate. Sallie nuzzled his hand with her soft lips as if she understood dimly what ailed her master.
Then, leaving Sallie, and walking almost drunkenly, every nerve in his body jangling, he forced himself to the gate and pushed it open. It swung shut behind him, impelled by the weight of an iron melon hung in the middle of a chain. The gate shut with a sharp snick. That brought him up and served to pull him together a little. He was actually here! The chills seemed to recede a little. He held up his head as an O'Hara should at all times, and stepped almost jauntily along a flagged path, the stones well apart, the grass, between neatly trimmed.
Almost before he knew it, he was close to the house. He looked closely at the porch. He saw a lady, her face like chalk, rise unsteadily from a chair at the far end. He could not see her face clearly, for her outline was somewhat obscured by a thick honeysuckle vine which grew all over that end of the porch. She was laying down something; something about the size and appearance of a magazine. Summery light muslin billowed gracefully about her as she leaned for support against the nearest fluted pillar.
THE lady turned terrified eyes in Mr. O'Hara's direction, and his heart stopped beating, and then, very slowly, he thought, resumed.
He snatched off his beaver, and his forehead suddenly felt cold despite the sweat which streamed down his face and into his eyes. He clicked his heels together and bowed, his hat in his left hand, his right trembling against his breast, the fingers, fanshaped, beating like castanets against the full ruffle of his fine cambric shirt.
Trembling again now, as if with an ague, his face set, the breath hissing through his dry lips and between his set teeth, he mounted the steps. The lady still leaned against her column, her face death-like in its stricken pallor. Stiffly Mr. O'Hara walked the length of the veranda, reached out, and took her hand in hia trembling fingers. It felt like ice, and oommiseratingly he closed his strong hand about it. The lady made no effort to withdraw it.
Twice he tried to speak, but the words caught in his dry throat. Then, grimly, licking his lips to moisten them, he managed to croak: "Edith!"
He felt that he had shouted, but only the faintest whisper emerged upon the quiet warm air.
The lady's light grasp tightened convulsively on Mr. O'Hara's hand.
"James!" she breathed, and with a great effort raised her head and looked into his eyes.
Mr. O'Hara saw the terror in hers dissolve, to be replaced by another ldok which he never forgot. She never told him, then or later, what she thought she saw in his.
Mr. O'Hara, delicately, respectfully, almost apologetically, placed his arm supportingly about the lady's slender waist.
"I— I dreamed of you," he muttered.
"And I— of you." The words were just audible.
The lady's eyes seemed to Mr. O'Hara to grow very dark and deep and tender.
"Three weeks ago," said she.
"Three weeks ago," repeated Mr. O'Hara.
"On Wednesday night."
"On Wednesday night."
In a muse, Mr. O'Hara gently disengaged his arm, and the lady sank into a seat. He seated himself beside her, and in a voice which, as he proceeded, gradually assumed its ordinary inflections, told her of his dream, to the accompaniment of many little nods of comprehension and corroboration, wondering looks, and quick, comprehending glances. Their restraint was past when he had finished.
"I watched you down the road out of sight," she said, "that afternoon."
Her voice trailed out to nothingness. She turned and looked, after a little interval of silence, again, searchingly, into his eyes.
"It is a wonderful thing," she said, "a great marvel that we have seen,— together."
The faint, incessant drone of many humming-birds invaded the dreamy quiet of the veranda. It had been a very dry, hot summer, a lingering summer, that summer of 1842. There were still a great many hummingbirds, and the warm fragrance of the honeysuckle poured itself out fervidly.
Through the quiet of the warm noon there came the sound of footsteps from the hallway, and Mr. O'Hara and the lovely lady stood up as Mrs. Foote came out upon the veranda.
Mr. O'Hara bowed again from the waist, the fingers of his right hand resting gallantly, fanlike, upon his broad chest, his hat held smartly.
"This is Mr. James O'Hara, from Middletown, mother," said Miss Foote.
Hospitality beamed from Mrs. Foote's kind face. This was a very personable young gentleman who had ridden over from Middletown to pay a call upon her daughter.
"Dinner is just ready, Mr. O'Hara," said Mrs. Foote. "Sam will take your horse."
She turned into the house to see about the extra place at table.
"John, John," they heard her calling. "John, get a bottle of that cowslip wine out of the cupboard next the milk-room, will you, dear!"
______________________
19: To Professional Services— $100,000
Ernest M. Poate
1884-1935
Detective Story Magazine, 3 Sep 1921
SEATED on the porch of Lake side Cottage Doctor R. Townsend Gorham smiled contentedly at the dancing waters before him, Lately of New York and Seaview Lodge, his questionable, but lucrative, dealings with certain rich and important patients had provided him with a prolonged vacation. His countenance reflected his satisfaction as vividly as the water reflected the sun.
His mind was quite at ease. It was true that he had thought it advisable to leave his country sanitarium in haste and secrecy; but he had taken with him something over a quarter of a million dollars, fruit of his illicit dealings with Aloysius O'Brine and Peter van der Meer, third. It was true, also, that a suit for malpractice had been entered against him by the latter; but that suit had been dropped for want of a complaining witness. Mr. van der Meer had suddenly developed incurable insanity, not without Doctor Gorham's discreet assistance.
The doctor reflected upon the canny investments which had insured him an income of some fifteen thousand dollars a year. He reflected upon the sad fate of Mr. Peter van der Meer, third, and smiled evilly. The rust-red flecks of his odd, green eyes seemed to change and dance. The grave, decorous expression of his deep-lined face was replaced by a satanic leer.
He stretched luxuriously, reveling in the peaceful solitude about him. Even in the unlikely event that Peter van der Meer's lawyers suspected his part in their client's unfortunate condition, the doctor felt himself quite safe, here on Lake Owanoga.
It was one of New York State's scores of little lakes, a summer resort for residents of the small cities near by, but scarcely known outside the three counties which bordered it. A few hundred feet south of Lakeside Cottage was a flimsily built bungalow, rejoicing in the aristocratic name of "Sans Souci," and now occupied by a widow, Mrs. Durocq, and her daughter Annette. Beyond was the cottage of the Sowerbys, pretentious, rococo, rather vulgarly ornate, like its owners; then only the country road, winding emptily along the border of the lake for five miles, to the little town of Hamlet.
On the other side, three hundred yards away, was the farmhouse of Silas Minor, a crusty old bachelor native. These four houses constituted the entire settlement upon the east side of Lake Owanoga. On the opposite shore there was a small amusement park.
Altogether it was a delightfully secluded spot, and Doctor Gorham enjoyed it thoroughly, even to the unaccustomed duties of cooking and house-keeping. He was one of those men who have a talent for domestic tasks.
When a canoe came into sight around the wooded point his smile widened and lost its cynical, leering quality.
The frail craft carried a slender girl in a black bathing suit, her golden curls a burnished glory in the bright sunshine. Doctor Gorham's rust-flecked green eyes softened, and he waved a long arm.
The girl replied with a gay flourish of her paddle and drove the canoe's bow deep into the beach, But as she rose cautiously to disembark, another figure emerged from the little boat-house near by, a stout young man in checked clothes, his straw hat jauntily cocked, a cigarette pasted to his lower lip.
This vision advanced to help the girl ashore. She took his proffered hand, but reluctantly, Doctor Gorham fancied. As she stepped from the canoe the young man's other hand dropped familiarly upon her bare shoulder, drawing her into a half embrace.
Doctor Gorham scowled. "Presuming young pup!" he muttered and rose hastily.
The girl pulled angrily away; the youth whispered something that brought color into her cheeks, then Doctor Gorham was upon them,
"Hello, Annette," he said casually, "I'll walk up with you."
The girl looked up at him gratefully. The youth, ignored, glowered for a moment, sulky defiance mirrored upon his pimply face, then attemped to speak.
Doctor Gorham turned. "Ah, Sowerby, you there? It seems to me I heard your mother calling you just now. Better run and see what she wants."
Sowerby muttered something and turned away. Despite the older man's casual manner his strange green eyes were compelling.
When he had gone, "Is that brat bothering you, Annette?" demanded Doctor Gorham solicitously. His deep, musical voice was very gentle, and his grave, lined features wore a look of genuine kindliness which would have surprised certain victims of his rapacity. Doctor Gorham was truly attached to this girl; though he had known her but a few weeks she was to him as the daughter he had never had.
"Why, began the girl, "why, doctor, I don't think he means to. Maybe it's just because I don't know how to get along with men." For Annette Durocq was but a few months out of a convent school. "Sometimes I wish he'd keep away from me."
"He shall!" declared the doctor grimly.
The girl stole a look upward and remarked how tall and lean and distinguished of bearing he was, in spite of flannel shirt and disreputable white ducks. Her little hand slipped into the crook of his arm. "But you mustn't," she said. "You mustn't say a word, doctor, dear. You know my mother— I don't understand just how it is, but she borrowed some money from Mr. Sowerby, or something, and if Ralph got mad—"
She broke off, and Doctor Gorham swore inwardly. Ralph, this pimply, overfed, underbred cub, was an only son and pampered and indulged disgustingly by both parents. It was quite possible that, upon Ralph's insistence, his father might make trouble for Mrs. Durocq if he could.
"Very well," answered the doctor unwillingly. "But I'll keep an eye on the pup myself. If the old man gets ugly you tell your mother to come to me. I'm not poor."
"You're good to me, doctor!" The girl gave him a smile and a little friendly squeeze and ran in to change.
Doctor Gorham looked on past Sans Souci to the ugly, sprawling bungalow which housed the Sowerby family. The old gentleman lay snoring in a hammock on the porch, coatless and collarless, his feet cocked comfortably up, white-socked for all to see. His fat red face was gross and greedy in the relaxation of sleep; he looked every inch the small-town magnate at ease. As the doctor watched contemptuously Ralph emerged from the house and scowled at him.
"Naw!" he called back over his shoulder. "I can't drive you to Hamlet. Get the old man to do it if you want to go. I don't feel good."
His mother followed him onto the porch, "Oh, Ralph, dear, what's the trouble?" she asked. "Where do you feel bad? Have you got a fever? Let me feel your face."
Doctor Gorham turned in disgust, leaving Mrs. Sowerby to fuss over her grumbling, ungracious offspring.
"Young swine!" he muttered. "Nothing the matter with him, soldiering, that's all; trying to get out of doing anything for his mother."
He circled the Durocq cottage and entered His own to light an oil stove. Presently he was deep in the concoction of a cheese omelet for his supper.
But something was wrong with Ralph, it seemed. At least, fifteen minutes later, Mr. Sowerby arrived, much perturbed.
"Say, doc," he exclaimed, "wisht you'd come right over and look at Ralph. He's got a terrible pain right in his stomach. I sent for Doctor Landis from Hamlet, but he can't come for two hours."
Doctor Gorham grunted, eying his stout, arrogant guest with disfavor. On coming to Lake Owanoga he had not attempted to conceal his profession, knowing that it is easier for a seaman to masquerade as a landsman than for a seasoned physician to pass as a layman. There is a professional manner, a subtle something in his very walk that makes the old doctor stand out in any company. Gorham was known to be a physician, but he was very little moved to minister to "Ralph, dear."
"Nothing but a stomache ache," he replied. "Let him wait for Landis. Do him good to suffer a bit."
Sowerby stamped a slippered foot. "You got to come, I tell you,"' he began and checked himself, flushing beneath the physician's cold stare. Your small-town rich man is the most arrogant being on earth. He is so used to deference from his neighbors, who either owe him money or hope to borrow of him, that he often forgets there are those outside his little sphere of influence who need not tremble at his frown.
"I— I—" he began, then changed his manner to a sort of sullen pleading.
"I wisht you'd come an' look at the boy, doc. It might be something serious, and two hours is an awful long time when a fellow's suffering. He's all we got, an' if anything was to happen to him his mother'd—" The dull, brown eyes implored.
"Oh, well," said Doctor Gorham ungraciously, "I'll come. But you'll have to wait till I have my supper. That omelet's nearly done, and it would spoil." He ran to the kitchen and turned the savory omelet out of its pan. "In twenty minutes," he said over his shoulder.
When he had consumed his frugal supper, Doctor Gorham rummaged among his belongings, unearthed a small medicine case, and strolled over to the Sowerby cottage. He entered a house of mourning. Mr. Sowerby paced the floor, groaning aloud at each profane outcry from his son. Doctor Gorham, was pounced upon and hurried to the chamber where Ralph rolled upon his bed of pain, doubling up and howling dismally at each fresh twinge of pain. His mother leaned frantically over him, sobbing, striving ineffectually to hold a hot-water bag against his stomach.
"Humph," said the doctor. "All right, madam! Let me get at him. Now, son, shut up that noise. What ails you?"
"Oh, the cramps, doctor, the terrible cramps! They're killing me, they're killing me! Why couldn't you come right away? I might have died!"
"No such luck," answered Doctor Gorham callously. "What've you been eating ?"
"Oh, nothing!"
"Humph! Candy?"
"Just a little this morning, less'n a pound."
"And this afternoon?"
"Oh, oh! Why don't you do something for me? Nothing only a bit of bologna and some cheese and raspberry pop, over at the park."
"Humph!" repeated Doctor Gorham. "And now you've got the stomach ache. Serves you right. Here!"
He measured out a liberal dose of paregoric and poured it down in spite of his patient's coughing and choking, then leaned back at ease to wait for its effect.
Mr. Sowerby paced back and forth, chewing savagely at an unlighted cigar. His wife fluttered abeut helplessly, a frail, ineffectual creature, full of absurd questions, weakly resentful of Doctor Gerham's palpable lack of excitement. She suggested ridiculous remedies, prophesied a dozen dreadful diseases, demanded again and again that the docter "do something to help the poor boy." Openly she decried his methods and went to the door every five minutes to look for the coming of Doctor Landis.
Meanwhile the patient's grumblings and complaints grew less, his fevered tumblings ceased, and in fifteen or twenty minutes he had quieted down completely. Then he began to abuse his parents for making such a fuss.
Doctor Gorham rese. "He'll do now. Give him two tablespoonfuls of castor oil. In the morning he'll be as impudent as ever."
At this Ralph set up a pretesting howl in which his mother joined. "But, doctor, Ralph can't take castor oil! His stomach is so delicate—"
Doctor Gorham yielded to the promptings of malicious humor. He had not forgotten Mrs. Sowerby's recent abuse, and she would have been amazed at the suggestion that the doctor might resent her remarks. Mrs. Sowerby held that it is the inalienable privilege of everybody to insult the physician who is doing his best to relieve pain, and that the doctor should be rather flattered than otherwise by being told that he doesn't know his business.
"Just step out here a moment," he said gravely. The boy's father and mother had followed him into the hall, trembling with the fears suggested by his serious manner. "I don't want to alarm your son," said Doctor Gorham, his deep-lined face a model of professional gravity, "but his condition is serious. He presents many of the symptoms of ulcer of the stomach."
"Oh, my heavens, doctor!"
"Yes, ulcer of the stomach, he must be kept very quiet, and he ought to stay in bed a week." For so long, at least, Annette Durocq would not be annoyed. "And his diet must be light, bread and water, say. Also it's very important that he should have a large dose of castor oil." He turned away, leaving two shocked and horrified parents. They did not see the malicious smile on his face.
Then a weather-beaten flivver rattled into the yard. Doctor Landis had arrived, an hour earlier than his promise.
Mrs. Sowerby fell upon him tearfully. "Oh, doctor! Come right in and examine Ralph. He's got an ulcer of the stomach! He's going to die!"
Landis, a stout, sandy man of middle age, pushed his hat far back and looked down at the excited woman through big, round spectacles. His prominent, pale-blue eyes were quizzical. "Gastric ulcer, huh? How do you know?"
Doctor Gorham stepped forward. "I just suggested the possibility," he explained. "My name is Gorham, medical director of Seaview Lodge, in New York City."
"Oh! You're in charge here?"
"Oh, no, doctor! Just an emergency call; I'm spending my vacation here. It's your case, of course. On the surface it's nothing but acute indigestion, but I suggest that you consider carefully the possibility of a gastric ulcer. Well, I must be going. Glad to have met you, Doctor Landis. Drop in to see me if you have time. Mine is the next house but one. Good evening!"
Half an hour later Doctor Landis did drop in. "I can't find any signs of ulcer," he declared. "Just a plain stomach ache it looks to me."
"Very likely," agreed Doctor Gorham, grinning to himself. "Won't you come in? I've got a little private stock here."
"Thanks, not to-night. Got to hurry over to Center, case of sudden death over there. I'm coroner, too, you know."
"Oh! Exactly! Yes, yes, yes! We doctors don't have much rest. Well, good night! Stop in when you're going by and smoke a cigar with me."
Doctor Gorham went in and began placidly to prepare for his early bed-time. At least, he reflected, he'd given the Sowerby family something to worry about.
The next day passed idly. The doctor basked in the sunlight, yawned and dreamed, talked casually with Annette Durocq. Young Sowerby did not appear.
Sut that evening the boy's father again invaded Doctor Gorham's privacy. "Say, doc," he began, this time almost humbly, "would you mind just coming over.a minute? Fact is the wife and I'd ought to run over to Utica to-night toa party. The wife's just set her heart on going, but now she won't leave Ralph. Boy seems all right again, and I thought if you'd look at him Jennie might feel better about it. The hired girl could watch him and call you if they was anything went wrong."
"Oh," said the doctor, "all right."
The two men walked out past Sans Souci just as a motor cycle roared to a stop. A goggled youth dismounted nonchalantly, fumbling in his pocket for a yellow envelope. "Telegram for Mrs. Durocq," thought the doctor. "Hope it's not bad news."
He went into the Sowerby cottage and found Ralph sitting up, clad in a crimson bathrobe, a cigarette pasted to his lower lip. His face wore a scowl.
"Seems like you could stay home with a fellow without making all this fuss," he grumbled.
A knock upon the door interrupted his mother's reply, and Mrs. Durocq entered breathlessly, clutching a yellow paper. "Oh, Mrs. Sowerby, may I use your telephone?"' she asked, her faint French accent more noticeable than usual. "I havea telegram! My brother will be in Utica to-night, and I must call for a car to go and meet him."
"Is Annette going with you?" It was Ralph Sowerby. Looking at him keenly the physician surprised an oddly eager expression upon his slack face.
"But no, my daughter stays. She has a headache. I shall be back with my brother by midnight."
"Say, ma, you and the old man go on to your party and take Mrs. Durocq along. Then you can bring her and her brother back with you. The car'll hold four, easy. I'm all right to stay."
"Oh, but that would be so kind!" Mrs. Durocq's face glowed.
"But, Ralph, dear, are you sure we ought to leave you?"
"Of course! Ask the doc, here. Anyway, Landis said there wasn't anything the matter with me. Why don't you go on and stop chewing the rag?"
"The dear boy is so thoughtful!" said his mother. "Are you sure he'll be all right, Doctor Gorham?"
The doctor felt a pulse rapid from too many cigarettes, looked at a coated tongue, perfunctorily tapped a fat, loose abdomen.
"Oh, yes!" he answered. "Yes, yes, yes! The boy will do very nicely."
"Well," said Mrs. Sowerby, yielding reluctantly. "You call the hired girl if you feel the least bit bad, and you'd come right over, wouldn't you, Doctor Gorham?"
Presently the doctor, seated upon his porch, saw the Sowerby car starting out toward Utica, while Ralph in his red bathrobe stood on the steps waving farewell,
"Humph!" said the doctor. "Do you suppose the cub had a decent impulse for once?"
He sat for hours in the dark, smoking and thinking. The lights winked out at Silas Minor's, down the road, then at Sans Souci, and finally at the Sowerby house. A great, round moon came up and shone peacefully.
At last he rose, yawning. It was ten o'clock, long past his usual bedtime. People retired early on Owanoga Lake. Suddenly a sharp crack split the stillness of the night, an ugly, sinister sound. Doctor Gorham started violently, straining his ears toward it. Through the silence came a faint cry, and in a moment Gorham had leaped the veranda rail and was running toward Sans Souci. The door was unlocked, and he burst into the little sitting room, but checked himself abruptly.
The moon shone brightly in upon Annette Durocq. The girl was sobbing hysterically, and one hand still gripped a little pearl-handled pistol. In the middle of the floor lay Ralph Sowerby, a tiny, blackened hole in his white shirt, just above the belt.
"Humph!" said Doctor Gorham coolly, taking in the situation at a glance. He lighted the lamp and by its dim rays examined the fallen youth.
Young Sowerby was quite conscious, his eyes bright and black and clear. "I'm in an awful fix."
"Humph!" said the doctor. He turned to the writing table, scrawled a line or so, and leaned over the boy.
"Nothing but an operation can save you," he declared. "Sign this!" He read aloud: "I know that I am in a critical condition and hereby give Doctor Gorham permission to operate in the hope of saving my life." He offered a pen to the wounded youth. With a glint of hope in his wide eyes the boy gripped the pen and scrawled his name shakily, while the doctor supported him.
The pen dropped from slack fingers, Ralph Sowerby's head fell back against the physician's arm, there was a deep sigh, and the boy was dead.
Doctor Gorham laid him down, put the paper in his own pocket, and rose.
The girl raised a white, tear-streaked face. "I was sitting here,' she said, "all alone, looking at the moon. I never thought of being scared, with you right next door, All of a sudden the door opened quietly, and there he was!
"I said I'd scream, and he just laughed. Oh, doctor, it was dreadful! I remembered this little pistol in mother's desk, and I snatched it out and told him I'd shoot, and he laughed again, and then there was an explosion. It just went off, doctor, honestly! I d-didn't shoot him!"
"Humph!" said Doctor Gorham. "Served him right. I will get you out of this, if only that hired girl sleeps sound enough, and I have time!"
He picked the dead man up in his lean, strong arms, "First I'll carry him home. Any stains on the floor? No. Stay right where you are, Annette! Clean that pistol, reload it, and hide it."
He went out, labored across the lawn and up on to the porch of the Sowerby cottage, panting hard. A piece of luck! The front door was open.
He tiptoed through the house, laid his burden upon the dining-room table and whipped out again, his heart throbbing in great, sickening leaps. Such tasks are not lightly undertaken by a man nearing fifty.
Back to his own cottage, a frenzied search after surgical instruments, gauze, carbolic, an oath that was really a prayer of thanks, as his groping hands lit upon a can of ether, then he was out again and running back to the Sowerby house.
First he disconnected the telephone, then threw a tablecloth over that still form and hurried out to pound on the hired girl's door.
She was a sound sleeper, but at last the doctor evoked a yawning grunt. "Get up!" he ordered. "Get up at once! This is Doctor Gorham. Ralph is very sick; I heard him groaning and came in. Get dressed as fast as you can and run over to Minor's. The phone is out of order, and we've got to get Dactor Landis out right away. We'll have to operate to-night, or the boy'll die. Quick, now! Tell Minor to drive in after the doctor. On the way over wake Miss Durocq up and ask her to come over as quick as she can. We'll need her help."
"Oh, my soul to goodness! Ain't that dreadful? All right, doctor, I'll get 'em." Then the faithful domestic's bare feet struck the floor.
Doctor Gorham returned to the dining room, drew its shades close, locked and barricaded both doors. If any one penetrated to this room all would be lost. Then he waited in controlled impatience, laying out surgical instruments and making his preparations, until he heard a door slam upon the hired girl's departure.
At once he ran to the kitchen, lighted the oil stove, and set a saucepan full of instruments to boil. He commandeered wash basins, pails, and towels; he undressed the dead man and returned his clothes to their closet. In the hall he heard the footsteps of the hired girl.
Through the barricaded door he called to her. "Put the teakettle on and the wash boiler. We'll want lots of hot water. Has Minor started?"
"Yes, doctor. An' Miss Annette's comin' right over, she says. Seemed kinda sick-like herself when I told her. I expect she musta been fonder o' Ralph 'n' anybody thought. Is there anything else?"
"No, stay in the kitchen and heat water. Send Miss Durocq in here when she comes. And you stay out."
"My soul to goodness! I ain't likely t' come in. I'm scared of operations."
"Good!" said the doctor and fell to pacing the floor, looking at his watch every two minutes.
Allow a quarter of an hour for Silas Minor to dress and crank up his flivver ; another twenty minutes for him to reach Hamlet, he was no speed demon. Then thirty more for Landis to dress and get out to the lake, if he were at home. He had an hour. That was enough.
Ten-fifteen! The Sowerbys would return at midnight. Inwardly Doctor Gorham prayed that Landis might be at home, that he might reach the cottage safely before the dead boy's parents returned. All hung upon that!
He put his watch away for the fifth time. "If Annette's fainted, or anything— she's got to come!"
On the word he heard her timid knock and stopped to draw the cloth higher yet, completely hiding the table's gruesome burden. Then he unbarred the door. "Come in, Annette. Quiet!"
He clapped a hand over her mouth as she would have screamed. "Yes, he's there, on the table. Now pull yourself together. Remember, if you don't, it means scandal, jail, I don't know what!
Here, drink this." From his pocket flask he poured her a liberal bracer. "You've got to help now," he said, "unless you want me charged with murder."
The girl faced him bravely, white to the lips. "I'll try, doctor."
"Good child!" He patted her shoulder. "It won't be anything, really. Just go out to the kitchen and get my instruments off the stove."
She started obediently. Carefully blocking the door Doctor Gorham shouted after her: "You out there! What's your name? Mary Jane! Well, Mary Jane, Ralph is much worse. He's dying. I can't wait for Doctor Landis; I've got to operate right now."
"Oh, my soul to goodness! What'll I do?"
"Stay out there and be ready if I call. Got my instruments, Annette? All right, come on in."
He shut and bolted the door after her. "Go sit over in the corner, child. Cover your face. You needn't look; but you've got to stay. You're supposed to be giving an anesthetic."
Working rapidly as he spoke he twisted a napkin into an improvised ether cone, laid it upon the dead face, and spilled ether liberally upon it and around the room. In a moment the air was heavy with the sweetish, formidable odof of the anesthetic. And then, instruments laid ready to his hand, he went about his grim task, deft, steady-handed, unmoved.
In thirty minutes all was done. The scene was prepared for Doctor Landis' coming; the powder marks were concealed beneath a thick painting of iodine, the bullet wound enlarged into a surgeon's neat incision, the bullet itself extracted and concealed in Doctor Gorham's pocket. The doctor stretched his arms wearily and pulled the cloth once more over the dead face.
"That's that! All right, Annette, you can go home now and go to bed, or maybe you'd rather stay with me? If Landis only gets here in time everything's all right. Come lie down in the other room, at least."
But she had fainted.
THE doctor washed his hands with care, lifted her frail shape and carried it out. He looked down at the white, shocked face
as she lay unconscious upon the sofa. "Poor little kid! What a dreadful thine to have happen! But she'll get out of it the best possible way, thanks to old Doctor Gorham."
He went out to the kitchen and found Mary Jane beside a smoking oil stove, apron over her head, fingers in both ears, lest she hear screams. He grinned in spite of himself at that sight.
Then he pulled his face into properly mournful lines.
"All right, Mary Jane," he said, "it's all over now. We did our best, but I'm afraid it was too late. You can go back to bed, if you want."
"My soul to goodness! I couldn't sleep a mite—not a mite, I'm so upset. How is he, doctor?"
"Very low," replied Doctor Gorham gravely. "Better go lie down. We may need you later to nurse him."
"Oh, my soul, I couldn't do that— I ain't no hand around sick folks."
"Humph!" said the doctor. 'Well, go to bed, anyhow."
"I couldn't sleep a mite— not a mite!"
None the less she returned obediently to her room, and, from her vast parting yawn, the physician inferred that her wakefulness might be more imagined than real.
Then came another nervous wait. Doctor Gorham paced the floor restlessly as the time crept inexorably on toward midnight. Would Landis never come? If the Sowerbys arrived before him Doctor Gorham saw himself involved in a most unpleasant explanation. He patted the paper in his pocket. At least he had Ralph's signed permission to operate, and the boy was of age.
Eleven o'clock was long gone. A quarter past, half past eleven! "Trouble coming!" muttered the physician.
Annette Durocq stirred and moaned. He fumbled for a tablet, hurried to her side. "Here, child; swallow this!" She swallowed obediently and dropped back, eyes wide and horror-filled, while the doctor patted her hand. But in five minutes her lids drooped wearily; in ten she slept profoundly.
"That'll hold her," said the doctor, and looked at his watch again. Eleven-forty-five !
He walked to the front door, looked up and down the road, straining his ears. At last, far in the distance, twin rays of light appeared; the hum of a motor sounded faintly, grew into a roar.
Five minutes of twelve! Whose car was it?
Then came a rattling, blended with the sound of the motor, the clanking and banging of loose fenders. Doctor Gofham's breath came out in a long sigh. It was Landis' flivver! So far, so good. Now if Sowerby would only stay away ten minutes longer!
Doctor Landis' battered car clanked to a stop, and the doctor clambered out, swinging two black bags. "'What's the trouble?" he asked, seeing Gorham's tall figure outlined in the doorway.
"Young Sowerby," answered Doctor Gorham. "But you're too late, doctor. He's dead."
"Huh!" The other mounted the steps and entered, blinking in the light. "Dead? Quick work, that. What was the matter?"
"Gastric ulcer," replied Gorham smoothly, "Perforated into the superior mesenteric artery. I did what I could; went ahead and operated without waiting for you; but even so I was too late. He'd lost two quarts of blood, I suppose, before I caught the artery and ligated it. Died of shock. Here he is in the dining room."
They entered the room, still full of the heavy scent of ether, and Doctor Gorham pulled back the cloth. "You see!" He picked up a retractor. "Here's the ulcer." And there it was, carefully made with a scalpel and carbolic acid, and very convincing it looked in that dim light. "The ulcer ate through into the artery right here, as you see. I ligated it, of course; but too late. You see his abdomen is full of blood."
Doctor Landis nodded in approval and gave his colleague an admiring look. "I'll have to hand it to you, doctor. You hit it right; I never dreamed yesterday that the boy really had an ulcer of the stomach. And you've done a -pretty little operation here, too. I doubt if I'd have had the nerve to tackle it at all, let alone single-handed."
"Oh, I've had some surgical experience," answered Gorham modestly. "And Miss Durocq, a neighbor, gave the anzsthetic for me."
"That kid? Brave little thing! Where is she?"
"Lying down out here. She collapsed when it was over, and I had to give her some morphine."
Doctor Landis turned, yawning. "Well, I'll go home to bed. Nothing for me to do here. You'll have a good fat fee out of it, though. Better soak it to 'ent, old Sowerby's rich." He sighed in mild envy.
"You ought to get your share," put in Gorham swiftly, "after your trip out here and all. Look here, man"— as though the idea had just struck him— "why not? If you'd got here in time you'd have operated, or assisted me, at least. Why not say you were here? The Sowerbys are away. You can trust Annette to keep quiet, even if she hears about it. There's no one else who could know but that stupid hired girl, Mary Jane, and I'll fix it with her."
He came closer, lying a confidential hand upon the other's shoulder. "You came at once," he insisted. "We operated together. Why not? You can soak 'em a hundred dollars at least. Quick"— sweeping aside his colleague's half-hearted protest— "get your coat off; slip on these rubber gloves!"
When the Sowerby car rolled up at half past twelve its occupants found two grave-faced physicians, still shirt-sleeved from their operation, waiting to break the sad news.
When the first whirlwind of sobbing questions and protests had swept by Doctor Gorham rose. "I must take Annette home," said he. "Poor child, she's worn out. We could never have managed, could we, Landis, without her help. Come, Mrs. Durocq, I'll carry her home for you."
He lifted the girl and stalked out, ignoring Mrs. Sowerby's wrathful grief. Mrs. Durocq followed. Her brother, it seemed, had not come after all.
At the door Doctor Gorham paused to call over his shoulder: "Oh, Landis! That paper poor Ralph signed, you know, our permission to operate, I've got it in my pocket." And he went out.
Annette was left to the care of her mother, and Doctor Gorham went on to his own dark cottage to undress. But in fifteen minutes Doctor Landis was knocking at his door, his hands full of instruments. "I've brought your tools, old man." The local physician's face was very red, his pale-blue eyes were indignant. "I've no sympathy for those people," he went on angrily. "No sympathy at all! Instead of being grateful they more than half intimated that we killed the boy between us. And after we did as nice a little operation as could have been done by experts themselves!" Already, as Doctor Gorham had foreseen, the other was taking full credit for a share in that operation. "They made me mad, talking about investigations, calling the coroner in, and all that. I came right down on 'em. Told 'em I was the coroner myself and made 'em apologize before I'd even write a death certificate. The boy had every possible chance; they ought to be thankful for it, instead of complaining. They'll pay me extra now, darn 'em! I'll charge for my feelings when I put in my bill."
Doctor Gorham soothed the angry man with discreet sympathy and gave him a drink or two and at last sent him home, feeling that Doctor Gorham, medical director of Seaview Lodge, New York City, was not only an excellent surgeon, but a prince of good fellows.
The doctor watched him out of sight. "Nice chap, Landis," he ruminated. "Glad he was here to take my bawling-out."
He grinned faintly and went into the house, chose a clean billhead, and thriftily made out his account against Mr. R. P. Sowerby. "To professional services: $100,000."
As he folded the statement and put it into an envelope he smiled again, widely, evilly like Beelzebub. The strange rust-red flecks danced in his green irises.
"Reversing the usual order of things," he reflected. "In this case the patient died, but the operation was successful. Yes, yes, yes!"
_________________
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