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1: Loafer's Lullaby
George Ade
1866-1944
Cosmopolitan, Jan 1931
The Fame and Fortune of Joe Rivits, Hitchhiker
IT was the zero hour for Mr Joe Rivits. Fortunately Mr. Rivits did not know that the Fates were combining against him and his destiny looked like a losing proposition and his future had became a dubious question mark. He did not know any of these things because he was dead to the world.
In the quaint parlance of his own social set he was "still in the hay." He was sleeping— with a full smile of contentment on his broad and rather homely features.
Events crowd rapidly upon one another in dreamland. Between six a.m. and seven-forty-five a.m. Joe had been a movie star in Hollywood and had taken Colleen Moore, Leila Hyams, Janet Gaynor, Norma Shearer and eight other beautiful young women out to luncheon. He had snatched the golf championship away from Bobby Jones, been elected National Commander of the Legion, made a million dollars in Wall Street and knocked out Jack Sharkey. Between times he had picked flowers and made an endurance flight in an airplane and killed four racketeers in Chicago.
No wonder he smiled as he slept. His was an imaginative and fruitful mind, which operated whether he was awake or slumbering. Before retiring to his quiet bedroom, he had put in a combative evening at the Bon Ton pool room, coming away forty cents to the good, and now he was reposing, with the easy conscience of one who has achieved success and expects to be greeted by morning sunshine and a layout of ham and eggs.
Even as he slept, the clouds were gathering. In other words, sister Jane and her husband, Abner Plum, were in conference, the subject under discussion being Mr. Joe Rivits. Already one vote had been taken, the result being as follows:
FOR Mr Rivits: 0
AGAINST Mr Rivits: 2
No need to wander into many paragraphs of dialogue regarding the central and dominating figure of the story to follow. The Committee on Public Safety and Private Economy was unanimously agreed on the basic facts regarding our hero.
He was past thirty years of age and had kept a promise, made to himself in 1915, that he never would indulge in degrading manual labor if he could find anything else to do. He had a creditable war record, having acted as choirmaster of his company and acquired a lasting reputation for his rendition of "Madelon," "K-K-K-Katy," "Oh, how I hate to get up in the morning," and that unprintable classic which suggested that no lowly member of the A.E.F. had a chance to get rich.
Always he had been a songster. In the sixteenth century he would have been a troubadour, but in 1930 he was a bum. He was a maestro of the ukulele and knew every song, up to and including the one about dancing with tears in your eyes and also "Coffee is the fondest thing I am of." He was the play boy of the Middle West and genial beyond description, but his actual earnings for the year of 1929 had been in the neighborhood of four dollars and fifty cents.
He was a natural-born carpenter but he hated the sight of a ladder and his chosen employment had been to sit in the shade and make bird houses for the Beagley children.
He had the various knacks of house painting, tin smithing, tree doctoring, garden landscaping, horseshoe pitching, window decorating and the planning of public improvements, but his nature was not attuned to any activity which involved the sordid item of pursuing the pay envelope. His very soul revolted at the idea of paying board. Abner Plum epitomized his local reputation by the blunt statement that he was "no good."
"It's awful hard to get mad at him," said Mrs. Plum, "becuz he always turns everything into a joke. Time an' again I've been out o' patience with him but he's nice around the house an' pleasant to everybody an' popular with the neighbors an' good company while you're away all day, but you're right, Abner, when you say that he ain't worth his salt. He always seems to me to be just a big, overgrown, happy-go-lucky boy."
Abner Plum owned a general-merchandising establishment which was beginning to feel the pressure exerted by chain-store competition. He couldn't think of any good reason why he should be perpetual meal ticket for an athletic hulk who had few enthusiasms aside from song, laughter, Kelly pool and pie.
"He's a fine specimen of a boy!" said Abner, with acid sarcasm. "Past thirty years old an' strong enough to pull a truck an' spongin' on his sister all the time. I happen to know that the tree-surgery outfit offered him eighty cents an hour two weeks ago an' he turned down the offer an' the same day he wheedled a dollar out of you so he could go to the Elite an' see that new talkie by Al Jolson, and when I'm on my way home from the lodge meetin' I see him in the Gem Restaurant eatin' chili an' cuttin' up didos for a bunch of auto tourists stoppin' overnight at the Commercial."
"I got to the point where I'm not goin' to say another word in his defense," said Jane. "He's strong an' healthy an' there's no earthly reason why he shouldn't get out an' earn his own livin'. I'll get his breakfast for him an' then keep out o' the way while you have it out with him."
And so it befell that Joe Rivits, after partaking of a hearty breakfast and lighting a cigaret, received the cruelest smash ever landed on a vocalizing optimist.
Abner Plum, proprietor of Plum's Emporium, was grim as death.
"Joe, I've got some news for you."
"Shoot!"
"You're goin' away from here. You've broke your plate an' played a couple o' suckers to the limit. Be on your way by nine o'clock an' if you ever come back it'll be six months too soon. Pack up the clothes you've snitched from me an' beat it, an' when I say 'beat it,' I mean 'beat it.'"
"Am I to understand that the golden bonds of consanguinity have been severed?" asked Joe, quoting a rare phrase which he had heard Bill Isham, the lawyer, spring at the near-beer parlor.
"Have it your own way. I'm tellin' you that Jane an' me have talked the whole thing over an' decided that Sheldon is too small a town for a genius of your caliber, so out you go!"
"T think I make out what you're drivin' at. Mr. Rivits will take the air at once, leavin' behind him merely a wake of pleasant memories."
"I'll stay here to see that you close the screen door behind you, an' make it snappy."
"Righto!"
Jane remained in her room. She had a lingering fondness for the ne'er-do-well and did not wish to complicate the farewell by an exhibition of weeping. From an upper window she saw her only brother pass out to Third Street, carrying under his arm a neat bundle about the size of an early watermelon. She knew that it had given him a wrench to part with the four-dollar ukulele, which he had purchased after a fortunate evening with the cubical ivories, to which he always playfully referred as "galloping dominoes."
If Joe was downcast because of his sudden eviction, he did not show it. His manner was debonair. He was in trim marching order, with a service hat, a khaki shirt, sun-bleached breeches, laced leggings and Abner's best pair of tan shoes.
He paused under the maples and blew an airy kiss toward the two-story dwelling which had been, for many placid months, his haven of rest, and then he was gone. Jane dabbed her eyes and wondered if she and Abner had not been too cruel with her brother.
One hour later Joe was in the front seat of a milk truck, alongside Eb Crisler, headed for Springfield, over a state road as straight as a ribbon and as smooth as satin.
"Abner got on my nerves," he was explaining. "I may keep right on till I get to the coast. One of my buddies owns a walnut grove out there an' he's been writin', beggin' me to come out an' run the thing for him, so he can give all his time to a big real estate development. Jane begged me to stay but I told her we've only got one life to live while we're here an' why waste all your time on a guy that don't know anything except the price o' prunes? Am I right?"
"Absolutely!"
"That town is too small to hold you or me, Eb. I've got to get out where I can spread myself. You don't get much inspiration hangin' around a bird like Abner Plum, do you?"
"I'll say you don't!"
At Meadville Eb purchased for himself and Mr. Rivits an early luncheon consisting of frizzled hamburger and a cold bottle of a fluid known as "iron tonic." At about one P.M. the passenger was set down in the suburbs of Springfield. As the milk truck drove away, Joe Rivits, marooned but not desolate, found himself a member of that modern legion known as "The Hitch-Hikers."
Joe Rivits was born to be a hitch-hiker. In the language of the sports writer, he had "everything." He had a smile which had procured him free board, free smokes and all the known courtesies of modern civilization for a good many years.
He was a singer of songs, a teller of stories, and he had a heart of which both the auricles and ventricles were clogged with the milk of human kindness. He harbored no evil designs. He was one of the most plausible liars in the world. No doubt about it. He was simply cut out to be a hitch-hiker.
At the very start of his career he proved that he was a diplomat. He decided that it was almost impossible to establish friendly relations with through travelers merely by standing at lonesome spots on the main highways and wigwagging. The thing to do was to get into touch with them at filling stations, cafeterias and tourist camps, building up an entente cordiale and finally accepting an invitation rather than begging a ride. For instance, his first contact was at a gaudy filling station in the suburbs of Springfield. The car was neat and of a recent model. The running board was heavily laden. The rear section was cluttered up but there was still ample room for a passenger of average dimensions. A large woman with a tent-covering of gray material was alone in the front seat. She seemed to be amiable and kindly. Her husband was across the street at a drug store, loading up with good three-for-a-quarter cigars covered with tin foil. Mr. Rivits approached her as Sir Walter Raleigh might have approached Queen Elizabeth.
"Lady, you won't mind if I ask you which way you're headed, will you?" he asked, more in the tones of a cooing dove than of a rash intruder. "If this contraption holds together an' nothin' happens, we count on makin' San Diego some time this year," she replied, and her smile was most friendly. "Listen, lady, I'm on my way to Las Vegas to look after my brother that's got trouble with his lungs. I got this far an' my money give out. I've got to keep on my way but I'm too proud to ask people for rides an' I'm not joinin' up with every Tom, Dick an' Harry that comes along. I'd rather walk, but I'm not so good on hikin' since I got them two pieces o' shrapnel just a week before the armistice. You an' your husband look like regular home folks but I'm not askin' you to let me ride in that back seat till you find out all about me. You can't be too careful about pickin' up some o' these bozos you find along the road. The only reason I had the nerve to come up an' speak to you is that you look so much like my mother."
When Mr. Ernest Kindleman of East Urbana, Ohio, came back with his cigars, he had a passenger. Ma told him so and left him in no doubt as to the decision.
It was just the kind of afternoon on which to glide along in a well-ballasted car. Joe had his feet on a bale of bedding and his feeling toward the whole world was one of friendliness, but he was beginning to experience slight pangs of hunger. Just after they had passed through Plattsburg he began to sing softly, holding down the melody and muffling the words.
"Louder!" commanded Mr. Kindleman, from the front seat.
So Mr. Rivits straightened up and gave them, in his best tenor-baritone: "I wander'd today to the hill, Maggie," "Abide with me! fast falls the eventide," and "Silver threads among the gold." He knew how and when to vary his repertoire.
At the conclusion of the concert, Mrs. Kindleman, damp about the eyes and throbbing with emotional generosity, opened up a huge basket and gave him a drumstick, a second joint, a peanut-butter sandwich and a hard-boiled egg. Also a large cup of coffee. Mr. Kindleman forced on him a fat cigar covered with tin foil.
It was early dusk as they rolled through Tanner Junction and Mr. Rivits rendered, as a grateful obbligato, "When you come to the end of a perfect day."
That morning he had been an outcast, scorched with hot words of denunciation. Now he was two hundred miles away from the scene of his humiliation, enjoying luxuries, reclining in comfort and getting a lot of new information regarding the advantages of East Urbana as compared with Cincinnati. He had definitely decided to be a hitch-hiker as long as conditions were favorable.
When they arrived at the Oak Grove Tourist Camp, he went through all the motions of bidding them good-by and disappearing into the dusk. He said they had done too much for him already. If he lived to be a thousand years old, he'd never forget that the nicest people he'd ever met came from East Urbana. He said he'd remember them in his prayers and if they ever needed anything, all they'd have to do was write him at Las Vegas.
Soon after, he was eating more fried chicken and Mrs. Kindleman had opened a jar of apple butter, and he was offering to guard the car during the night, while Mr. and Mrs. Kindleman reposed in a cottage about twice the size of a piano crate. Mr. Kindleman hesitated, even after locking the car, but the manager of the expedition gave him a most reproachful look and unlashed the bedding and made up the back seat as a lower berth, with an extra blanket serving as a pillow.
Summer breezes played through the car and Mr. Rivits slept the sleep of innocent childhood. Through his somnolent semiconsciousness ran a line he had heard somewhere to the effect that "kind words are more than coronets."
Undoubtedly he could have gone right through to San Diego with the Kindlemans but he was not headed for southern California. In fact, he was not headed for anywhere. His only ambition was to go places and see things and meet people and have new experiences and give play to his volatile temperament.
HE liked home-cooking and enjoyed the good cigars and was not indifferent to the motherly attentions bestowed upon him by Ma Kindleman, but Ernest began to pall upon him the second day.
Probably because Ernest was a carbon copy of Abner Plum. Mr. Kindleman was proprietor of a general store and talked shop.
Joe realized that he would get no uplift by associating with Mr. Kindleman. He sought companionship and adventure and he learned that he would get nothing from Mr. Kindleman except Chamber of Commerce statistics regarding East Urbana and extracts from former editions of the Hostetter Almanac. Accordingly, on the evening of the second day, in the sprightly town of Huntsville, Joe took a walk down Main Street and came back with important news.
"Folks, I'm awful sorry, but I've just had a wire an' I'll have to leave you tonight an' ketch a train for Dallas," he said to his benefactors. "I've got to go there an' help settle up my sister-in-law's estate. She left considerable property an' I ain't got any confidence in her lawyer. It's certainly been a treat to ride with you for a couple o' days an' I'll never forget you."
He now made up his mind that, in hitch-hiking, he would not head for any definite spot on the map. He was out to take the fresh air and see America first and what difference did it make which way he was headed? He wanted to meet his fellow countrymen and hold converse with them and watch the landscapes unfold, and partake of free victuals, and it seemed to him that the points of the compass were geographical and arbitrary and nothing to dop with a life of enjoyment.
His new rule was to inquire as to the proposed route to be taken by the car, and then announce that he happened to be going in the same direction and would like to ride along, on condition that they would let him pay later on, and if they had any doubt as to his standing and responsibility, they could wire to Le Grand Gribshaw at Sheldon. Mr. Gribshaw delivered ice in the summer and played poker in the winter. Joe used his name because it was high-sounding and he felt sure that Le Grand could be depended upon, in an emergency, but he was equally sure that no one would send a telegram, and no one did.
The day after leaving the Kindlemans he was honorary guide and escort to a newly married couple from Michigan. He had to change his tactics and sing, "Only one girl," "My heart stood still," "Let me call you sweet-heart," and Fritzi Scheff's best one, "Kiss me again."
IT may safely be asserted that Sarah Bernhardt, even at the apex of her career, never achieved a more notable triumph. The provender was splendid, except that Mrs. Hollingsworth served too many kinds of cake. Mr. Rivits could eat large quantities of cake but his choice of food was pigs' knuckles and apple sauce.
It is not the purpose of this narrative to set down all the experiences of Mr. Joe Rivits while he was "snitching" rides and obtaining free nourishment among the cornfields and open spaces and prosperous settlements of the great Middle West.
He wheedled and sang his way over most of the good state roads within five hundred miles of Chicago. Three weeks after he had been banished from Sheldon the $1.20 with which he left home was just as intact as the Federal Reserve. In fact, his surplus had been increased to $2.10 by the judicious use of some slugs on a slot machine in East St. Louis.
Joe often thought of what he had been told in Sunday school about taking no thought for the morrow as to what ye shall eat or what ye shall drink, because the Lord will provide. It sounded like hooey at the time. He never had seen manna on a bill of fare but he discovered it after he got out on the road. Also he discovered that conversation, properly employed, was a better medium of exchange than money, if directed at a woman, with the tremolo stop pulled out.
He tried several stories before polishing up and perfecting one or two which proved to be sure fire.
The one about marrying the beautiful girl in France who jumped overboard from the transport in order to avoid the hateful attentions of a well-known general, whose name he was not at liberty to mention, was not so good.
The one about giving up his whole inheritance of $8,000 in order to save his brother-in-law, Abner Plum, from disgrace, went somewhat better and had obtained for him several expressions of sympathy and many a square meal. It seemed that Abner had been caught in the grain market and was short in his accounts with the Building and Loan.
The one about having been shell-shocked was a failure, because timid women regarded him with apprehension and seemed to be in doubt as to his mental condition. The offer to unlace the legging and exhibit the wound, an inch deep just below the knee, was more effective. It became a regular stand-by when backed up by a hard-luck story of why he had failed to get a pension. It was because he went in early and was fighting with the British at the time.
Every heartbreaking narrative had to be dragged out of him. He never wanted to tell why he was so many miles away from Danbury, Connecticut, and dependent upon the kindness of strangers. If the woman was less than sixty years of age he always started out by asking, "Did anyone ever tell you that you looked like Mary Pickford?"
That never gave him a poor standing. Then, after being coaxed, he would tell of all the plans being made for his marriage with Ruth Bradley and her going over to visit the sorority house at Marietta College and after the fire broke out the department couldn't make connections and four of the girls were found in the ruins— Ruth Bradley and Edna Draper and Gertrude Kennedy and Dorothy Maxwell.
A true narrator should never descend to idle comments but the author is strongly tempted to assert that Joe was an artist with a glowing gift for imaginative fiction. His father and mother had separated while he was in the cradle and most of his boyhood had been spent on a farm owned by his Uncle Jake, but he had a classic regarding certain deathbed promises he had made to his mother, Agnes, whose real name was Maizie, and who was still on earth and keeping books for a firm in Kalamazoo.
This choking recital of the promise to his mother never to drink, gamble, smoke, stay out nights or he was so convincing that a well-to-do widow named Higgins, living in Moberly, had compelled him to visit with her for three days. He slept in a room over the garage and ate with Widow Higgins in the house, playing chords on the piano and rendering the same kind of songs which had enraptured the couple from East Urbana.
Those three days were the golden span of his whole experience as a hitch-hiker. All his dreams regarding things to eat came true.
Here is a sample menu:
Fruit Salad Stewed Chicken with Dough-Balls Fresh Green Peas
New Potatoes
Preserved Cherries
Blueberry Pie
Ice Cream with Devil Cake
Each meal was a surprise and a regal feast. Mrs. Higgins wanted, above anything else in the world, to be told that she set a good table, and if you think she wasn't told so, with a surplus of the most saccharine adjectives, you are absolutely out of your head. Mr. Rivits did not smoke, except in his room above the garage. Each morning he shaved himself clean with the little safety he carried in the bundle and slicked down his hair and brushed himself from head to foot until he was all dandied up like the hero of a good western feature, and then he adjusted his property smile and oiled up his phraseology and was set for another day of conquest.
If we accept Mr. Emerson's Law of Compensation, is it not possible that one who puts gladness and knightly courtesy and sweet music into a world which is normally drab and featureless, is really entitled to food and lodging, even if he does not indulge in any gainful occupation? The big night of the holiday stopover in Moberly came at the Legion meeting, when Joe borrowed a uke and smiled his way into the meeting and, figuratively | speaking, stood the boys on their heads. After the meeting and while the smokes were being passed around, Commander Jamison asked him how he happened to be in Moberly and Joe explained that relative named Mrs. Abigail Higgins.
"I haven't told the old lady anything about my troubles," he said. "After I got out of the war I went to work in the flour mill so as to get enough money to attend a dental college. It was all fixed for me to have a chair with Doc Clark at Fowler' as soon as I got my degree. I had eleven hundred smackers soaked away when my brother-in-law, Abner Plum, lit out with all the money.
"I hate to own up to any such dirt about a relation, but I'm givin' you the facts. About the same time, the old wound that I got on the big drive began to worry me an' my eyes give out, on account of my studyin' so much at night, so Doc Bundy told me I'd have to get out in the open an' take things easy. Since then I've just been knockin' around, doin' odd jobs now an' then.
"Just now I'm headin' for Denver where my brother Lou owns the biggest delicatessen store in town an' I think he'll give me some kind o' light work till I'm all right again. As I say, I haven't breathed a word to the old lady, because I didn't want to worry her. You've got the swellest lot o' kids here in Moberly that I've run across since I got my discharge. It sure has been a privilege to meet up with you an' when I get on my feet I'm goin' to send you some kind of banner you can hang up on your walls here, to remind you that old Joe Rivits don't forget his friends."
While Joe was telling an enthralled circle about the time he went into No Man's Land to bring in an ornery bobtail second lieutenant who had lost a leg, Commander Jamison moved about, secretively, and collected fourteen dollars, but Joe wouldn't accept it until he had made out a note, payable in one year's time. Moberly was the high spot until he came to the supreme adventure in Oil Center, to be told about later on.
When he rode out of town in the front seat of a car, as the guest of Arthur Billings, of Monmouth, Illinois, just ahead of a trailer filled with household goods, he had a sum of money in his possession and weighed five pounds more than he had when he appeared at the side door of the home of Mrs. Abigail Higgins and asked if she had any cherries to be picked. She told him that all the cherries had been picked three weeks previously, and that was the opening wedge of the interview which led up to the dramatic confession regarding certain deathbed promises.
His haphazard routing now took him away from the land of milk and honey and carried him into a bleak desert. He was destined to get no more "breaks" for two weeks. Lady Luck was looking the other way. He adhered to his rule of making a gallant approach to the woman in the front seat while the driver was settling for gasoline or breakfast, but now he encountered a new type of female. She said, "You'll have to ask my husband," who usually had dust in his mustache and looked as if he had been suffering from stomach trouble. Nearly always he said, "We don't know nothin' about you an' we ain't takin' no chances."
Mr. Rivits met many tourists for whom he had an extreme contempt, but he annexed few rides. It seemed to be in the air that the hitch-hiker was becoming a disreputable character. Mr. Rivits found himself compelled to purchase his own food and even reduced to the humiliation of paying twenty-five cents for a flop at some languishing tourist camp.
Finally there came a morning when Bradley was a dismal proposition and he decided to hoof-hike it to the next important town, Oil Center, which was supposed to be a live town. This morning Mr. Rivits found himself brooding over the fact that he was simply a pariah. His money was all used up and the usual methods employed in obtaining rides did not seem to function and so he was out on the road, hesitating to signal the many cars headed in the general direction of Oil Center. As he plodded along he sang a song which he had composed as a relief from the hours of uncertainty:
"Over the hills an' far away;
Ready to ride but not to pay;
Don't know where I'll sleep tonight;
Don't know where I'll get a bite;
Just go on an' hope for the best,
You'll find vittles an' a place to rest."
And he was hoping that the prophecy would come true. A person who knows his public and has talent is sure to get the "breaks" sooner or later. He saw a printed card lying on the road. It was dusty and had been ironed out by many a hard outer casing but it read like good news. The printed matter was as follows:
Good for one chance on the Raffle of a Ford Car at the Annual Carnival of the Homer Perkins Post, American Legion, Oil Center. Price 50 cents. Drawing takes place in Courthouse Square on Saturday, July 28th. Be on hand with your tickets if you want to win a car. No. 442.
The raffle ticket meant nothing to Mr. Rivits but the fact that the Legion boys were having a jamboree and that refreshments probably would be spread out at headquarters held for him a cheering promise that he was about to leave the desert and go into the cool shades of an oasis. He had helped to sell many raffle tickets, back in Sheldon. The idea had always been to sell about $8,000 worth of tickets on a car retailing at $600. It seemed to Joe that the holder of a raffle ticket had the same chance of winning a car that any obscure Democrat living in Vermont had of being elected President of the United States. However, he decided to keep the ticket and attend the drawing in Courthouse Square and, after the vast army of non-winners had discarded their tickets, it struck him that it would be a bright idea to gather up about fifty of them and stroll around to headquarters and let the boys know he had been boosting, even if luck had not come his way. As he moved into the business district and population center of that active young city known as Oil Center, he found himself surrounded by all the noises and allurements of a full-sized street carnival. The ballyhooers were shouting, the dusty air was heavy with odors of sweet beverages and the Ferris wheel was revolving. The carnival had all the earmarks of a large business success for the soldier boys. Joe arrived at Courthouse Square just in time for the big raffle. The shiny car was on exhibition on a high platform. A multitude was assembled at the main front of the Temple of Justice. The Commander, in uniform, was talk- ing, and an entrancing blonde labeled "Miss Oil Center" was getting ready to draw the lucky number from a pasteboard carton.
"Now, folks," shouted the Commander, "the little lady is goin' to fish out a number an' somebody is goin' to be the owner of a dandy auto. But remember this— you've got no chance to win this car unless you're right here with the winnin' pasteboard. If you've got the lucky ticket, speak right up or you lose your chance. We're all set to go an' ask the winner of the beauty contest to dig deep an' bring out a ticket."
Miss Oil Center fumbled in the box and brought out a coupon which she handed to Commander Wellington.
"Listen!" he commanded. "The winnin' number is four hundred an' fortytwo—four hundred an' forty-two. Who's got that ticket? Speak up, somebody!"
Mr. Rivits glanced down at the weatherbeaten card in his hand and went dizzy. It was there, plain as day—No. 442.
"Here it is!" he shouted, and the next thing he knew he was elbowing his way toward the high platform in a jostling hubbub and being greeted by cheers. J OE was a quick thinker. Even as he worked his way through the crowd, he realized that he had become an important personage in Oil Center and he knew it would be poor policy to advertise the fact that his only luggage consisted of a few cheap items rolled up in a bandanna handkerchief. Consequently, he planted his compact globule of worldly assets under the stairway and mounted the steps with a masterful bearing.
Joe shook hands with Commander Wellington and gave him some biographical data, whereupon the Commander waved for silence. "Folks, what d' you think?" he asked. "The car's been won by one of our own boys that fought his way all through the World War an' got wounded three times. It seems that he arrived here just today, countin' on makin' Oil Center his home, an' the first thing he does after landin' here is to buy fifty tickets, just to give his buddies a real boost on this carnival an' help to build the new headquarters. It's a pleasure to introduce Mr. Joseph Rivits— a real guy."
The crowd roared a welcome to their new fellow citizen and Mr. Rivits, in a resonant, musical voice, spoke as follows:
"Mister Commander an' ladies an' gentlemen: I can see that I made no mistake when I come all the way from Columbus, Ohio, to make this my future home. I looked up the dope on Omaha, Tulsa an' Oklahoma City, an' then I picked out Oil Center." (Loud and prolonged applause.) "I've traveled all over the world an' I want to say that in all the speeches I've made in favor of the bonus an' adjusted compensation, I've never faced so many regular he-men an' so many goodlookin' girls. Later on I want to get acquainted with all of you an' do my humble share to make Oil Center the garden-spot and metropolis of this part of the world. I thank you." (Renewed applause.)
Everybody seemed to be happy that the public-spirited stranger had won the car. He retrieved his small bundle of property and sat on the edge of the platform, trying to get his bearings. He was definitely aware of two facts. One was that he needed food and the other was that the glittering motor car, unless he could dispose of it in a hurry, was a liability rather than an asset. He knew how to drive a car but he knew that he could not go out on the road in a car without buying gas and lubricating oil and spending at garages and tourist camps money which he did not possess. He removed the extra tire, which was inflated and attached at the rear of the car, and rolled it across the street to a restaurant, where he promptly sold it to the proprietor for five dollars, cash in hand, after which he spent eighty-five cents for an assortment of the foods he liked, borrowed a newspaper and went over and took a nap under a tree. Most of the crowd was far down Main Street, watching a desperate water battle between the fire departments of Bradley and Oil Center. Mr. Rivits was at comparative peace with the world but still in a quandary. He had to get rid of that automobile and get rid of it in a hurry. He had trained himself to be a back-seat rider and he knew that the man who owns a car simply takes on trouble. He was dozing comfortably when he was accosted by Mr. Jefferson Bronson and Mr. Eddie Comerford. If you must know why these two sought out Mr. Rivits and accosted him, you will have to listen to a story on the side. These two had been in Oil Center for about three months, promoting, with great energy, an oil well which they had christened the "Golden Prospect." Messrs. Bronson and Comerford had sold quite a lot of stock, because they were gifted talkers. To use a professional term, they were operating on a shoe string and permitting the suckers to pay the bills. The certificates they peddled were beautifully engraved and had seals on them and were signed by the officers of the company and were very handsome, but, up to the day Mr. Rivits became owner of an automobile, they had no assured market value. In fact, they were worth less than nothing. Several of the trusting citizens, who had purchased certificates from Messrs. Bronson and Comerford, had sent word to them that they wanted their money back or else plain murder would be committed, without regard to time or place. It was Saturday afternoon and the promoters had no money with which to meet the pay roll, which would be due at five p.m. They simply had to get out of town. They had stood in the crowd and seen the glib and eloquent Mr. Rivits take over the new automobile. They conferred and came to the conclusion that it would be a wonderful idea to give Mr. Rivits a large block of stock in the Golden Prospect for the car which they needed in order to put miles between them and the pay roll and the rebellious local sentiment and the threatening stockholders. That is why they approached him in a generous mood while he was reposing underneath a maple.
"Brother, we've come to make you a proposition," said Mr. Bronson, in his most blandishing mood. "We own the controlling interest in a great oil property here known as the Golden Prospect. We've got to pull out and look after a big deal in St. Louey. We've got, right here in a bundle, sixty percent of the stock in this oil well. It's liable to develop into a gusher any minute.
"We've got to head for St. Louey right away and we need a car. You're goin' to settle down here and you won't have much use for a car. Me and Mr. Comerford here are quick on the trigger. You're gettin' all the best of this deal but we don't care. Here's the stock and we take the car. Is it a go?"
"Yes!" replied Joe, who likewise was quick on the trigger. He simply had to get the car off his hands and he knew that stock certificates would not call for the purchase of gas and oil and he had a hunch that if he had found one "break" he might find another. It was one of the quickest deals in the history of finance. The promoters poured in a little gasoline and ran the beautiful car down the runway and in a few minutes they were checking out at the Great Western Hotel. They told Mr. Otis Johnson, the proprietor, that they had transferred their interests in the Golden Prospect and that Mr. Rivits, a well-to-do prospector and investor who had just arrived in town, would meet all outstanding bills, including the pay roll due that afternoon. They succeeded in getting their suitcases out of the room and into the car and away they went, leaving Mr. Johnson dazed.
Now you have the stage setting: Comerford and Bronson heading in an easterly direction at record speed; a group of soiled workmen still drilling away at the Golden Prospect; Mr. Joseph Rivits sound asleep under a tree, a thick bundle of stock certificates under his bandanna bundle of trivial assets, and dreaming that the chain-stores had finally put Abner Plum out of business; a laughing populace watching the Oil Center department drive the Bradley firemen down Main Street by well-directed and powerful streams of water.
Then something happened. Oscar Hadley, foreman of the gang at the Golden Prospect, came on a gallop down Main Street to inform President Eli Tilbury, of the Chamber of Commerce, that the hopeless prospect had turned out to be a sure-enough gusher and the lucky investors were all rich, and the new field was a bonanza.
This startling information almost broke up the carnival. A group of the more prominent citizens headed for the Great Western Hotel, followed by a gabbling horde, to confer with Jefferson Bronson and Eddie Comerford and advise them what to do for the glory and welfare of Oil Center. Mr. Otis Johnson, of the hotel, had real news.
"They've beat it," he explained. "That bird from Columbus, Ohio, took every blamed share of stock an' now he's the boss of the outfit. He agreed to pay all the bills an' go ahead with the gamble."
The crowd began a mad search for Mr. Rivits, who had last been seen eating lamb stew, corn on the cob and chocolate sundae at the Metropole Cafeteria. The street population of Oil Center resolved itself into a search party. Where was the mysterious stranger who had bought the Golden Prospect and was now rich beyond the dreams of avarice?
Mr. Rivits, an outcast in a world of selfishness; a leaf blown by the winds of chance; a penniless lazybones without much in his favor except the quality of cheerfulness, was curled up in the grass under a shady maple tree, sleeping. When he came back to earth he found himself being shaken and massaged by Eli Tilbury, President of the Chamber of Commerce; Mr. Curtis Denby, editor of the Evening Courier; Mr. "Cal" Lyons, head of the Rotarians, and as many other citizens as could get their hands on him. It was all very bewildering and he listened for some time before he found out what it was all about.
"Mr. Rivits, we have come to congratulate you," said President Tilbury. "Your faith in Oil Center has been justified. Today you came to our city and, in the face of a most discouraging outlook, purchased a controlling interest in the Golden Prospect. We are here to bring the glad news that your well is pouring out crude oil at the rate of a thousand barrels a day: Get right in my car and ride out and see what you've got."
Joe sat up and, with a fully recovered calm, spoke to the agitated group.
"I made a careful study of the geological formations in this part of the country before I closed the deal," he said, smiling complacently. "When I made the buy I knew what I was doin', an' I never had a doubt as to the outcome. We'll go out an' look at the property an' this evenin' I'd like to have a conference with some of you gentlemen, because I want it understood that this well is goin' to be handled for the general benefit of Oil Center. We'll see to it that whatever we get out of this strike stays right here in this town, to be expended for the improvement an' upbuildin' of the community as a whole."
All of which was music to the ears of those who listened.
AT FIVE P.M. Mr. Joseph Rivits, plutocrat and benefactor, was lolling in an easy-chair at the Great Western Hotel. He wore a silk shirt with a polka-dot tie, a neat coat of blue serge, white trousers and a pair of sport shoes. The pay roll had been met and all bills settled. He had an advance credit of $10,000 at the First National Bank. He had adjusted himself. The "breaks" had come and he calmly accepted them as the inevitable triumph of justice. Events came crowding. News photographers snapped him while standing between Rotary and Chamber of Commerce. Two local reporters quizzed him about his experiences in France. Fortunately, they did not demand a private view of his several wounds. It happened that he never had been within thirty miles of the front and had given most of his time, while affiliated with the A. E. F., to peeling potatoes at a rest station for convalescents.His information regarding his old home at Columbus, Ohio, was vague because he never had visited the place.
He talked mostly about his investigations as an oil expert and his overwhelming admiration for Oil Center. He said that he never had married because his fiancée had been killed in an airplane crash near Indianapolis. It was a good interview and probably as accurate and useful as most interviews. He did not know that his remarks were to be carried by the Associated Press to every part of the United States, including the village which had disowned him. For the first time he was basking in the bright light of publicity and he reveled in the experience, without pausing to consider the fact that sometimes it does not pay to advertise.
His evening consultation with the prominent persons of Oil Center began with the most pretentious chicken dinner ever served at the Great Western. Mr. Joseph Rivits was host and his mood was expansive. He agreed to serve as a director of the First National and made a verbal agreement with the firm of Milton and Milton to purchase, for the cash sum of $40,000, a furnished twelve-room house with three bathrooms and a double-car garage. Most casually he admitted that he had presented to Messrs. Bronson and Comerford the car won at the raffle. He said he gave them the car as a bonus, because he had obtained his stock at a bargain price and, besides, he was accustomed to ride in a more expensive auto.
He purchased trom agent Whittlesy two cars of the kind he wanted, the conditions being balloon tires and the immediate services of a first-class chauffeur in uniform, Finally he went to bed and dreamed that Charley Schwab had applied to him for a loan. He awoke to a new world of opulence and tried to figure what he could do Hearst's International— with all the credit which had been extended to him. He wondered what Abner Plum was doing and hoped that his brother-in-law was in the poorhouse.
The waiter from the restaurant, conducted as an annex to the Great Western, prostrated himself after receiving a tip of one dollar, and then said that Mr. Rivits' car and the chauffeur were waiting in front of the hotel. Joe went out to enjoy the double luxury of riding in a front seat and giving orders. As he moved along Main Street he received many of the attentions showered upon Charles Lindbergh and Bobby Jones when they rode up Fifth Avenue, except that no arrangements had been made regarding confetti. He was the HeCinderella of all time and it seemed ten years since he had started out to foot it to Oil Center. At last he was receiving the attention he had always deserved.
Reference has been made to the inspired essay by Emerson on Compensation. The large idea being that one must pay for everything one gets in this world. There is no way of cheating the game. One cannot accept the favors of Fortune without giving up something in exchange and sacrificing the blessed privileges of humble privacy.
Returning from the ride, Joe found awaiting him a letter in a square envelope and done in tall, angular handwriting. It was from Laura Gwendolen Mayhew, president of the Woman's Club and head bell ringer of the feminist element, who wished him to come to her house at five o'clock to have a cup of tea and meet a bevy of sacred white ibexes. Joe threw a small fit. He never had tried out his hypnotism in a living room filled with swell dames and the kind of men who wear spats. These frosty mortals lived in a separate world which he did not wish to explore.
Of the new friends he had hobnobbed with on the previous evening, it seemed to him that Cal Lyons, head of the Rotarians, was more like a brother than any of the others, so it was to Mr. Lyons that he phoned in the hour of distress. Mr. Lyons came over and read the letter from Laura Gwendolen and snorted.
"That old sea gull read in the morning paper that you come of a prominent family in Columbus an' have just copped all this important coin, so she wants to put you in a cage an' exhibit you as a ring-tailed monkey," he explained. "She's poison ivy to me becuz she never invites me or my wife to any of her parties."
"How'll I get out of it?"
"Leave it to me."
By one-thirty "Doc" Clevison was in the Rivits suite at the Great Western. He solved the problem in a jiffy. The note, dispatched by a bell hop, read as follows: Laura G. Mayhew, City.
Dear Madam: Mr. Rivits has been through a serious ordeal and his present condition is pulse 98, temperature 101, respiration 24. I have ordered him to lay quiet until tomorrow. Under the circumstances it will be impossible for him to ac- cept any invitation or leave the hotel.
Truly yours, Roscoe Clevison, M.D.
So that was that, and Joe said he would provide an unlimited supply of chicken sandwiches but to make the party a party they ought to have some near beer that would be nearer than the sample brought up from the restaurant. Doc knew where he could get it. The two dozen cold pints which he brought in a wicker suitcase did not wear any labels and the contents were cloudy, but three experts gave it a thorough test and agreed that the "kick" was present. Already Mr. Rivits had purchased a "uke," inlaid with mother-of-pearl.
The session lasted all afternoon. Sunday was a jubilee but Monday had a blue tinge. When Milton and Milton sold him the furnished mansion they worked off a white elephant. The Milton boys felt grateful to Joe and took the trouble to stock his place with domestic servants. When Joe was escorted to his splendiferous home on Monday morning he found awaiting him a retinue of fussy females who were dusting and scrubbing.
Joe made a rather sorry entrance. He had transferred the stock certificates, the shaving outfit, the extra flannel shirt, the two suits of sportwear undies and the reserve four-in-hand from the bandanna bundle to a suitcase. He was depressed by the grandeur of his surroundings. All his life he had dreamed of acquiring what is known to the literati as cush, or jack, or mazume. Now he had a lot of sudden wealth in his lap and he was not overhappy. He suddenly realized that there was no fun in being coddled. The real adventure for a he-man is to go into the open and live dangerously by using his wits and his talents. Destiny had never meant that Joe Rivits should be a perfumed canary in a gilded cage.
But he preserved his aplomb and that specific American asset commonly known as "bluff." He said he required a light luncheon, but he suggested that the dinner should be somewhat on the order of a banquet as he hoped to have a few guests, including Calvin Lyons, President of the Rotary Club; Doctor Roscoe Clevison and the landlord of the Great Western Hotel, Mr. Otis Johnson. Well, it was quite an evening in the new home. Joe had decided to call the place "Mildred Villa," in honor of a beautiful young woman whose picture he had once seen.
The Monday evening guests were Doctor Clevison, Mr. Lyons, the whooper-up of the Rotarians, and Mr. Johnson, the affable proprietor of the Great Western, and there will be no overdescription in recording the fact that a good time was had by all. There were many influential people in Oil Center who would have said that the guests of honor at the sumptuous repast were recruited from the roughneck element.
NO ATTEMPT will be made to put a social rating upon such local celebrities as Doctor Clevison, Mr. Lyons and Mr. Johnson. In the recording of events nothing need be said over and above the fact that the boys had a great party. So Sunday was Sunday and Monday was Monday and Joe, to quote him verbatim, was "sittin' purty" at the Tuesday morning breakfast of small sausages, scrambled eggs, griddle cakes and coffee.
The control and operation of the Golden Prospect had been turned over to a board of five members including Doc Clevison, Cal Lyons, President Eli Tilbury, of the Chamber of Commerce, and Curtis Denby, editor of the Evening Courier, who was a good scout, but who had turned out to be somewhat of a pest, because he wanted Joe to dictate to Miss Everett, of the newspaper staff, the complete story of his life, including his boyhood at Columbus, the capture of many German prisoners, his refusal to have the leg amputated at the field hospital and the turning-down of a proposition made to him by the Rockefeller interests.
Miss Everett believed that the serial narrative would pulsate with "human interest" and be an inspiration to the school children, but Joe had no desire to put a further tax on his imagination, his idea of the immediate future being to loaf on the summer porch and have refreshments served to him by two maids named Annette and Rosie, whenever he tapped a small gong. The oil well had been put under control and arrangements had been made for him to sit back for an indefinite period and receive generous dividends.
He lingered at the breakfast table reading about himself, when the calamity descended. His sister Jane and the reptile known as Abner Plum walked into the room and greeted him with cries of delight. It was evident that they had forgiven him and buried the past. Joe had never stopped to think that newspapers circulate everywhere. Here they were, acting like a couple of turtledoves. The chain-store competition had put them into the red but they were losing no time in getting on the credit side of the ledger.
The minute they showed up, Joe ceased to be the most prominent citizen of Oil Center, and became merely a small-town vagabond. Jane did most of the talking: "The minute we read about it in the papers an' seen your picture, I told Abner it was our duty to go out an' help you take care of your money an' see that you found the right kind of 'a home an' wasn't taken advantage of.
"It just happened that Abner sold out the day we read the article in the paper, so we happened to be foot-loose an' here we are. You've got a lot of business connections that Abner can take care of an' be glad to do it, an' you'll know, evry minute, that you're bein' protected to the limit, becuz there was nobody ever more cautious in business than Abner.
"Don't you give another worry to this beautiful home of yours. I realize that a man ought to be relieved of the details of managin' a house."
Mr. Rivits had received all the bad news in the world in a bunch. He knew he could not put anything over on Sister Jane. He had murder in his heart and yet he knew it would be impossible to head off these domineering relatives. He guessed, and guessed rightly, that Mildred Villa was about to become a hen coop and that it would no longer be operated as a road house, specializing on stag parties.
Every hour brought some new and heart-rending development. Miss Everett of the Courier called and got a long piece about the arrival of the sister and brother-in-law and their intention to make a visit of indefinite duration. Miss Everett came to interview, but it was Sister Jane who did the interviewing. She loaded up with low-down and confidential information regarding local conditions and learned, to her horror, that Joseph had not hooked up, as yet, with the best people. He had dodged an invitation from Laura Gwendolen Mayhew, and the only guests he had entertained were riffraff. Also, he was trying to escape a reception which the Civic Club had planned for him. The Civic Club was made up of the cream of the community and it would be a serious tactical error for Mr. Rivits to turn down the invitation.
Sister Jane agreed with the lady journalist and accepted on behalf of Joe, and commis- Sioned Miss Everett to call on Laura Gwendolen Mayhew and invite the Woman's Club to meet in the large living room of Fulham Manor, she having discarded the name of Mildred Villa as soon as she heard it. Fulham had been her mother's maiden name.
Mr. Rivits was now merely a trained seal. He took orders and went about with the crushed air of one in peonage. Here are some of the things that happened to him within a week:
A hurry-up visit to the Metzger Clothing House, with Jane in charge of the expedition. He bought not only a dinner suit, but also a morning coat and striped trousers, silk hosiery, varnished shoes, pearl studs, link buttons, ventilated underwear, an extravagant assortment of shirts and many handkerchiefs.
What galled him most was that Abner duplicated every order put in by Jane. He didn't worry about the expense but it irked him to know that he would have to go out among the butterflies doing a brother act with a buzzard who had a cash-register mind and not one red corpuscle in his arterial system.
The reception by the Civic Club came on Wednesday evening. Mr. Rivits made his first appearance, at any time or place, in a dinner suit. He stood in the center of the Community Building and was gazed at by all the residents he had hoped to avoid. While he was being tortured, Jane and Abner were all over the place. Jane had dug up some ready-mades and a necklace of something resembling pearls and gold-plated shoes, and she was busier than a switch engine. Abner was holding forth to a group of solemn dignitaries. Joe could not hear the conversation which was being dealt out so liberally by Jane and Abner but he knew they were broadcasting various stories to the effect that they (the Plums) were responsible for whatever success Joe had achieved. All a mess of falsehoods, because Joe knew, even if he didn't put on lugs, that he was where he was because of sheer ability. He would have gone over big in Oil Center if the "ringers" had remained in the background.
On Thursday morning the going was not so rough because he sat next to President Cal Lyons at the Rotary Club luncheon and worked off a couple of sure-fire stories.
Thursday afternoon was the essence of gloom. For some reason, he was compelled to attend a meeting of the Woman's Club at Fulham Manor. Laura Gwendolen Mayhew was at the top of her stride. She and Jane were just like a couple of sisters. The subject under discussion was Dutch painting. Joe appeared in his morning costume, which included the cast-iron trousers, and he wore a gardenia. He was just as low as a man can fall and still retain his card as a member of the human race. Mrs. Mayhew almost kissed him and he didn't know why until he found out that Jane had signed him up for important contributions to every charitable organization being boosted by the élite. Some of the topnotch matrons remained for dinner and Joe had his first wrestle with an artichoke. The day was what might be called a total loss.
Friday brought a little sunshine. Joe was around the place but in hiding most of the time. He had secreted his refreshments because Jane and Abner were thirty-third-degree kill-joys. But Rosie was smiling and resourceful and buoyant and sympathetic and she served Joe in his own room, on the pretext of delivering fresh towels. Several times it occurred to Joe that Rosie was the most entrancing female who had appeared on earth since the days of Lillian Russell and Cleopatra.
After luncheon he had a tryst with her and suggested that they go to the Dreamland and listen to a picture which had been advertised as a "wow." Rosie said she was crazy to go but would have to get a special permit from Mrs. Plum.
"Listen, kid," said Joe. "Don't overlook the fact that young Rivits is the loud noise of this insane asylum. Come along with your boy friend an' remember that you're takin' orders from me."
So they slipped out and had a wonderful afternoon, including banana splits and fig sandwiches. The Saturday sequel must be related because it marked the first, last and only time when the worm turned and assumed the ferocious aspect of a boa constrictor.
At breakfast, Jane informed him that Rosie was to be discharged.
"Is that so?" asked Joe, loudly and defiantly. "If Rosie walks out o' this dump it'll be over my dead body. She's a dandy gal an' I'm the guy that told her to take an afternoon off. She'll stay here or this shack'll close up. An' when I say that I don't mean mebbe. She's the only one around here that keeps me from goin' nuts. Her pay is raised from eighteen a week to twenty-five a week an' we're goin' out this afternoon to have some frog legs at the Riverside Inn. So get that an' lay off of her."
Rosie remained, but her lot was not a happy one, inasmuch as she was under suspicion of being a vamp who was trying to ensnare and ruin the oil king. By Sunday the chivalrous knight was once more as tame as a white rabbit. He was taken to church in the morning and to a concert in the afternoon and a dinner at the home of Laura Gwendolen Mayhew, where he had to eat sweetbreads and charlotte russe. So it was in his own room, late Sunday evening, that he laid the desperate plan for deliverance from imprisonment and imposition. On Monday he went out to the Golden Prospect, which was still flowing copiously. He sought out Oscar Hadley, dependable general manager, and revealed the conspiracy.
"Oss, I want to hand you ten thousand dollars' worth o' stock in this concern."
"Why, Mr. Rivits, I—"
"You get the stock if you do as I say an' mighty few questions asked. I'm talkin' cold turkey an' you go through with whatever I tell you to do. Get me an' get me right. Can you turn off the flow from this well so that not a drop comes out an' the whole outfit looks as if it had gone dry?"
"I sure can. I can sink a spread plug into the drive an' wind her up with a long pipe an' stop the whole works. Later on, I can drop down a threaded pipe an' loosen the plug an' yank her out with a block an' tackle an' the old well will go right back to gushin', same as before. Is it your idee to put the Golden Prospect on the blink an' buy up all the stock at your own price?"
"Boy, don't you know me better than that? I'm an easy mark but I never was a double-crosser. Nobody loses a cent but me. I can't associate with money an' be comfortable. What I want to do is ship a couple of terrible relations back to Illinois, divide up my stock among the people that have been nice to me an' then make my get-away."
"You don't mean—?"
"I'm tellin' you what's what an' it goes. One week after I'm on my way, you yank out the plug, an' keep on makin' money for a few people that want currency an' know what to do with it. You come out here alone tonight an' pull the rough stuff, an' then spread the news that this gosh-blamed oil well has turned out to be a bloomer an' I'll do the rest."
They shook hands on the agreement and that night Mr. Rivits did what was, for him, a large amount of clerical labor. What he put on paper read as follows:
Oscar Hadley, as per agreement, $10,000 in stock. Rosie Magill, my first and only, $10,000 in stock. Doc Clevison, for professional services, $10,000 in stock. Mrs. Abigail Higgins, of Moberly, for board and room, $10,000 in stock. Cal Lyons, my pal, $10,000 in stock. Otis Johnson, Great Western Hotel, on acc't hospitality, $10,000 in stock.
That cleaned up the $69,000 of Gold Prospect stock at par rating, although the borrowing value of the same was $1,300,000. He looked over the select roster of names and was proud of the fact that he was making all the other money-spreaders look like stingy pikers. y ae dawned fair and pleasant and Mr. Rivits was as happy as a lark. He had rehearsed all the details of the histrionic performance which he would have to put on when the disaster came and laid him flat as a flounder.
In the language of the A.E.F., everything worked out according to plan. Oscar Hadley spread the direful news along Main Street. Calvin Lyons, President of the Rotary Club, brought the awful tidings to Fulham Manor. Joe listened, with his hand on his heart and a stony glare in his eyes. He gave a correct imitation of the gallant warrior who has received a fatal wound in some vital spot. Mrs. Plum wept hysterically, while Abner tried to comfort her. Joe told them that he was ready to take it right on the chin, no matter what had happened, and then he led Cal to his own room and locked the door and did a jig step.
"Cal, here's where I lean on you," he explained. Then Damon compelled the bewildered Pythias to sit down and calm himself while he gave specific directions for putting over the elaborate frame-up. He said:
"Here's an order on the First National to turn over to you all that stock in the iron box. Here's a list that'll tell you what to do with all the stock that's in my name. This is Masonic, but the Golden Prospect will resume business in a few days, an' that's what you've got to keep under your hat. Get word to the small stockholders to hang on. I owe a lot o' bills but the coin has been pourin' in so fast that my balance'll clean up everything. I'm goin' to give you— what do they call it?"
"Power of attorney?"
"The same. You deed this place to the Legion for a headquarters to have and to hold, until death do them part. Do this after I'm gone."
"You're leavin', Joe?"
"I ain't doin' nothin' else. I'm migratin' to strange parts where the Plum family won't be able to find me with a search warrant. The bird is goin' to fly out o' the cage, and then keep on flyin'!"
"Are you crazy, you poor fish?"
"The bean was never operatin' more smooth-like. I've made up my mind what I want to do an' what I'm goin' to do. Your job is to keep on weepin' for another week an' then the sun'll come out an' everything'll be jake."
An impulse on the part of Cal to talk Joe out of his altruistic impulse was weakened and modified by the fact that Cal saw for himself a tidy sum of not less than $200,000, which would enable him to fly high and look down on the Mayhew set.
"All you want done is the same as done," he said. "I hate to see you go, Joe, but I know you an' once you make up your mind, nothin' can budge you."
"Right you are, an' now you go out an' get busy while I go down an' check out a couple o' prominent church workers from Sheldon. They set me into the street once an' here's where I get even."
The interview between Mr. Rivits and Mr. and Mrs. Abner Plum was painful beyond description. He had to shoo them out of the Garden of Eden and he did it with malice aforethought.
"Well, Jane," he began, "when you're lookin' at me you're lookin' at a pauper. The oil well is a flop. Everything I've got in the world is bein' turned over to my creditors this morning. There's only one thing for you an' Abner to do an' that's take the afternoon train to Sheldon. I had a great proposition here but it's turned out to be a bust. No reason why you an' Ab should stay here an' face all this trouble. I'll phone Cal Lyons an' have him get the tickets."
So the Plums slid quietly out of town that afternoon and the bankrupt spent his last evening in the magnificent private residence, which he was about to vacate, with Doc Clevison, Ote Johnson and Cal Lyons as guests of honor at the sad farewell. Mr. Lyons, of the Rotary Club, was pretending to be sad but the other two were really grief-stricken, little suspecting that within a few days they would be rich and envied.
The host alone was in a jubilant mood. He gave the whole repertoire of songs, accompanied by the uke with the mother-of-pearl inlay. Two of his guests and sentimental Rosie, who helped wait on the table, thought that the sudden misfortune had unbalanced his mind.
Joe had to feel sorry for Rosie. It was evident she had been weeping. It seemed almost impossible that the most captivating maiden in the world could be agitated regarding his welfare.
It was very early in the morning when Joe arose cautiously, put on the rough costume which he had worn on the day of his appearance in Oil Center and felt that he was once more Joe Rivits, instead of a mere puppet.
WHEN he rolled up his bundle and checked the visible assets he found that he was taking with him eight dollars in money, a sweater and an extra pair of socks which he had not owned on the day when he won the motor car in the raffle. He did not disturb the dinner coat or the morning suit or the fine linen or the jewelry. He hoped they would make somebody a darn sight happier than they had ever made him. He tiptoed downstairs so as not to arouse any member of the household. The idea was to make the get-away before anyone else had come up for air.
To his surprise, and somewhat to his dismay, he found Rosie dusting the big living room. She had been unable to sleep. She confronted him and gazed in wonder at his clothes and the simple bundle, which was now the size of a full-grown watermelon. Joe told Rosie that he was going away and said he didn't want her to answer any questions.
"Listen, kid, you ain't got anything to worry about," he said. "I can't tell you what is comin' off but in a few days you'll be the principal heiress of this hick town."
Rosie said, "Mr. Rivits, you're the grandest man I ever met."
It looked for a moment as if this true story of high adventure and supreme sacrifice was about to terminate the same as a mushy photo play: viz., with a clinch and a long kiss and a fade-away. But Joe kept himself under control. He had to do it. The bridges had been burned and his mind had been made up and he knew that he never could live in a dovecote— not even with the incomparable Rosie. What he had to have was liberty and fresh air and free intercourse with strangers who were interested in fiction. He gave Rosie the only bona-fide kiss he had ever bestowed upon a member of the opposite sex and escaped on the run.
Within two blocks he found his first "break." An early and lonesome tourist gave him a place in the front seat. As they rode out of town, the stranger pointed out the Golden Prospect oil well, which was standing silent and inert and deserted, and told Joe the whole story about the poor boob from Columbus, Ohio, who was supposed to be a millionaire and then lost every sou marquee. Joe said it was too bad and then he asked the driver to pull up at a barbecue station, where he had a fried-egg sandwich for breakfast and stocked himself with one entire pack of fags and resumed his ride.
ONE WEEK later he was in one of the large towns of Texas and discovered on a corner a pyramidal news-stand which advertised that no matter where you came from, here was the place to get the home paper. Joe found a copy of the Oil Center Courier and learned that the Golden Prospect was once more flowing freely. The paper told how the stock had been distributed and said that Mr. Rivits had disappeared suddenly and it was generally believed that he had committed suicide.
Joe could not resist the impulse to send a post card to Rosie and a brief message to Mr. Lyons, asking him to send all the hot news, care General Delivery, New Orleans. After using much persuasive eloquence, Joe was in New Orleans within two weeks. He found the letter from Cal who, it seemed, had just let a contract for an Office building which would be two stories higher than the First National Bank Building. Ote Johnson was building an addition to the Great Western Hotel. Doc Clevison and Oscar Hadley had sworn off work and were teamed up as golfers. Mrs. Abigail Higgins, of Moberly, had received her wad of money and had immediately given half of it to her church. Rosie was planning a Mediterranean trip.
Joe read the Ietter over and over. He was glad to know all that soft money had finally got into the hands of people who knew what to do with it.
Some weeks later he was approaching Orlando, Florida. Luck was not with him that morning. He trudged along, feeling comfortably warmed by the subtropical sunshine, when he saw on the shell road ahead of him a small rectangular piece of pasteboard. It was blank on the side which was showing. Joe was about to pick it up when he paused because it came to him, all of a sudden, that it might be a raffle ticket.
So he dusted his hands and continued south, singing as he went:
"Over the hills an' far away;
Ready to ride but not to pay;
Don't know where I'll sleep tonight;
Don't know where I'll get a bite;
Just go on an' hope for the best,
You'll find vittles an' a place to rest."
____________________
2: A Night of Horror
Dick Donovan
(J. E. Muddock, 1843-1934)
Tales of Terror, 1899
BLEAK HILL CASTLE.
My dear old Chum,
Before you leave England for the East I claim the redemption of a promise you made to me some time ago that you would give me the pleasure of a week or two of your company. Besides, as you may have already guessed, I have given up the folly of my bachelor days, and have taken unto myself the sweetest, dearest little woman that ever walked the face of the earth. We have been married just six months, and are as happy as the day is long. And then, this place is entirely after your own heart. It will excite all your artistic faculties, and appeal with irresistible force to your romantic nature. To call the building a castle is somewhat pretentious, but I believe it has been known as the Castle ever since it was built, more than two hundred years ago. Hester— need I say that Hester is my better half!— is just delighted with it, and if either of us was in the least degree superstitious, we might see or hear ghosts every hour of the day. Of course, as becomes a castle, we have a haunted room, though my own impression is that it is haunted by nothing more fearsome than rats. Anyway, it is such a picturesque, curious sort of chamber that if it hasn't a ghost it ought to have. But I have no doubt, old chap, that you will make one of us, for, as I remember, you have always had a love for the eerie and creepy, and you cannot forget how angry you used to get with me sometimes for chaffing you about your avowed belief in the occult and supernatural, and what you were pleased to term the "unexplainable phenomena of psycho mancy." However, it is possible you have got over some of the errors of your youth ; but whether or not, come down, dear boy, and rest assured that you will meet with the heartiest of welcomes.
Your old pal,
Dick Dirckman.
The above letter was from my old friend and college chum, who, having inherited a substantial fortune, and being passionately fond of the country and country pursuits, had thus the means of gratifying his tastes to their fullest bent. Although Dick and I were very differently constituted, we had always been greatly attached to each other. In the best sense of the term he was what is generally called a hard-headed, practical man. He was fond of saying he never believed in anything he couldn't see, and even that which he could see he was not prepared to accept as truth without due investigation. In short, Dick was neither romantic, poetical, nor, I am afraid, artistic, in the literal sense. He preferred facts to fancies, and was possessed of what the world generally calls ' an unimpressionable nature.' For nearly four years I had lost sight of my friend, as I had been wandering about Europe as tutor and companion to a delicate young nobleman. His death had set me free ; but I had no sooner returned to England than I was offered and accepted a lucrative appointment in the service of his Highness the Nyzam of Chundlepore, in Northern India, and there was every probability of my being absent for a number of years.
On returning home I had written to Dick to the chambers he had formerly occupied, telling him of my appointment, and expressing a fear that unless we could snatch a day or two in town I might not be able to see him, as I had so many things to do. It was true I had promised that when opportunity occurred I should do myself the pleasure of accepting his oft-proffered hospitality, which I knew to be lavish and generous. I had not heard of his marriage; his letter gave me the first intimation of that fact, and I confess that when I got his missive I experienced some curiosity to know the kind of lady he had succeeded in captivating. I had always had an idea that Dick was cut out for a bachelor, for there was nothing of the ladies' man about him, and he used at one time to speak of the gentler sex with a certain levity and brusqueness of manner that by no means found favour with the majority of his friends. And now Dick was actually married, and living in a remote region, where most town-bred people would die of ennui.
It will be gathered from the foregoing remarks that I did not hesitate about accepting Dick's cordial invitation. I determined to spare a few days at least of my somewhat limited time, and duly notified Dick to that effect, giving him the date of my departure from London, and the hour at which I should arrive at the station nearest to his residence.
Bleak Hill Castle was situated in one of the most picturesque parts of Wales; consequently, on the day appointed I found myself comfortably ensconsed in a smoking carriage of a London and North-Western train. And towards the close of the day— the time of the year was May— I was the sole passenger to alight at the wayside station, where Dick awaited me with a smart dog-cart. His greeting was hearty and robust, and when his man had packed in my traps he gave the handsome little mare that drew the cart the reins, and we spanked along the country roads in rare style. Dick always prided himself on his knowledge of horseflesh, and with a sense of keen satisfaction he drew my attention to the points of the skittish little mare which bowled along as if we had been merely featherweights.
A drive of eight miles through the bracing Welsh air so sharpened our appetites that the smell of dinner was peculiarly welcome; and telling me to make a hurried toilet, as his cook would not risk her reputation by keeping a dinner waiting, Dick handed me over to the guidance of a natty chambermaid. As it was dark when we arrived I had no opportunity of observing the external characteristics of Bleak Hill Castle; but there was nothing in the interior that suggested bleakness. Warmth, comfort, light, held forth promise of carnal delights.
Following my guide up a broad flight of stairs, and along a lofty and echoing corridor, I found myself in a large and comfortably-furnished bedroom. A bright wood fire burned upon the hearthstone, for although it was May the temperature was still very low on the Welsh hills. Hastily changing my clothes, I made my way to the dining-room, where Mrs. Dirckman emphasised the welcome her husband had already given me. She was an exceedingly pretty and rather delicate-looking little woman, in striking contrast to her great, bluff, burly husband. A few neighbours had been gathered together to meet me, and we sat down, a dozen all told, to a dinner that from a gastronomic point of view left nothing to be desired. The viands were appetising, the wines perfect, and all the appointments were in perfect consonance with the good things that were placed before us.
It was perhaps natural, when the coffee and cigar stage had arrived, that conversation should turn upon our host's residence, by way of affording me— a stranger to the district— some information. Of course, the information was conveyed to me in a scrappy way, but I gathered in substance that Bleak Hill Castle had originally belonged to a Welsh family, which was chiefly distinguished by the extravagance and gambling propensities of its male members. It had gone through some exciting times, and numerous strange and startling stories had come to centre round it. There were stories of wrong, and shame, and death, and more than a suggestion of dark crimes. One of these stories turned upon the mysterious disappearance of the wife and daughter of a young scion of the house, whose career had been somewhat shady. His wife was considerably older than he, and it was generally supposed that he had married her for money. His daughter, a girl of about twelve, was an epileptic patient, while the husband and father was a gloomy, disappointed man. Suddenly the wife and daughter disappeared. At first no surprise was felt; but, then, some curiosity was expressed to know where they had gone to ; and curiosity led to wonderment, and wonderment to rumour—for people will gossip, especially in a country district. Of course, Mr. Greeta Jones, the husband, had to submit to much questioning as to where his wife and child were staying. But being sullen and morose of temperament he contented himself by brusquely and tersely saying, 'They had gone to London.' But as no one had seen them go, and no one had heard of their going, the statement was accepted as a perversion of fact. Nevertheless, incredible as it may seem, no one thought it worth his while to insist upon an investigation, and a few weeks later Mr. Greeta Jones himself went away— and to London, as was placed beyond doubt. For a long time Bleak Hill Castle was shut up, and throughout the country side it began to be whispered that sights and sounds had been seen and heard at the castle which were suggestive of things unnatural, and soon it became a crystallised belief in men's minds that the place was haunted.
On the principle of giving a dog a bad name you have only to couple ghosts with the name of an old country residence like this castle for it to fall into disfavour, and to be generally shunned. As might have been expected in such a region the castle was shunned ; no tenant could be found for it. It was allowed to go to ruin, and for a long time was the haunt of smugglers. They were cleared out in the process of time, and at last hard-headed, practical Dick Dirckman heard of the place through a London agent, went down to see it, took a fancy to it, bought it for an old song, and, having taste and money, he soon converted the half- ruined building into a country gentleman's home, and thither he carried his bride.
Such was the history of Bleak Hill Castle as I gathered it in outline during the post-prandial chat on that memorable evening.
On the following day I found the place all that my host had described it in his letter to me. Its situation was beautiful in the extreme; and there wasn't one of its windows that didn't command a magnificent view of landscape and sea. He and I rambled about the house, he evinced a keen delight in showing me every nook and corner, in expatiating on the beauties of the locality generally, and of the advantages of his dwelling-place in particular. Why he reserved taking me to the so-called haunted chamber until the last I never have known; but so it was; and as he threw open the heavy door and ushered me into the apartment he smiled ironically and remarked :
'Well, old man, this is the ghost's den; and as I consider that a country mansion of this kind should, in the interests of all tradition and of fiction writers, who, under the guise of truth, lie like Ananias, have its haunted room, I have let this place go untouched, except that I have made it a sort of lumber closet for some antique and mouldering old furniture which I picked up a bargain in Wardour Street, London. But I needn't tell you that I regard the ghost stories as rot.'
I did not reply to my friend at once, for the room absorbed my attention. It was unquestionably the largest of the bedrooms in the house, and, while in keeping with the rest of the house, had characteristics of its own. The walls were panelled with dark oak, the floor was oak, polished. There was a deep V-shaped bay, formed by an angle of the castle, and in each side of the bay was a diamond-paned window, and under each window an oak seat, which was also a chest with an ancient iron lock. A large wooden bedstead with massive hangings stood in one corner, and the rest of the furniture was of a very nondescript character, and calls for no special mention. In a word, the room was picturesque, and to me it at once suggested the mise-en-scene for all sorts of dramatic situations of a weird and eerie character. I ought to add that there was a very large fireplace with a most capacious hearthstone, on which stood a pair of ponderous and rusty steel dogs. Finally, the window commanded superb views, and altogether my fancy was pleased, and my artistic susceptibilities appealed to in an irresistible manner, so that I replied to my friend thus :
'I like this room, Dick, awfully. Let me occupy it, will you?'
He laughed.
'Well, upon my word, you are an eccentric fellow to want to give up the comfortable den which I have assigned to you for this mouldy, draughty, dingy old lumber room. However'— here he shrugged his shoulders— 'there is no accounting for tastes, and as this is liberty hall, my friends do as they like ; so I'll tell the servants to put the bed in order, light a fire, and cart your traps from the other room.
I was glad I had carried my point, for I frankly confess to having romantic tendencies. I was fond of old things, old stories and legends, old furniture, and anything that was removed above the dull level of commonplaccness. This room, in a certain sense, was unique, and I was charmed with it.
When pretty little Mrs. Dirckman heard of the arrangements she said, with a laugh that did not conceal a certain nervousness, 'I am sorry you are going to sleep in that wretched room. It always makes me shudder, for it seems so uncomfortable. Besides, you know, although Dick laughs at me and calls me a little goose, I am inclined to believe there may be some foundation for the current stories. Anyway, I wouldn't sleep in the room for a crown of gold. I do hope you will be comfortable, and not be frightened to death or into insanity by gruesome apparitions.'
I hastened to assure my hostess that I should be comfortable enough, while as for apparitions, I was not likely to be frightened by them.
The rest of the day was spent in exploring the country round about, and after a recherchS dinner Dick and I played billiards until one o'clock, and then, having drained a final 'peg,' I retired to rest. When I reached the haunted chamber I found that much had been done to give an air of cheerfulness and comfort to the place. Some rugs had been laid about the floor, a modern chair or two introduced, a wood fire blazed on the earth. On a little 'occasional table' that stood near the fire was a silver jug, filled with hot water, and an antique decanter containing spirits, together with lemon and sugar, in case I wanted a final brew. I could not but feel grateful for my host and hostess's thoughtfulness, and, having donned my dressing-gown and slippers, I drew a chair within the radius of the wood fire's glow, and proceeded to fill my pipe for a few whiffs previous to tumbling into bed. This was a habit of mine— a habit of years and years of growth, and, while perhaps an objectionable one in some respects, it afforded me solace and conduced to restful sleep. So I lit my pipe, and fell to pondering and trying to see if I could draw any suggestiveness as to my future from the glowing embers. Suddenly a remarkable thing happened. My pipe was drawn gently from my lips and laid upon the table, and at the same moment I heard what seemed to me to be a sigh. For a moment or two I felt confused, and wondered whether I was awake or dreaming. But there was the pipe on the table, and I could have taken the most solemn oath that to the best of my belief it had been placed there by unseen hands.
My feelings, as may be imagined, were peculiar. It was the first time in my life that I had ever been the subject of a phenomenon which was capable of being attributed to supernatural agency. After a little reflection, and some reasoning with myself, however, I tried to believe that my own senses had made a fool of me, and that in a half- somnolent and dreamy condition I had removed the pipe myself, and placed it on the table. Having come to this conclusion I divested myself of my clothing, extinguished the two tall candles, and jumped into bed. Although usually a good sleeper, I did not go to sleep at once, as was my wont, but lay thinking of many things, and mingling with my changing thoughts was a low, monotonous undertone— nature's symphony— of booming sea on the distant beach, and a bass piping— rising occasionally to a shrill and weird upper note— of the wind. From its situation the house was exposed to every wind that blew, hence its name 'Bleak Hill Castle,' and probably a southeast gale would have made itself felt to an uncomfortable degree in this room, which was in the south-east angle of the building. But now the booming sea and wind had a lullaby effect, and my nerves sinking into restful repose I fell asleep. How long I slept I do not know, and never shall know ; but I awoke suddenly, and with a start, for it seemed as if a stream of ice-cold water was pouring over my face. With an impulse of indefinable alarm I sprang up in bed, and then a strange, awful, ghastly sight met my view.
I don't know that I could be described as a nervous man in any sense of the word. Indeed, I think I may claim to be freer from nerves than the average man, nor would my worst enemy, if he had a regard for truth, accuse me of lacking courage. And yet I confess here, frankly, that the sight I gazed upon appalled me. Yet was I fascinated with a horrible fascination, that rendered it impossible for me to turn my eyes away. I seemed bound by some strange weird spell. My limbs appeared to have grown rigid; there was a sense of burning in my eyes; my mouth was parched and dry; my tongue swollen, so it seemed. Of course, these were mere sensations, but they were sensations I never wish to experience again. They were sensations that tested my sanity. And the sight that held me in the thrall was truly calculated to test the nerves of the strongest.
There, in mid-air, between floor and ceiling, surrounded or made visible by a trembling, nebulous light, that was weird beyond the power of any words to describe, was the head and bust of a woman. The face was paralysed into an unutterably awful expression of stony horror; the long black hair was tangled and dishevelled, and the eyes appeared to be bulging from the head. But this was not all. Two ghostly hands were visible. The fingers of one were twined savagely in the black hair, and the other grasped a long- bladed knife, and with it hacked, and gashed, and tore, and stabbed at the bare white throat of the woman, and the blood gushed forth from the jagged wounds, reddening the spectre hand and flowing in one continuous stream to the oak floor, where I heard it drip, drip, drip until my brain seemed as if it would burst, and I felt as if I was going raving mad. Then I saw with my strained eyes the unmistakable sign of death pass over the woman's face; and next, the devilish hands flung the mangled remnants away, and I heard a low chuckle of satisfaction— heard, I say, and swear it, as plainly as I have ever heard anything in this world. The light had faded ; the vision of crime and death had gone, and yet the spell held me. Although the night was cold, I believe I was bathed in perspiration. I think I tried to cry out— nay, I am sure I did— but no sound came from my burning, parched lips; my tongue refused utterance; it clove to the roof of my mouth. Could I have moved so much as a joint of my little finger, I could have broken the spell; at least, such was the idea that occupied my half-stunned brain. It was a nightmare of waking horror, and I shudder now, and shrink within myself as I recall it all. But the revelation— for revelation it was— had not yet reached its final stage. Out of the darkness was once more evolved a faint, phosphorescent glow, and in the midst of it appeared the dead body of a beautiful girl with the throat all gashed and bleeding, the red blood flowing in a crimson flood over her night-robe, which only partially concealed her young limbs ; and the cruel, spectral hands, dyed with her blood, appeared again, and grasped her, and lifted her, and bore her along. Then that vision faded, and a third appeared. This time I seemed to be looking into a gloomy, damp, arched cave or cellar, and the horror that froze me was intensified as I saw the hands busy preparing a hole in the wall at one end of the cave ; and presently they lifted two bodies— the body of the woman, and the body of the young girl— all gory and besmirched; and the hands crushed them into the hole in the wall, and then proceeded to brick them up.
All these things I saw as I have described them, and this . I solemnly swear to be the truth as I hope for mercy at the Supreme Judgment.
It was a vision of crime ; a vision of merciless, pitiless, damnable murder. How long it all lasted I don't know. Science has told us that dreams which seem to embrace a long series of years, last but seconds; and in the few moments of consciousness that remain to the drowning man his life's scroll is unrolled before his eyes. This vision of mine, therefore, may only have lasted seconds, but it seemed to me hours, years, nay, an eternity. With that final stage in the ghostly drama of blood and death, the spell was broken, and flinging my arms wildly about, I know that I uttered a great cry as I sprang up in bed.
'Have I been in the throes of a ghastly nightmare?' I asked myself.
Every detail of the horrific vision I recalled, and yet somehow it seemed to me that I had been the victim of a hideous nightmare. I felt ill; strangely ill. I was wet and clammy with perspiration, and nervous to a degree that I had never before experienced in my existence. Nevertheless, I noted everything distinctly. On the hearthstone there was still a mass of glowing red embers. I heard the distant booming of the sea, and round the house the wind moaned with a peculiar, eerie, creepy sound.
Suddenly I sprang from the bed, impelled thereto by an impulse I was bound to obey, and by the same impulse I was drawn towards the door. I laid my hand on the handle. I turned it, opened the door, and gazed into the long dark corridor. A sigh fell upon my cars. An unmistakable human sigh, in which was expressed an intensity of suffering and sorrow that thrilled me to the heart. I shrank back, and was about to close the door, when out of the darkness was evolved the glowing figure of a woman clad in blood-stained garments and with dishevelled hair. She turned her white corpse-like face towards me, and her eyes pleaded with a pleading that was irresistible, while she pointed the index finger of her left hand downwards, and then beckoned me. Then I followed whither she led. I could no more resist than the unrestrained needle can resist the attracting magnet. Clad only in my night apparel, and with bare feet and legs, I followed the spectre along the corridor, down the broad oak stairs, traversing another passage to the rear of the building until I found myself standing before a heavy barred door. At that moment the spectre vanished, and I retraced my steps like one who walked in a dream. I got back to my bedroom, but how I don't quite know ; nor have I any recollection of getting into bed. Hours afterwards I awoke. It was broad daylight. The horror of the night came back to me with overwhelming force, and made me faint and ill. I managed, however, to struggle through with my toilet, and hurried from that haunted room. It was a beautifully fine morning. The sun was shining brightly, and the birds carolled blithely in every tree and bush. I strolled out on to the lawn, and paced up and down. I was strangely agitated, and asked myself over and over again if what I had seen or dreamed about had any significance.
Presently my host came out. He visibly started as he saw me.
'Hullo, old chap. What's the matter with you?' he exclaimed. 'You look jolly queer ; as though you had been having a bad night of it.'
'I have had a bad night.'
His manner became more serious and grave.
'What—seen anything ?'
'Yes.'
'The deuce ! You don't mean it, really!'
'Indeed I do. I have gone through a night of horror such as I could not live through again. But let us have breakfast first, and then I will try and make you understand what I have suffered, and you shall judge for yourself whether any significance is to be attached to my dream, or whatever you like to call it.'
We walked, without speaking, into the breakfast room, where my charming hostess greeted me cordially; but she, like her husband, noticed my changed appearance, and expressed alarm and anxiety. I reassured her by saying I had had a rather restless night, and didn't feel particularly well, but that it was a mere passing ailment. I was unable to partake of much breakfast, and both my good friend and his wife again showed some anxiety, and pressed me to state the cause of my distress. As I could not see any good cause that was to be gained by concealment, and even at the risk of being laughed at by my host, I recounted the experience I had gone through during the night of terror.
So far from my host showing any disposition to ridicule me, as I quite expected he would have done, he became unusually thoughtful, and presently said:
'Either this is a wild phantasy of your own brain, or there is something in it. The door that the ghost of the woman led you to is situated on the top of a flight of stone steps, leading to a vault below the building, which I have never used, and have never even had the curiosity to enter, though I did once go to the bottom of the steps; but the place was so exceedingly suggestive of a tomb that I mentally exclaimed, "I've no use for this dungeon," and so I shut it up, bolted and barred the door, and have never opened it since.'
I answered that the time had come when he must once more descend into that cellar or vault, whatever it was. He asked me if I would accompany him, and, of course, I said I would. So he summoned his head gardener, and after much searching about, the key of the door was found; but even then the door was only opened with difficulty, as lock and key alike were foul with rust.
As we descended the slimy, slippery stone steps, each of us carrying a candle, a rank, mouldy smell greeted us, and a cold noisome atmosphere pervaded the place. The steps led into a huge vault, that apparently extended under the greater part of the building. The roof was arched, and was supported by brick pillars. The floor was the natural earth, and was soft and oozy. The miasma was almost overpowering, notwithstanding that there were ventilating slits in the wall in various places.
We proceeded to explore this vast cellar, and found that there was an air shaft which apparently communicated with the roof of the house; but it was choked with rubbish, old boxes, and the like. The gardener cleared this away, and then, looking up, we could see the blue sky overhead.
Continuing our exploration, we noted that in a recess formed by the angle of the walls was a quantity of bricks and mortar. Under other circumstances this would not, perhaps, have aroused our curiosity or suspicions. But in this instance it did; and we examined the wall thereabouts with painful interest, until the conviction was forced upon us that a space of over a yard in width, and extending from floor to roof, had recently been filled in. I was drawn towards the new brickwork by some subtle magic, some weird fascination. I examined it with an eager, critical, curious interest, and the thoughts that passed through my brain were reflected in the faces of my companions. We looked at each other, and each knew by some unexplainable instinct what was passing in his fellow's mind.
'It seems to me we are face to face with some mystery,' remarked Dick, solemnly. Indeed, throughout all the years I had known him I had never before seen him so serious. Usually his expression was that of good-humoured cynicism, but now he might have been a judge about to pronounce the doom of death on a red-handed sinner.
'Yes,' I answered, 'there is a mystery, unless I have been tricked by my own fancy.'
'Umph ! it is strange,' muttered Dick to himself.
'Well, sir,' chimed in the gardener, ' you know there have been some precious queer stories going about for a long time. And before you come and took the place plenty of folks round about used to say they'd seen some uncanny sights. I never had no faith in them stories myself; but, after all, maybe there's truth in 'em.'
Dick picked up half a brick and began to tap the wall with it where the new work was, and the taps gave forth a hollow sound, quite different from the sound produced when the other parts of the wall were struck.
'I say, old chap,' exclaimed my host, with a sorry attempt at a smile, 'upon my word, I begin to experience a sort of uncanny kind of feeling. I'll be hanged if I am not getting as superstitious as you are.'
' You may call me superstitious if you like, but either I have seen what I have seen, or my senses have played the fool with me. Anyway, let us put it to the test.'
'How?'
' By breaking away some of that new brickwork.'
Dick laughed a laugh that wasn't a laugh, as he asked:
'What do you expect to find?' I hesitated what to say, and he added the answer himself— 'Mouldering bones, if your ghostly visitor hasn't deceived you.'
'Mouldering bones! ' I echoed involuntarily.
'Gardener, have you got a crowbar amongst your tools?' Dick asked.
'Yes, sir.'
'Go up and get it.'
The man obeyed the command.
'This is a strange sort of business altogether,' Dick continued, after glancing round the vast and gloomy cellar. 'But, upon my word, to tell you the truth, I'm half ashamed of myself for yielding to anything like superstition. It strikes me that you'll find you are the victim of a trick of the imagination, and that these bogey fancies of yours have placed us in rather a ridiculous position.'
In answer to this I could not possibly resist reminding Dick that even scientists admitted that there were certain phenomena— they called them 'natural phenomena '— that could not be accounted for by ordinary laws.
Dick shrugged his shoulders and remarked with assumed indifference :
'Perhaps— perhaps it is so.' He proceeded to fill his pipe with tobacco, and having lit it he smoked with a nervous energy quite unusual with him.
The gardener was only away about ten minutes, but it seemed infinitely longer. He brought both a pickaxe and a crowbar with him, and in obedience to his master's orders he commenced to hack at the wall. A brick was soon dislodged. Then the crowbar was inserted in the hole, and a mass prized out. From the opening came forth a sickening odour, so that we all drew back instinctively, and I am sure we all shuddered, and I saw the pipe fall from Dick's lips; but he snatched it up quickly and puffed at it vigorously until a cloud of smoke hung in the foetid and stagnant air. Then, picking up a candle from the ground, where it had been placed, he approached the hole, holding the candle in such a position that its rays were thrown into the opening. In a few moments he started back with an exclamation :
'My God ! the ghost hasn't lied,' he said, and I noticed that his face paled. I peered into the hole and so did the gardener, and we both drew back with a start, for sure enough in that recess were decaying human remains.
'This awful business must be investigated,' said Dick.
'Come, let us go.'
We needed no second bidding. We were only too glad to quit that place of horror, and get into the fresh air and bright sunlight. We verily felt that we had come up out of a tomb, and we knew that once more the adage, * Murder will out,' had proved true.
Half an hour later Dick and I were driving to the nearest town to lay information of the awful discovery we had made, and the subsequent search carried out by the police brought two skeletons to light. Critical medical examination left not the shadow of a doubt that they were the remains of a woman and a girl, and each had been brutally murdered. Of course it became necessary to hold an inquest, and the police set to work to collect evidence as to the identity of the bodies hidden in the recess in the wall.
Naturally all the stories which had been current for so many years throughout the country were revived, and the gossips were busy in retailing all they had heard, with many additions of their own, of course. But the chief topic was that of the strange disappearance of the wife and daughter of the once owner of the castle, Greeta Jones. This story had been touched upon the previous night, during the after-dinner chat in my host's smoking room. Morgan, as was remembered, had gambled his fortune away, and married a lady much older than himself, who bore him a daughter who was subject to epileptic fits. When this girl was about twelve she and her mother disappeared from the neighbourhood, and, according to the husband's account, they had gone to London.
Then he left, and people troubled themselves no more about him and his belongings.
A quarter of a century had passed since that period, and Bleak Hill Castle had gone through many vicissitudes until it fell into the hands of my friend Dick Dirckman. The more the history of Greeta Jones was gone into the more it was made clear that the remains which had been bricked up in the cellar were those of his wife and daughter. That the unfortunate girl and woman had been brutally and barbarously murdered there wasn't a doubt. The question was, who murdered them? After leaving Wales Greeta Jones— as was brought to light— led a wild life in London. One night, while in a state of intoxication, he was knocked down by a cab, and so seriously injured that he died while being carried to the hospital; and with him his secret, for could there be any reasonable doubt that, even if he was not the actual murderer, he had connived at the crime. But there was reason to believe that he killed his wife and child with his own hand, and that with the aid of a navvy, whose services he bought, he bricked the bodies up in the cellar. It was remembered that a navvy named Howell Williams had been in the habit of going to the castle frequently, and that suddenly he became possessed of what was, for him, a considerable sum of money. For several weeks he drank hard; then, being a single man, he packed up his few belongings and gave out that he was going to California, and all efforts to trace him failed.
So much for this ghastly crime. As to the circumstances that led to its discovery, it was curious that I should have been selected as the medium for bringing it to light. Why it should have been so I cannot and do not pretend to explain. I have recorded facts as they occurred; I leave others to solve the mystery.
It was not a matter for surprise that Mrs. Dirckman should have been deeply affected by the terrible discovery, and she declared to her husband that if she were to remain at the castle she would either go mad or die. And so poor Dick, who was devoted to his charming little wife, got out as soon as he could, and once more Bleak Hill Castle fell into neglect and ultimate ruin, until at last it was razed to the ground and modern buildings reared on its site. As for myself, that night of horror I endured under Dick's roof affected me to such an extent that my hair became prematurely grey, and even now, when I think of the agony I endured, I shudder with an indefinable sense of fear.
__________________
3: A Dying Confession
Dick Donovan
Telegraph (Brisbane) 31 March 1892
FOR MANY YEARS Dr William Albert Simson resided in a somewhat isolated house in the Stretford road, near Old Trafford, Manchester, where he practiced and carried on his profession. It was before Stretford road bad become the one long monotonous street that it is now. At that period the houses did not extend much above the junction of Charlton road, or, at any rate, what houses there were were detached, or semi-detaohed ; and the country on either side was open and wooded. Manchester has the unenviable notoriety of being one of the most hideously ugly cities in the kingdom ; but, on the other hand, it has the advantage over many other cities that rank in thesame category of being possessed of most charming suburbs. The speculative builder, however, has long been doing his best to destroy all the beauty that the suburbs possesssd, and the Stretford road, as I knew it in the days of my youth, no longer exists. Its picturesqueness has been quite destroyed. The wide open stretches of fields are now covered with miles and miles of monotonous, squalid ugly rows of houses, devoid of all architectural beauty and maddening in their similarity to each other. The trees have all been cut down, and the hedgerows swept away, while the grimy, overgrown, dirty town has pushed its way far beyond Old Trafford itself, which was formerly a delightful bit of country. However, this by the way, the recollection of what Stretford road was at the time the case occurred that I am about to relate and what it is now is responsible for my remarks.
Dr. Simson was a man whom nature bad peculiarly favoured, for he was a fine, handsome-looking fellow, with an exceedingly good appearance and commanding presence. Physically, it might be said, be lacked nothing that could possibly make him attractive. In his case, however, this was rather a misfortune than otherwise, for he was young— a little over thirty— and somewhat wanting in that stability of character and purpose which are indispensable to a professional man who is desirous of living beyond the reach of scandal. Simson was a married man with two young children, a girl and boy, but notwithstanding this it was said that be was much given to flirtation, and stories were rife that female patients of his had fallen desperately in love with him, and that he had been too weak to resist their blandishments. I merely mention this for what it is worth. But it is pretty certain that he owed his subsequent troubles in a large measure to the crystallised belief that his matrimonial bonds were irksome to him, and that he sighed to be a free lance. As he was accounted clever, his practice was large, larger perhaps than that of any of his local brethren, and thrn in itself made him an object of a good deal of envy and jealousy, for alas! unhappily, human nature is incapable of being generous when it considers itself neglected. In Simson's case some very hard things were said about him, and there is little doubt that there wbb ataoit cabal amongst bis looal colleagues to ruin him. But he seemed to be indifferent to all this, for while his pleasant, gentlemanly manner, to say nothing of his good looks, made him a favourite with ladies, his acknowledged ability as a medical man caused a large general demand for his services.
It would seem, therefore, as if this young medico held at that time fortune and fame at his disposal. Within certain limits this was true, but there were causes at work which were surely tending to do that which his detractors were incapable of doing, namely, to blast his reputation and ruin his prospects.
As there is no fruit so fair but it may have a worm at its core, so there is no home, however well it may seem to he ordered, but has its skeleton, and Dr. Simeon's home was no exception. Indeed, it maybe said that his skeleton was a very grim thing indeed, for its name was the 'green-eyed monster.'
His wife was older than he was, and was acoounted 'plain looking' even by her best friends. Perhaps when all the circumstances and conditions- are considered, it was natural— having regard to the constitution of human nature— that the lady should be jealous of her husband. But had she been a wise woman, she would have refrained from 'constantly nagging at him,' as it was said she did, and from making his home life unbearable. Whatever, his faults were, it may be doubted if they were so heinous as to justify his wife in destroying his peace and happiness, and of surrounding her children with an atmosphere of discord and jealousy. But when once the demon jealousy takes possession of a woman's breast, common sense flies away. Mrs. Simson evidently considered herself an ill-used creature, and that being so she was resolved that her husband's life should be rendered as uncomfortable as it was in her power to make it.
In the interest of this narrative it is necessary that the constitution of the doctor's household should be referred to in detail. Besides his wife and two children there were a cook, two housemaids, a general servant, a page boy, a coachman, a stableman, and a dispensary assistant; and last, though not least, a nursery governess. The house was a large one, and no doubt his income was equal to the calls that such a household would make upon it. At any rate, he lived well, and was reputed to be 'coining money.'
There was one very strong and disturbing element, however, in the person of the nursory governess, a Miss Phoebe Muirhead, who hailed from Glasgow This young womau, who was possessed of considerable attractions in the shape of good looks and figure, was the cause of much heartburning and bitterness between the doctor and his wife. Of course it was a very old story, and a very vulgar one, and afforded one more item of painful evidence of the inherent weakness of human nature. It appears that Mrs Simson detested Phoebe, and wished to have her out of the house, but the doctor, with high-handed authority, declared that he was and would be master of his own household; and that, as his wife's jealousy was as stupid as it was ill-founded, he would not concede anything to her, and that Phoebe should remain. And remain she did, with the result that violent discord reigned for two ysars in the doctor's establishment. No prophet was needed to predict that such a state of matters could not lost for any great length of time, and the culmination could hardly fail to be exceedingly disagreable The quarrels between the doctor and his wife grew more frequent and more violent, and they mutually separated from bed and hoard though living under the same roof. The culminating stage was reached at last, when one day a quarrel more violent than usual occurred between the doctor and his wife, it arose from some very unguarded and foolish remark made by Mrs. Simson about Phoebe Muirhead; and this being resented by the doctor, an explosion resulted. And it was said that he so far forgot himself as to strike his wife; but on this point there was a conflict of evidence. The dootor visited his patients as usuaI, returning soon after mid-day, when the quarrel was renewed. It was his custom to see patients at his house from 2 to 4, after which he again went out visiting, usually returning home between 6 and 7, when he dined, and if his services were not in demand he spent the evening from home. This routine was necessarily an arbitrary one, and subject to many alterations by the exigencies of his calling; but on the day I instance it was pretty closely followed.
When he had had his dinner he went to his wife's room, for the purpose, as he himself avowed, of trying to appease her wrath. But in this he was not successful , and they parted in stormy anger. He left the house saying he would be back about 10 ; it was then a little after 8. An hour later Mrs. Simson was seized with illness, whioh in a short time presented such alarming symptoms that a neighbouring dootor named Reynolds was summoned. Recognising the urgency of the case, and yet finding a difficulty in diagnosing it, he called in the assistance of a colleague, and after a consultation they decided that the unfortunate lady was suffering from the effects of a violent irritant poison. She had already passed into a state of delirium— collapse ensued, and in spite of everything they tried, she gradually sank and died. An hour later Dr. Simson returned home, and it was averred that when he heard of his wife's death he seemed glad.
Of course the circumstances and suddenness of the poor woman's decease rendered a post-mortem examination indispensable, with the result that it was proved beyond doubt that death was due to the administration of cherry laurel water, a very powerful and irritant poison, the effects of whioh on the human system are extremely rapid.
In Dr. Simson's surgery there was found a bottle, not quite full, of the cherry laurel water, and critical examination proved that the bottle had recently been disturbed, and a portion of its contents taken out, while a basin that had contained soup of which Mrs. Simson had partaken gave unmistakable evidence that the soup had been poisoned, for the few drops remaining in the basin were found by analysis to be impregnated with the deadly liquid.
On the face of it, it seemed dearly a case of murder or suicide, but murder being the most probable, Dr. Simson was arrested and charged with having caused the death of his wife, The unhappy life that he had led with his wife and the onuses that produced that unhappiness certainly militated strongly against him, and there was a very generally expressed belief that he would be convicted. His preliminary examination resulted in his being committed for trial, which subsequently took place at the assizes, and the whole of the pitiable story as I have related it was duly unfolded.
The evidence that was tendered by the prosecution was of the most superficial circumstantial character, and from the very first it wss seen to be so weak as to render a conviction highly improbable. Not a soul was brought forward who could swear that Simson had ever been heard to threaten his wife, who was described as an excitable and violent-tempered womun. But the prosecution urged that her excitability and violence of temper were due to her husband's conduct. On the other hand, one witness swore that the doctor was most kind to his wife, and she had heard her on more than one occasion threaten to take her own life. This witness was Phoebe Muirhead, and though she was subjected to a long and merciless examination at the hands of one of the ablest counsel of the day, who conducted the proseoution, her evidenoe was not shaken in the least.
Of course Phoebe became an object of great interest, not only on account of her good looks, but from her self-possessed manner and her extreme coolness under the legal fire. Indeed, it was said that she was one of the most remarkable witnesses ever examined in a murder trial. Of course the prosecution did everything they possibly could to discredit her, and an attempt was made to prove that there had beon a liaison between her and her master, and that he had murdered his wife in order that he might marry Phoebe. This attempt, however, was quite a failure, for it was not bucked up by one jot of evidence, and all the servants of the household spoke to the doctor being an exceedingly kind and good-natured man.
The trial extended over three days, and resulted in the acquittal of the accused, who was most skilfully defended, and the theory set up by the defence was that of suicide. So plausible indeed was this made to appear that public opinion, which at its first general drift had been against the doctor, completely turned in his favour, and the theory of suicide was considered by the people as being clearly established. At any rate, no jury could possibly nave convicted the prisoner on such evidence as that whioh was given against him, and so he went forth a free but a ruined man— that is so far as his prospects in Manchester were concerned, for after having stood in the dock charged with the murder of his wife his professional career was bound to suffer. At any rate, although there was a good deal of sympathy expressed for him, and some talk was made of a testimonial, he resolved upon quitting the town, and emphatically declined to be the recipientof any practical form of sympathy. After his acquittal he wrote along letter to the papers, in whioh he entirely rebutted the charges that bad been made against his honour aud his character, and he expressed a firm conviction that his unhappy wife's infirmity of temper had led her to destroy her own life, and as she had a considerable knowledge of drugs and free access to his dispensary she had no difficulty in procuring a powerful poison for her purpose. He further averred that on one or two occasions she had spoken to him of the deadly and rapid effects of cherry laurel water, and had expressed an opinion that death through its instrumentality would be extremely quick and well-nigh painless.
Now whether his statements in this respect were true or not it is impossible to say, but at any rate his letter had the effect of causing a revulsion of feeling against him to some extent, for people said that if he was aware of his wife's likelihood to destroy her life he should not have placed temptations in her way by allowing her to have access to his dispensary, and a good many letters to that effect were published; but he would not be drawn into any controversy, and in a little while he disposed of his practice and effects and with his children went to Australia. A rumour was subsequently set afloat that he had taken Phoebe Muirhead with him and married her, but this was conclusively proved to he a shameless falsehood.
Let me state here that I had nothing whatever to do with the foregoing case. I read the accounts of it in the papers, and was much interested in it as being a very human drama in which most of the worst passions of our common nature were depicted. But little did I dream then that it was reserved for me to give the grim truth of the tragedy to the world.
TEN YEARS passed away, and the lines of my duty were east in Edinburgh. I had about that time been rather prominently before the public, as through my instrumentality a gang of desperate coiners and forgers had been broken up and most of the members brought to book. I was then living in the old town, and in the immediate neighbourhood of the college. One evening my landlady— for I was a bachelor and occupied apartments— informed me that a woman wished to see me, and on going to the door I found an old woman there with a shawl over her head.
'You are Mr. Donovan?' she queried.
'I am,' I answered.
'Well, sir,' she said, ' I want you for the love of God to come with me to a poor creature who is dying, and who wants to tell you something.'
'What can she possibly want to tell me?'
'I don't know, but Bhe begged and prayed of me to come to you and ask you to see her.'
'Who is she?'
'She's a lodger of mine.'
'What's her name?'
'She is a Mistress Melvine, but her husband has left her. She has some sore trouble on her mind, and has drunk her self to pieceB. Do come, sir, I beg of you, for I am sure she has something of great importance to tell you, if her senses only last, but all day she's been kind of raving, and I'm afraid her brain's given way.'
Thus urged I put on my hat and followed the woman to one of the un wholesome wynds leading out of the Canongate. Groping my way up a dark, ill-smelling, and dirty stair, I found myself in a low-ceilinged and filthy room, the air of which was fetid and suffocating, so that the first thing I did was to open the small diamond-paned window. And though the air that came in from the foul wynd was bad enough, it was infinitely better than that of the wretched apartment. The room was feebly lighted by a paraffin lamp that stood on a rickety table, but the glass of the lamp was so smoked and grimed that the light was obscured. When my eyes got accustomed to the gloom I saw u woman lying on the dirty bed— a haggard-faced, blear-eyed, awful-looking woman, upon whom the green and sickly hues of death seomed to have settled.
The landlady, who had accompanied me into the room, said:
'That's the poor creature, man, but she's in an awful way.' Then addressing the dying woman, she continued:
'Wake up, dearie; I've got Mr. Donovan to come to you.'
At this the woman gave a start, and then uttered a maniacal shriek that was positively startling, and she exclaimed:
'Oh, God! take them off me— take them off me! They are tearing my limbs out. It's awful— awful!'
As this was evidently the raving of delirium, I turned to my conductor and said:
'What is the use of your bringing me here? The poor creature is evidently not rational, therefore what can she tell me?'
'Oh, she'll be all right directly:— she takes these fits,' was the answer.
Thereupon I drew a chair to the bed side, and sitting down touched the dying creature's hand. A shudder passed through her, but in a few minutes .sho turned her eyes apon me, and stared at me for some time, until at last in a posi tively Bepulchral voice she asked—
'Who are you?' I told her who I was, and then as she passed her withered hand over her forehead she murmured—
'Ah, yes, oh, yes— I know, I know.'
I noticed then that though worn by disease and bloated with drink she was a comparatively young woman, and had at one time evidently been good-looking.
'Tell me,' I said encouragingly and gently, what is it you want to talk about?'
'Murder— murder,' she gasped out hoarsely.
'Murder?' I echoed.
'Yes. It's rotted me and broken my life, and drugged me down to hell. Murder— I say it's murder, and I did it.'
I scrutinised her keenly, and felt some what doubtful whether this was not the mere raving of a distraught mind.
'Well, well, calm yourself,' I said, 'you had better not talk about it now. Let it be some other time.'
'Some other time,' she shrieked with on awful laugh. 'What other time do you think there is for such a wretch as I am? God Almighty pity me— what other time shall I have?'
As she seemed to speak rationally enough now, I said— 'If you, have anything on your mind relieve yourself of it by all means— it will relieve you to tell me.'
'Oh; yes, it will relieve me,' she moaned; 'that is what I sent for you for. I cannot die until I have unburdened my conscience. I am a guilty wretch, but my secret has corroded into my soul, and the voice of conscience has goaded me to madness. I have tried to drown it with drink, but it is no use— no use. It would not be stifled.'
'But what is your crime?'
'Murder, I tell you,' she cried ouf fiercely.
'Whom did you murder?'
'A woman.'
'What woman?'
'One whom I hated,' she hissed out between her clenched teeth, and wringing her hands as if in a spasmodic agony of distress.
'Why did you hate her?'
Because she stood between me and the man I loved. It was a guilty love, for that woman was his wife.'
'Well, tell me the whole thing,' remarked, as she paused and covered her face with her hands.
'Where and' whet was this?'
' It's years ago— years ago,' she sobbed. 'It seems to me as if it was only yester day, and yet I have gone through fiery torments since.'
'Where was the crime committed?'
'In Manchester.'
'In Manchester!' I exclaimed, as there came back to my memory the case of Dr. Simson.
'Yes; a Dr. Simson was tried for murdering his wife, but he was innocent. I did it— I did it.'
'I remember Dr. Simeon's case quite well, ' I remarked, with growing interest.
'Did you know him?' she asked quietly.
'No, but I read the reports in the papers.'
'Well, but he was acquitted.'
'Yes, I know that, and it was supposed that his wife had committed suicide. But she did nothing of the sort,' exclaimed the wretched creature, becoming excited again. 'I killed her.'
'Why did you kill her?'
'Because she made his life miserable, and because I loved him.'
'What is your name?' I asked, taking out my notebook.
'It is Melvine now, but then it was Muirhead.'
'Oh, yes, I remember, you were a nursery governess in tho family ?'
'I was.'
'Was there any guilty knowledge between you and your master?'
'No, as God is my judge, no. He had joked with me, and once said: "Phoebe, if I were a single man I would make you my wife." It was only said in fun, but the words sank into my brain. They seemed to set it on fire, and my hatred then for Mrs. Simson became so intense that the very sight of her maddened me. One day, when she had been nagging at her husband more than usual, it caused my blood to boil, and a voice seemed to whisper in my ear, "Kill her, kill her." I could not resist the promptings of that voice, and I resolved to do its bidding. I had heard that cherry laurel water was a deadly poison, and I knew that the doctor had a bottle of it in his surgery. I went then and took some out, and put it into Mrs. Simson's soap. I felt no remorso at tho time. I had no compunctions. And when I knew she was dead I could almost have cried out for joy.'
'It is a dreadful story,' I remarked. 'You must have been truly mad,' and instinctively, and with something like a shudder, I pushed my chair a little further from the bed. She noticed this, and said:—
'You shun me like a leper. But no wonder. I shun myself, I hate myself, I curse myself. I have cursed myself for years, and the curse has had effect. I thought when that awful trial was over the man I loved, and for whom I had risked my immortal soul, would have married me. But he shunned me.'
'Did he suspect you of the crime?' I askeel quickly.
'Never, never,' she cried emphatically, 'He believed, poor fellow, that she poisoned herself. And yet, though I put myself in his way, and told him that I loved him, he gave me no encouragement, and when he went away, I felt that my life was blasted. I subsequently became the wife of a wretch named Melvine— a brutal, coarse wretch, who ran away three months afterwards. Since then remorse has lashed me with scorpions, and I have plunged down into the depths of infamy, hoping to find Lethe, but it's not there. I don't believe I shall find it oven in the grave itself.'
Her distress and agitation were dreadful to behold. The whole picture, in fact, was awful, for the woman was as pitiable a wreck as I have ever looked upon; and the squalid, filthy surroundings were revolting to the senses. Although I felt a certain sympathy forthe unhappy creature who trembled on the brink of the unknown, and it was, so to speak, of a negative kind, for she had committed a very cruel and cold-blooded crime; and, though I tried in my own mind to find some extenuating circumstances in her favour, I confess that I failed, for she had not struck down her victim in the fury of her heated passion, but had deliberately planned her death, and deliberately brought it about, because murder by poison must be the work of deliberation. Nevertheless, I did try all I could to give her somo consolation, although I was conscious of my unfitness for such an office.
But it was only too obvious that death had fastened upon her, and her hours were numbered. I suggested that a clergyman should be sent for, but with a shudder she protested against that, saying that she was not going to play the hypocrite in the sight of heaven, and that she could die more easily now that she had relieved her mind of its burdening secret which she had borne so long. She had told her story only with a supreme effort and with great difficulty, for her voice was all but gone, and her breath came in laboured gasps. It had been very painful indeed, to listen to her, for her physical powers were so obviously gone, and a certain amount of will power alone had enabled her to accomplish her purpose. The terrible secret that she had nursed for so many years had, as she herself expressed it, corroded her, and the once pretty and atractive woman had become an eyesore— a something that seemed to outrage the senses and caused an inward shrinking, as it were. But still I was not so wanting in human charity as not to feel deep sorrow at this spectacle of a fellow-being lying there a battered wreck— abandoned, friendless, and hopeless. It was a terrible example of the result of human error, and one could but breathe a silent prayerful hope that the poor frail thing had already expiated her offence by the suffering she had endured through all the dreadful years during which remorse had tortured her with the torture of the damned.
For some little time she lay perfectly still and silent, save for the stertorous breathing. Her eyes were closed, the lips slightly parted, the nostrils dilated while the hue of her haggard, pinched face was that of a corpse many days old. I had hurriedly written in my notebook the story, as, she told it to me, and I was anxious that she should append her signature to it, and I asked the land-lady if she could get me a pen and ink, which she succeeded in doing after some delay and trouble.
In the meantime the dying woman rallied a little, and turning her sunken eyes on me she murmured in such low tones that I had to bend forward to catch what she said.
'I want you to make this confession public— that is why I sent for you. I have often heard you spoken of, and I felt sure that you were the right person to tell my story to. Let the memory of the dead Mrs. Simson, be cleared, and every shadow of suspicion removed from the doctor. His wife was not a good, woman. She had slow, suspicions nature and a temper that would have maddened a saint, but still it was no justification for my killing her.'
'I will, do all that I possibly can to comply with your request,' I said. 'I have written out your confession, and if you are capable of listening to it I will read it and then ask you to sign it.'
'Yes, yes, road it — road it,' she ex claimed excitedly. I proceeded to do this, and during the reading she groaned frequently, and clutched the bed quilt with a fierce, nervous terror. Before I had finished the woman had returned with the pen and ink, and motioning her to be silent, I proceeded to the end. Then dipping the pen in the ink I placed it in the hand of Mrs. Melvine, and with the utmost difficulty she scrawled her name and fell back exhausted.
I waited a little while until she had recovered somewhat, then asked her i if she had over, heard from Dr. Simson.
'No,' she answered, 'never. If he had only given me one encouraging glance before he left, if he had only sent me one brief line since he went away, it would have put a gleam of light into my saddened life. But never a glance, never a word! I was a poor, weak, miserable fool, because I really thought he loved me. I loved him, and would have been happy as his slave. But I made a mistake, and knew it when too late. I mistook a shadow for substance, and when I had become a murderess I discovered my error.'
'And did the doctor never suspect that you had done his wife to death?'
'No, never. I believe now that if he had he would have given me up to the law's vengeance. Oh, what a mad, mad fool I was!'
She had exhausted her little remaining energy again, andlay still and silent, and as the scene was very painful, and I did not see that there was anything else to be learnt, I rose quietly and left the room.
I knew that medical assistance was absolutely useless, otherwise I would have procured it for the wretched creature. But I purchased some fruit and jelly and sent it up to her, and I called upon a clergyman with whom I was acquainted, and begged him to go to tho poor woman and try if possible to give her some hope and smooth her dying pillow. He promised to do so, and fulfilled his promise as far as the going went, about an hour later; but he was too late. Death had entered before him, and placed the seal of eternal silence on Mrs. Melvine's lips. He told me, however, that the face wore a calm and peaceful expression, and something like a smile wreathed itself about the mouth, as if in a supreme moment, when the darkness of the grave was closing about her, the tired, weary eyes saw afar off some gleam of light. Perhaps it was so— God grant that it was.
As soon as possible I reported the matter to headquarters, and publicity was duly given to the dying confession, and personally I went to considerable trouble to discover the whereabouts of Dr. Simson I found he was practising in Sydney, Now South Wales, and, I seat him a copy of the confession. He acknowledged its receipt in a long letter of gratitude, and said that he thanked God for his children's sake that the truth had at last been revealed.
__________________
4: The House in the Forest
Harold Ward
1879-1950
Weird Tales March 1924
A WOMAN'S scream, shrill and filled with agony! A low guttural muttering. The crowd rushed in from all sides. When they arrived they found her lying dead, her throat torn and bleeding, her face disfigured, her clothing ripped almost from her body.
"And not a sign of a footprint but her own. Not a single trace of the murderer anywhere. She was killed— murdered in cold blood! Choked to death! How? We want you to run down her slayer and bring the wretch to justice. The business men of Como are ready to pay any amount— even into the thousands— only put the guilt where it belongs. Will you take the case?"
Thus, tersely and to the point, did John Brayton, the mayor of Como, summarize the peculiar and horrible crime that had caused a wave of rage to sweep over the entire vicinity.
I hesitated. My time was filled to the limit. My men were all out on big cases— cases from which I did not dare to take them. Yet here was an opportunity to accommodate an old friend. I have long since given up active work, devoting my time to the business end of my agency. But here seemed an opportunity to pick up a little easy money and, at the same time, demonstrate to the youngsters of my force that the "old man" had not yet lost the cunning which had made me— if I may say it without egotism— one of America's greatest man hunters.
Briefly stated, the case was a peculiar one, yet one I believed, from what Brayton had told me, I could solve. The business men of the little town of Como had closed up thor stores the day previous and gone to the woods in a body for a community picnic. Miss Claire, one of the picnickers— a girl of unusual beauty, and extremely popular with all who knew her—had Jiuarreled with her sweetheart during the afternoon, follow¬ ing which she had wandered off into the woods a quarter of a mile from the others, probably to enjoy a woman's privilege— a good cry.
They had heard her cries for help. Rushing to the spot, they found things as Brayton had described. The murdered girl's fiance, James Finch, had a clean cut alibi; he had been with the others when the screams were heard and was among the first to reach the slain girl's side.
Naturally, so popular a girl had had other suitors, but according to Brayton all were accounted for at the time of the murder. It looked more like the work of some tramp or wandering degenerate— only there was still to be accounted for the lack of footprints.
The Como police force, consisting of a single constable, had been able to do nothing. Nor had the sheriff's office done any better. The county officers joined with the business men in asking that my services be secured.
Before Brayton finished his narrative, I had decided to accept the commission. I told him of my decision much to his relief, and we were about to enter his car to start for the litle village when the telephone on my desk rang violently. It was a long distance call for Brayton. He answered, then suddenly grew white faced.
"Great God!" he exclaimed.
He turned to me, his hand over the transmitter. "There's been another mysterious murder!" he whispered huskily. "In the same woods. Another woman, the wife of a farmer. The body was tom and mangled as in the case of Miss Claire. And not a single clew. What shall I tell them? The body has been undisturbed, waiting for news from me."
"Tell them to leave things alone and keep away from the spot!" I exclaimed, leaping for my hat. "Order them not to tramp over the ground or disturb any clews! For we're going to get there as fast as that big touring car of yours can carry us."
Shouting his directions into the phone, Brayton rushed out with me, and an instant later we were burning up the smooth asphalt road towards Como.
WE reached the village in the dusk of the late afternoon to find the little place agog with excitement over the second murder within two days. In company with the constable and a half dozen of the leading citizens, we set out for the scene of the tragedy, arriving just as the sun was sinking over the western horizon.
A little group surrounding the body gave way at our approach— all except the victim's husband, a stolid-faced yokel with a tiny, unkempt youngster hanging onto his hand, who sat a short distance away from the body, his head bowed in grief, his eyes filled with unshed tears.
The dead woman lay under a huge tree with low, overhanging branches, located deep in the forest. My orders by telephone had been scrupulously carried out, for, with the exception of the footprints made by the husband when, alarmed at his wife's prolonged absence, he had set out to find her, there was not a single mark on the soft, spongy ground except those made by the woman herself.
Like that of the earlier victim, the body was badly mangled. The neck had been broken, the head being twisted grotesquely out of angle with the trunk. The upper clothing was torn almost from the body, while the flesh was bruised and battered as by a giant fist.
Such an investigation as I could make by the light of my flash light and lan¬ terns hastily procured from nearby farmhouses failed to disclose even the vestige of a clew to work on.
Nor did the story told by the husband assist me any. One of the cows had broken out of the pasture a quarter of a mile away while he had been at work in the fields, he said, dumbly. He being busy, his wife had volunteered to go in search of the straying animal. After an absence of nearly an hour, seeing the cow returning leisurely to the stable and his wife not yet having returned, he had tied his team and gone to look for her, thinking that perhaps some accident had befallen her. He had found her just as we had seen her.
Uulike the case of Miss Claire, however, he had heard no cries, nor had he seen any strangers in the vicinity either that day, or the day before. His wife had been dead a considerable time when he discovered her, and she had been killed too far away from the house for him to have heard the noise of the struggle from the field in which he was at work.
Clearly, the husband did not possess sufficient imagination to commit a clewless murder. Hence I did not advise holding him, but turned my attention to searching in other directions.
My efforts were fniitless. At every angle I ran against a blank wall. There was nothing from which to make a start.
Turning the body over to the coroner and the sheriff, who arrived shortly after us. Mayor Brayton and I returned to Como. The darkness of the dense forest had put a stop to any more investigations for the night.
THE following morning I took up my work in earnest. Visiting the local undertalung establishment, I attended the inquest over the body of the first victim of the murderer, then announced to Brayton and several others my intention of going back into the forest to look the ground over in daylight immediately after lunch.
But the night had brought upon the citizens a sort of terror of the unknown. The constable, with downcast eyes and crimsoned cheeks, apologized for not being able to accompany me, asserting that his wife had passed a bad night and could not be left alone. The sheriff was but little braver, having found, he said, that sudden business called him into another part of the country. Brayton alone offered to go with me. His offer was made, however, with such reluctance that I gravely informed him that I would go alone, adding that I could think better when by myself— greatly, I believe, to his relief.
I allowed him, however, to take me to the edge of the woods in his machine, where he dropped me after giving me precise directions how to find the spot where Miss Claire had met her death.
Striking out at a brisk walk, I reached the place within half an hour and made a thorough examination, failing, however, to find anything that would add to my store of knowledge. But this I felt, was due to the fact that the ground had been so thoroughly tramped over the day of the murder that even had there been anything out of the ordinary it would have been eliminated by the over-zealous country officials.
Yet there was something that gave me cause for speculation. I climbed into the lower branches of the tree under which the body had been found. On one of them were several peculiar marks as if someone wearing hobnailed shoes had been hidden among the leaves. I had no way of ascertaining whether the amateur sleuths had searched the branches or not, but inasmuch as Brayton had said nothing about it, nor had it been mentioned at the inquest, I was safe in presuming that I was the first .to make the discovery. It was a step in the right direction at any rate, I felt.
With this as a starting point, I sat down under a great oak a short distance away and tried to reason the thing out from every angle.
HOW long I sat absorbed in my own thoughts I do not know. Possibly hours. At any rate, I was suddenly aroused from my reverie by the fact that darkness had commenced to settle down.
I looked at my watch. It was past six o'clock. In the blackness of the forest it grew dark early and, to make matters worse, a storm was impending. Already the skies were overcast and checked here and there by nasty forked streaks of lightning.
I leaped to my feet and started out to retrace my steps. I had gone possibly half a mile when night settled down in earnest and, a few minutes later, the storm burst in all its fury. The rain fell in sheets accompanied by a wind that bent even the monarchs of the forest. Heavy branches fell about me. My haste to get out of the accursed place may have had something to do with the matter, but, at any rate, I suddenly awoke to the realization that I was hopelessly lost.
I quickened my steps and hurried on. But the further I progressed the more certain I was that I was getting deeper into the forest. Finally, in desperation,
I turned and struck out in a new direction.
I had probably been walking two hours when, suddenly, a little clearing appeared before me in the midst of which was set, as best I could observe by the lightning flashes, a tumbledown house. In one of the windows a light gleamed through the rain and storm. Never in all my eventful career have I welcomed anything as joyfully as I did that spot of light. With my heart beating happily I hurried on toward its source.
The place appeared, as best I could make out, to be of two stories and a lean-to, with a flat roof and high, crumbling chimneys. Many of the windows were covered by weatherbeaten boards. On others the shutters hung from broken hinges. The yard was filled with weeds and clumps of high, coarse grass, with here and there a mournful evergreen tree to add to the general dismal aspect of the place.
I approached the door by means of an ancient brick walk, nearly getting a bad fall as a result of a loose board in the porch floor, before I gained it. 1 pounded lustily several times before I could elicit a response.
Finally the stumping of feet reached my ear. The. key turned and the door swung slowly back with many a protesting squeak of its rusty hinges the space of a few inches, and a tall, unkempt man with long gray beard and hair, holding aloft an ancient lamp which, smoked and spluttered in the draught, gazed out at me with a sour expression.
"What d'ye want?'' he demanded ungraciously.
I explained my predicament as best I could and asked for supper and a night's lodging. When I had finished he looked me over with evident disapproval.
"I'm not running a hotel," he growled. "The road's only half a mile away."
He was about to close the door in my face when I managed to stick my foot in the crack and hold it open for the minute.
"But, my dear sir," I exclaimed in as wheedling a tone as I could assume, "I have been out in this entire storm. I am wet, chilled to the hone and hungry. Surely you can find some place to put me up. Anywhere will do."
He was about to refuse again when a woman's voice, thin and trembling, piped up:
"Let the poor stranger in, Hank. I can get him a snack to eat and he can sleep in the spare room."
Still grumbling, he opened the door a trifle wider and I slid in. Banging the door behind me and locldng it with painstaking care, he led me down a mildewed hall to an antiquated kitchen located in the lean-to. He put the lamp down on the table while I underwent the squinting inspection of an old woman, half-blind, wrinkled and bent, evidently his wife.
Despite her seeming infirmities, she soon placed a cold lunch out on the table, chattering and clucking to herself as she did so, while her husband, saying nothing, eyed me with ill-concealed malevolence as I disposed of my meagre supper.
Cold as it was, and poorly cooked, I have, never had a meal that tasted better, so tired and exhausted was I.
No sooner had I completed my repast than the old fellow again picked up the lamp and, with a nod toward me, declared that it was bed time and that he was tired. And, truth to tell, I was ready for bed myself.
The room into which he led me was stuffy and filled with mildew. I attempted to raise a window, only to find that it was tightly boarded on the outside. Evidently the place,had been unoccupied for a long time. On the tumbledown bed was a soiled comforter and an even more dirty pillow without a covering. The only other furniture the room boasted was a chair with one leg missing. Before I could complete my inventory, he stumped out with the lamp. leanng me to undress and crawl into bed as best I could in total darkness.
The room oppressed, me. Not only was it the stuffiness, the tomblikeness, but the general air of antiquity and mystery that surrounded the old house and its occupants. Outside. I could hear the rain beating against the sides and roof of the house. The venerable old pile seemed filled with rats; their squealing and scurrying across the floor annoyed me for what seemed hours. The boards of the floor squeaked and groaned, while the Mind caused the trees just outside my window to moan and sigh as it hurled them to and fro. Sleep was an impossibility, despite my exhausted condition.
Then, suddenly, I sat upright in bed, my ears pricked up, listening, I knew not what for every nerve on edge.
With that sixth sense that all good detectives must possess came the thought that in this old house lay the key to the two mysterious murders I was seeking to solve. Call it intuition, or what you will, I was confident that this was the reason for my peculiar restlessness.
Crawling slowly out of the protesting bed and making as little noise as I possibly could, I hurriedly dressed, groping in the darkness for my sodden clothes. Then I crept to the door in my stockinged feet and opened it a crack.
As I did so I heard a noise. It sounded to my strainirtg ears like the rattling of chains.
A door of one of the rooms down the hall was ringed with light Halting just outside my room, I listened again. The place seemed filled with a whisper, hoarse— almost a low, rumbling bass, filled with menace. It was awful— inhuman. My flesh rose in goose pimples at the sound.
"Fer Gawd's sake, Hank, chain him tight!" I heard the woman say in her peculiar, cackling whisper.
There came to my ears again the rattle of chains. And once more that low, bass nimbling— menacing, angry— followed by what sounded like a blow.
"I'll fix ye, damn ye!" I heard the old mail mutter.
I crept closer aud closer to the door frein behind which came the vague whispers. For a second there was silence, broken only by the man's asthmatic breathing and the slight rattle of the chains.
SUDDENLY I heard an angry roar.
Then came woman's piercing scream. The sound of blows! Then the scream again and a menacing, barking growl.
Leaping to my feel and drawing my revolvw, I seized the knob of the door and turned it.
It was locked. Stepping back, I threw my entire weight against it. The rusty hinges gave way before my onslaught and I leaped into the room.
Chained in one corner was a huge black man with the head of an ape, his face twisted with rage. His tiny eyes glowed and burned, his thick lips were writhed back from huge, yellow fangs which chattered his fury. His hair, matted and coarse, hung down over his squatty forehead.
In his arms was the form of the old woman. The old man was beating the brute over the head with his stick. Just as I appeared, the creature hurled the old crone from him and, before the man could leap to safety, had seized him by the throat.
With a single twist of his brawny hands, the brute twisted his victim's neck until I could hear it snap. Then, dropping the palpitating body, he leaped toward me, his fangs bared, his venomous, menacing eyes advertising his hate.
So terrific was the strength exhibited that staple and part of the wall came with him. He reached one long arm for me as I jumped for the door, firing as I fled.
My bullet had no more effect on the raging creature than a pebble thrown by a child. I sent a stream of lead at it, filling its body with bullets until the magazdne of my automatic was emptied. But still he came, shrieking with fury.
With a flying leap, the brute seized me. His long fingers grasped my throat! I felt the breath being choked out of me—
Then, suddenly, the terrific hold gave way and with a hollow cough he crumpled up in a heap at my feet, dead, the blood flowing from a half a dozen wounds.
For a second I stood leaning against the wall, my breath coming in gasps. Then, recovering myself, I seized the lamp which, through some peculiar circumstance, had not been overturned despite the rickety table on which it stood, and made a hasty examination. The man was dead, his neck broken. The little old woman still breathed, however. Gathering her up in my arms, I carried her into the room I had occupied ajid laid her on the bed.
Running back, I secured the lamp, and attempted to administer first aid. She opened her eyes for an instant, recognizing me. Seizing my hand in her skinny talons, she drew me close to her and poured forth her story. Theu, with a deep sigh, of relief, she closed her eyes and. a second later, her soul had passed into eternity.
Briefly, she and her husband had been circus performers in their younger days, be owning the ape-faced boy act in a sideshow and she assisting him. Growing too old for their profession, they had retired with their small savings, buying the little tumbledown house in the midst of the forest in which to spend their declining years.
Hank, her husband, had laid the basis of his good fortune on the work done by "Jingo," his black, malformed idiot, and had insisted on bringing the creature with him instead of selling it with the remainder of the show. For years the old couple had led a cloistered existence in the midst of the forest, happy in their retirement, their only contention being the brute-faced black. Mrs. Lang, as she called hereelf, had demanded that the thing be sold, while Lang, who was evidently a contrary old fellow, objected. Of late, liowever, close confinement— for they feared letting the demented creature out; even under guard, because of their neighbors— had told on him and he had gradually grown ugly and more violent than usual until even Lang had difficulty in handling him.
On the day of the murder of Miss Claire, "Jingo" had broken his bonds and escaped among the trees. Hanging from a low limb, he had seized the poor girl and strangled her to death, afterward throwing her body to the ground where it was found, and escaping among the trees, which accounted for the lack of footprints. Lang searched the forest for the brute, only finding him the following day, after it had killed the farmer's wife.
Fearing the anger of his outraged neighbors, he kept his own counsel, chaining the creature up until such a time as he could dispose of it. My presence in the house led the old people to go to its room to make doubly sure that it was properly secured.
The crazed animal— man, or whatever it may be called— had attacked the old woman. Lang, rushing to her assistance, lost his own life as I have described.
When she had completed her story, I again sought the outdoors, preferring the storm to another hour under the roof of tragedy. Before morning broke the storm abated and I finally ran into a party of searchers organized by Brayton who, alarmed by my prolonged absence, had started into the forest in search of my body, believing that I, too, had fallen a victim to the murderer.
_______________
5: House of the Living Dead
Harold Ward
Weird Tales March 1932
1. John Harper
"LlVING corpses! Men and women, filched from the grave, festering in their moldering cerements, talking, laughing, dancing, breathing, holding hellish jubilee! All this have I seen— and more. Yet who will believe me— I who am an inmate of the House of the Living Dead? Even as I pen this screed I look down and see the rotting cloth dropping from my mildewed framework with every move and feel the maggots bore their tortuous way through my decaying carcass. Ugh! Even I, living dead man that I am, inured to the horror of it all, shudder as I write.
"I am helpless. Would that I had the power to free myself from the foul grasp of Lessman, the master of us all! Across the room lies the body of Carter Cope. Soon, but not until Lessman commands, I will return to occupy it. My body belongs to him— to Doctor Lessman. But my soul is my own, even though Lessman holds it in his clutches. For the soul does not die. Ah, a wonderful man is Darius Lessman— able as he is to throw off his temporal body and assume that of another. He is a superman— or a devil. I—"
ASA RIDER, private investigator, laid the manuscript on the table before him with a snort of disgust.
'What twaddle is this?" he demanded angrily. "My time is too valuable, Mr. Harper, to devote to such drivel. It is nothing but the maniacal gibberings of a diseased brain. I—"
His visitor stopped him with a little gesture.
"But is it?" he questioned gravely.
"Do I look like the sort of man to be stampeded? As I told you at the commencement of our interview, I am an attorney of twenty-five years' standing. I know Carter Cope. Only a few months ago he was in my office. He came in response to my request. I, as attorney for Priestly Ogden, retained him to institute a search for that unfortunate young man. I can honestly say that he is no more insane than you are. He disappeared that night. His car was found, a battered pile of junk, in an abandoned stone quarry many miles north of here. His body has never been found.
"I never believed that he was dead. Then, yesterday, this weird manuscript reached me by mail. It was in a sealed envelope placed within another envelope, both addressed to me. With it was a brief note from a man who signs himself Fred Rolfe stating that he had picked it up alongside the road close to Oakwood cemetery. The handwriting, both in the body of the manuscript and on the envelope, is that of Carter Cope.
"Briefly, sir, I believe that Carter Cope is the victim of some terrible misfortune. Possibly, as you have suggested, it may be mental. But, at any rate, he still lives. I want you to seek him out and save him from this— this thing, whatever it is. I sent Carter Cope into it, just as I am seeking to send you. I feel a moral responsibility and John Harper is not the man to shirk his responsibilities. My private fortune— and I am not a poor man by any means— is at your command. Incidentally, in seeking him, you may run across a clue to the whereabouts of Priestly Ogden. I ask you this favor, Mr. Rider: Read the manuscript to the end. Diagnose it with an open mind. Having finished it, if you do not care to accept the commission, I will seek some other detective. Otherwise—"
"Why did you come to me?" Rider interrupted bluntly. "I am a stranger to you. My reputation is not so great that you would seek me out without some good reason."
John Harper shrugged his shoulders.
"Perhaps you are not unknown to me," he responded quickly. "And I know you to be a single man, your closest relative a distant cousin. I am sending you into danger. And, frankly, you will not be greatly missed should you meet the same fate that seems to have overtaken Carter Cope and Priestly Ogden. I say with equal frankness that I doubt whether you will come out of the affair alive. I have a feeling— call it a hunch, if you choose— to that effect. The man who accepts my commission can not be a coward."
"Your talk of danger intrigues me," Rider said hotly. "Leave the manuscript here. Let me read it through. I will give you my answer in the morning."
John Harper rose to his feet.
"I will be at the Lincoln Tavern until noon tomorrow," he responded, extending his hand. ' I will expect an acceptance by that time or the return of the manuscript. Meanwhile"— his hand moved toward his pocket— "what about a retaining fee? It is customary, I believe."
Rider shook his head.
"Should I accept your commission, I will render my bill when I have finished my work," he answered. "And I warn you in advance, Mr. Harper, that it will not be a small one."
"Bring me the solution of the puzzle and there will be no quibbling over your fee," Harper asserted. "I want to know the truth regardless of the cost."
He moved toward the door. Even before it closed behind him. Rider knew that he would accept the lawyer's tender. He filled and lighted his brier and gathered the sheaf of papers together. They were in pencil, somewhat in the form of a diary, although undated. With them was a clipping from some newspaper, it, like the manuscript, being without date.
They are given here verbatim:
2. The Strange Story of Carter Cope
I AM WRITING this in the House of the Living Dead. I know it by no other name. Perhaps, some time, some one will find this manuscript and explain my strange fate to the world. Now—
But I digress. Let me start at the beginning, hard though it is to tell the story.
There was something sinister and foreboding about the rambling old place that caused me to shudder in spite of myself. On either side was a clump of evergreens through which each breath of vagrant wind soughed and moaned like a lost soul in purgatory. A scant hundred yards away to the right was a tiny, vine-covered ruin of a church, its spire rotting and drooping, its windows broken. Surrounding it was a tangle of underbrush and weeds through which I caught a glimpse of sunken graves and fallen tombstones.
The house was a huge pile of brick and stone and wood. It sprawled against the side of the little hill like some squat, ungainly monster in the midst of a fetid jungle. The weed-grown burying-ground extended through the evergreens almost to the flagstone path which wound, twisting and snake-like, through the mass of creepers and lilac bushes and stunted arbor-vitae trees with which the front yard was filled. There was something eery and unreal about the place— something that gave me a feeling that if I investigated closer I would find a layer of fungus over everything. Surrounding the unsightly ensemble was a high, iron fence, the pickets sharpened at the top.
I swung open the creaking gate and entered, only to leap back with an exclamation of fright as the head and shoulders of a man suddenly appeared out of a little clump of bushes. He was a huge lump of a fellow, loutish and uncouth, his beard black and tangled, the hair— which hung low over his retreating forehead— long and matted and filled with sand burs. For an instant he gazed at me, an idiotic grin on his dough-like face, while I stared blankly back. Then I recovered myself and plunged into speech.
"I am looking for Doctor Darius Lessman," I informed him civilly. "Does he live here?"
The man made neither sound nor comment. Not a gleam of comprehension flitted over his ox-like face. I repeated the question again. For what seemed ages he stood there gazing dumbly at me. Then, with a queer, gurgling, throaty sound, he turned and disappeared back into the tangle of underbrush.
I was tempted to turn and retreat to my car, which stood beside the road a dozen rods away. Again the boding of disaster swept over me. In spite of the fact that the day had been hot and sultry, I felt the chills chase themselves up and down my spinal column. Would to God I had yielded to that feeling and left the accursed place then and there. Instead, cursing myself for a fool, I squared my shoulders and continued my way up the stone-paved path.
The door before which I found myself was of nail-studded oak, blackened with age and flanked on either side by narrow panes of dark-colored glass. There was no sign of bell or knocker. Doubling my fist, I pounded a lusty tattoo.
There was no answer. I rapped again, cursing under my breath. I had a feeling that there was somebody on the other side of the panels, although I. heard nothing. I raised my knuckles to rap again, when the door opened a tiny crack and an eye peered out at me. I opened my mouth to speak, when the eye was suddenly withdrawn. A chain rattled. Then the door was slowly opened and I found myself staring into the face of a young woman attired in the conventional garb of a nurse.
"Pardon the delay in answering your summons," she said in a rich, throaty contralto. "In a place like this we, naturally, are forced to be careful."
She waited for me to answer. She was tall— taller than the average— and dark with the clear, white skin of the Eurasian. Her hair was drawn back under her pert little cap; it was as blade as the darkness of a moonless night, while the eyes which gazed inquiringly into mine were as deep and unfathomable as limpid pools.
"Doctor Lessman," I managed to articulate.
"What is your business with him?" she demanded pleasantly, although firmly. "Doctor Lessman is, as you are no doubt aware, a very busy man. I am his secretary."
I nodded and presented my credentials.
"Carter Cope," she said, gazing down at the card in the leather-covered case I held in front of her eyes. "You are a detective?"
"In search of a young man named Priestly Ogden," I hastened to explain. "I have been retained by his relatives— or rather, by his lawyer for them."
"And where does Doctor Lessman fit into the picture?" she inquired.
"I hardly know myself," I smiled back at her. "The fact is that in searching through the young man's effects I chanced upon a scrap of paper on which the doctor's name was written. Investigation showed that he is licensed to operate a sanitarium for the treatment of mental disorders. Resolved to run down every possible clue, I came here in the hope that some quirk in the young man's brain prompted him to place himself under the doctor's care in the belief that he was temporarily deranged."
She nodded her comprehension.
"I can recall no patient by that name," she said thoughtfully. "However, it would be best for you to talk to the doctor. Step into the office, please, and I will call him."
THE ROOM in which I found myself was out of keeping with the gloomy exterior of the house. It was gorgeously furnished, its columns of lapis-lazuli, the great fireplace across the end of onyx and marble. The walls were panelled and covered with silken curtains; the rugs were Persian and almost priceless. Here and there hung rare paintings; scattered about were exquisite marbles in keeping with the remainder of the great room.
I dropped into a large Louis XV chair and looked about me.
"Doctor Lessman is busy just now," the girl informed me as she glided into the room. "I have informed him of your presence, however, and he will be with you inside of a few minutes."
She left the room again, closing the door behind her. I heard the click of a bolt and knew that I had been locked inside. My dealings with hospitals for the insane had been negligible, however, and I solaced myself with the thought that this, perhaps, was the customary procedure in places such as this.
For a moment I busied myself in making a mental survey of the room and its treasures. Then the thought suddenly flashed through my mind that, even though the sun was shining brightly outside, the place was artificially lighted. I glanced toward the windows. What I discovered there gave me a start. The rich tapestry curtains covered thick steel shutters, tightly padlocked.
"YOU wished to see me, sir?"
I woke from my revery. The man who stood before me was tall and thin almost to the point of emaciation. He was clad in a surgeon's white smock, his coal-black hair brushed straight back. His nose was thin and hooked slightly, his dark beard trimmed to a needle-point. It was his eyes, however, which attracted me most. They were black and beady, deeply sunken in their sockets and thatched by heavy brows, giving his countenance an appearance at once saturnine and satanic.
I leaped to my feet with an apology.
"You are Doctor Lessman?"
He nodded. Then:
"My secretary tells me that you are seeking a young man— Ogden, I believe she said the name was?"
While he was speaking he motioned me back to my chair, at the same time seating himself on the opposite side of the table. From one of the drawers he drew forth a sack of smoking-tobacco and a book of papers and, taking a leaf therefrom, deftly rolled himself a cigarette.
"Smoke?" he inquired, pushing a humidor of cigars across to me.
I nodded and accepted one of the weeds. He waited until I had lighted it, then plunged into a mass of questions which almost left me breathless with the answering. The man was a brilliant talker, examining me so deftly that inside of five minutes he had milked me dry in spite of myself, learning almost as much of my past life as I knew myself.
"A bachelor, eh?" he said reflectively. "Quite the thing, I would imagine, for one whose occupation is as dangerous as yours. Criminology has always been a hobby of mine; I regret that I have not had the time to study it more. Take the present instance— psychologically, I mean. I would like to know what reasoning led you to believfe that your man, Ogden, was here?"
We are all more or less susceptible to flattery. I am no different from the average man. I told him of my search for the missing young man and the finding of the slip of paper among his effects with Lessman's name written on it.
"It was my belief," I said, taking the bit of paper from my pocket and passing it across the table to the physician, "that the young man might be suffering from a belief that he was off mentally and that he had, therefore, placed himself under your care."
Lessman slowly shook his head as he examined the paper I had handed him.
"Not my writing," he said. Then: "In other words, Mr. Cope, your visit here is merely one of the thousand little details connected with your profession?"
I nodded.
"By running down each tiny due we eventually hit upon something which leads us to the solution of the puzzle we are working on," I answered somewhat grandiloquently.
"Your man Watson?" he inquired with a twinkle in his deep-set eyes. "I presume you have one— some admirer who takes notes of your triumphs and mistakes in the hope of some day handing your exploits down to posterity?"
I shook my head.
"I work entirely alone," I replied. "My trip here will, like thousands of my other mistakes, never be chronicled for the simple reason that no one will ever know of it. No one knows that I am here and I am not fool enough to tell of my blunder. It is only my successes that I report."
I realized too late that my answer was what he had been seeking for. His face changed. The look of dignity was wiped out in an instant and in its place came a peculiar, evil stare.
I started to leap to my feet. Something held me in my chair as in a vise. What was it? I do not know. Nor do I understand it to this day. I struggled against it with all the power at my command, but in vain. I tried to talk. My tongue clove to the roof of my mouth. My head was as dear as a bell. I could think and reason, but I could not co-ordinate my muscles. I was paralyzed.
LESSMAN bent over me for an instant.
Then he stepped across the floor and opened the door.
"Meta!" he called sharply.
The girl entered. She gave a single look at me, then dropped into a chair and covered her face with her hands.
"Another?" she wailed. "Oh, God! No more— no more! This— this horrible— this awful thing has gone far enough!"
Lessman stretched his hand toward her.
She rose, half crouching, and approached my side. Then she sprang back again, a look of revulsion spreading over her beautiful face.
"Some other time. Some other time," she wailed. "I can not go through with it today."
A dog-whip was lying on one of the chairs. Lessman seized it and brought it down across her beautiful shoulders. With the first blow her attitude changed. For an instant she cowered in the corner. Then, as he struck her again, he hissed a word of command. She tore her gown open in the front and allowed its folds to drop around her, baring her beautiful body to the lash. Across the white flesh the cruel whip raised a dozen red welts. She took a step closer to her tormenter. Again and again he struck her with all the force at his command.
The expression on her face was not one of pain, but of sensual enjoyment. She uttered no sound as she stood there, her lips parted slightly in a smile that showed her gleaming teeth, a look of almost dog-like devotion in her wonderful eyes. With a snarl, the doctor finally hurled the whip upon the floor. She leaped forward and dropped to her knees at his feet, her arms raised in an attitude of supplication.
"You are my master!" she exclaimed proudly. "My body is yours to command. My soul belongs to God, but you are its keeper."
He smiled triumphantly. Slowly he turned on the balls of his feet and pointed to me. Her eyes brightened. For an instant she crouched like a panther about to spring. Then she turned to him again.
"Something tells me that somewhere another holds my heart like a burning pearl between his hands. Master," she wailed.
"This is he," Lessman asserted.
Her face changed. She moved toward me slowly, her rounded arms extended. I prayed. God, how I prayed! The world danced before my eyes. Something was happening. My very soul was being torn from its moorings. She pressed her lips to mine. I attempted to push her from me— to shriek for help. I was unable to move, to utter a sound.
Before me the burning eyes of Lessman seared into my brain. Something seemed to tell me that I was not myself— that I was some one else— some one who had known and loved this girl in the dim past.... Then consciousness left me.
3. The Awakening
I RETURNED to consciousness with a start. I was lying on a cot in a bleak, unfurnished room. The sun was shining through the uncurtained window. The beetle-browed man I had seen in the garden at the time of my entrance was sitting on a broken chair close to the foot of the bed regarding me with an idiotic grin.
For an instant I lay there trying to collect my thoughts. Then recollection swept over me. The remembrance of that meeting in the doctor's office— everything— came to me with a rush. I swung my feet to the floor and rose unsteadily. The man with the beetle brow gave a peculiar, guttural cry and took to his heels, slamming the door behind him.
Unconsciously I swept my hand across my chin. My face was covered with a day's growth of stubble. Yet I had visited the barber just before driving to Lessman's. I glanced down at my wrist watch. It had stopped. The thought flashed across my mind that I had slept the clock around. I felt groggy and tired. My brain declined to function. For an instant the room swam before my eyes. Was I dreaming? No.
I wondered if I was a prisoner. Summoning all of my will-power I staggered to the door through which the shaggy-haired man had retreated. It was unlocked. I stepped out into the hallway.
Unlike the lavishly furnished room where I had met Doctor Lessman, the hall was unfurnished and bare. Cobwebs hung from the ceiling; the corners were festooned with them. The floor was covered with dust. The paper was mildewed and torn. On either side the doors were open. I noted that none of the apartments were furnished. All bore the same evidence of desertion that the hall showed.
I was on the second floor. That much was apparent. I dragged my weary body around the comer and came upon a stairway leading downward. I descended, finally emerging upon the lower level almost in front of Lessman's office. The door was open. I entered.
The saturnine physician was seated beside the table smoking, a book between his fingers. He turned slowly at my approach, his eyes gazing into vacancy. Then recognition swept over him and he gave me a slight nod.
"You are— yes, you are Cope," he said slowly. "Sit down. What do you want?"
"My freedom," I answered bitterly.
He raised his arched eyebrows questioningly.
"My dear man, you are free to go whenever you choose," he answered almost irritably. "You came here as a voluntary patient and asked for treatment.
"Patient? Treatment?" I ejaculated. "What do you mean?"
"Just what I say," he responded. "Your bill is paid a month in advance. Naturally, I will not refund your money, although I do not care to hold you against your will."
Again the room swam before my eyes. Was I insane? Was the whole horrible affair only the hallucination of a disordered mind? Had I dreamed of the beating he had inflicted upon the girl, Meta? Was the episode following my entrance only a part of my delirium? I turned to him appealingly.
My face must have reflected the condition of my mind. He pointed to the door. I strode forward and, turning the knob, looked out. Something— some strange power— held me back. I tried to break it. Impossible. Like a whipped puppy, I turned back into the room once more. My mind was as clear as a crystal. I swear it. I realized that I was free to go— that it was my duty to leave the hellish place as soon as possible— that I should bring the proper officers back with me and search it from cellar to garret. Yet I could not move. I could no more cross that threshold than I could fly.
The sweat burst out on my brow in great beads. I turned to a chair and dropped into it wearily. Lessman gazed at me mockingly, a cynical smile hovering over his diabolic face. Opening a drawer, he brought forth a printed blank and passed it over to me.
"You must understand, Mr. Cope, that even though your commitment is voluntary, I must have something to show in case of inquiry," he said quietly. "Kindly sign your name on the dotted line at the bottom of the page."
I picked up the pen he offered me. Something seemed to grip my fingers. I struggled against signing, but in vain. In spite of myself I affixed my signature to the document.
SEVERAL DAYS have passed since I wrote the above. I am like an animal now. My hair is matted and unkempt, my beard tangled and uncombed. I spend most of my waking hours in a sort of trance in my bleak, unfurnished room which, it appears, I share with the beetle-browed man. He sleeps on the floor, curled up like a dog. Sometimes I wonder if he is Priestly Ogden. I have asked him several times, but he does not answer me. He seems to be without the power of understanding. He is an automaton. He brings the food to our room and we wolf it down like ravenous beasts without regard for the common decencies. I am almost as wild and unkempt as he is....
I have tried several times to leave this accursed place. I am allowed the run of the yard and there does not appear to be any guard over me. But whenever I approach the gate something seems to drag me back. I am bound here by invisible chains.
I see little of Lessman and less of Meta. I do not seem to be a prisoner, yet, as I said before, I have not the willpower to leave.... The other day I found this tablet of paper in one of the rooms. Luckily my pencil was still in my pocket. Lessman, passing by, noticed me writing and gazed over my shoulder. He chuckled, half to himself, but said nothing. Since he made no objection, I will continue.
OF LATE I have been subject to dreams— weird, horrible nightmares. They frighten me. Let me explain. Yesterday there was a funeral in the little cemetery I have already described just at the edge of this uncanny place. I watched them from the window as they tenderly lowered the coffin into its final resting-place.
Final resting-place! God, what a mockery! I wonder if it really was. I dreamed about it last night. Ugh! How realistic that dream was! I was in the burying-ground with the beetle-browed man. We were armed with spades. Lessman stood close by and directed operations while Meta held the lantern by which we worked. We opened the grave and removed the body from the casket— a young and good-looking man— then we refilled the grave and carried the cold form to the house. It all seemed horribly real.
This morning when I woke up I was tired and every muscle in my body ached as if from some unaccustomed exercise. I scarcely stirred from my bed all day. I am beginning to wonder....
No, I am not insane. Yet Lessman says that I came here and asked him to treat me. I must have been suffering from amnesia, for I have no recollection of anything save what I have written here. I know that I am as sane as I ever was except for the hallucinations and the inability to obey my own will. But if I continue to dream as I have been dreaming I shall be a raving maniac before long....
I had another dream last night. God, it was diabolical! I will try and describe it. Lessman seemed to be calling me. I leaped from my couch and hurried through the darkened corridors to a huge room at the rear of the house. The door was open and the place was brilliantly lighted. Lessman, clad in surgeon's smock, was waiting for me. Meta in her trim nurse's garb stood a little way back. She smiled as I entered and gave me a friendly nod.
The room was fitted up like the interior of a hospital. In the center was an operating-table. There were vials and retorts and shelves filled with bottles and boxes and several cases of bright instruments. To one side was a door. Lessman commanded me to open it. His will was mine. A draft of cold air greeted me as I stepped inside. It was like an ice-house, only the air was dead and moldy. Once I was inside a morgue. It was the same— there was a feeling of deadness even in the atmosphere.
He turned on an electric light. It was a morgue. On marble slabs lay several bodies in their grave clothes. Nearest the door was the young man I had dreamed of stealing from the grave the night before. At Lessman's command I picked the cold form up in my arms and carried it to the outer room and laid it on a leather-covered couch.
As I straightened up I caught a glimpse of Lessman's eyes. They gazed through me like twin X-Rays. I heard his voice calling to me as from a great distance, telling me to separate myself from my body. Then came a feeling of dissolution. Time after time I seemed to be falling through space— falling— falling— falling. I would catch myself with a jerk, standing in another part of the room, but my body was in front of Lessman. I was puzzled. Always, as I have said, just as my soul seemed to be leaving my body, something would snap and I would find myself gazing into Lessman's eyes.
"I can't do it tonight," I heard him mutter to Meta. "It is not the subject's fault, however, but my own. For some reason I am unable to concentrate. It will have to be you again."
My last recollection was of hearing Meta sobbing.
I awoke again with the same feeling of lassitude and inertia.
GREAT GOD above! It was not a dream. Everything is clear to me now. I have the satisfaction of knowing, however, that I am not insane. In prowling through the house today I chanced to find the door of the operating-room, or laboratory, open. I entered. The place was unoccupied. The interior was just as it had appeared to me in my vision, dream, or whatever it was. Across the room was the door opening into the little morgue. I knew that inside lay the bodies of the dead. I moved toward it and had my hand on the knob when I heard the voices of Lessman and Meta in the office. I darted out and was halfway up the stairs when they appeared.
What is this charnel-house? What is the ghastly plot in which I appear to be one of the central figures?
4. A Night of Horror
MY MIND is in a haze as I write these lines. Something has happened to me— something so weird, so unbelievable that I can scarce believe it myself. I am not myself! I am some one else! I am the dead man who was buried in the little cemetery adjoining this foul place and whose cold, cold clay Jake— Lessman and Meta call the beetle-browed man Jake— and I disinterred. And yet I am— I must be— Carter Cope. I think as Carter Cope. My actions are those of Carter Cope.... God! It is awful! There is no one to whom I can talk. I must write or my already tottering mind will break entirely.
I say that I am Carter Cope and yet that I am some one else. The body of Carter Cope lies in the little morgue in the rear of Doctor Lessman's laboratory. I have seen it with my own eyes. Yet I am Carter Cope. I am here. But is this I? Where will I commence on this chapter?
Last night I heard the voice of Lessman calling me again. Yet there was no voice save in my own mind. It must have been the thought waves from his marvellous brain beating against my subconsciousness. I rose from my lowly cot and obeyed his command. He and Meta— curse their foul souls!— were in the laboratory. She was clad in some sort of thin, transparent material through which every curve of her beautiful, sensuous body showed. As I entered she gazed at me with a look of indescribable longing. Her blood-red lips were half parted over her pearly teeth; her wonderful eyes were filled with languorous passion. She took a step toward me, her soft, white hands extended beguilingly, her rounded breasts rising and falling with each breath. Lessman turned and waved her back to the couch on which she had been half reclining. Lessman owns me.... He owns me body and soul. I am his to command. I know this now. I desired this woman, yet I made no movement toward her because he willed otherwise. At his command I turned away from this rare creature of flesh and blood to the door of the little morgue and staggered forth with the stiff, frozen body of the young man whom I have already mentioned. I placed it on the operating-table, then looked at my master— at Lessman— inquiringly.
"My experiments with you have not been altogether successful," he told me in his calm, low voice. "Somewhere, deep in your sub-conscious mind, your will is battling against that which I am striving to do. In order to make my experiment a success you must be complaisant.
"I am, my friend, attempting to change the law laid down by the Creator of all things. I am attempting the transference of the soul. Think of it! For those who know my secret there will be no such thing as death— only a moving on from one shape to another. When man's body wears out he need only discard it and assume another and so continue on and on to the end of time.
"Science, my friend, has shown us that life— the soul— the essence of being— weighs only the infinitesimal part of an ounce. Yet without it we cease to be. The young man whose carnal shell lies before you weighs practically as much as he ever did. The same framework of bones supports his flesh. Yet he is nothing— a mere clod. Why? Because the thing we call life is missing. It is that spark which, with your help, I propose to give him for the time being.
"Time after time I have succeeded with the assistance of Meta, but never with another. Look at her, my friend. Is she not beautiful? She is yours if you but give me your aid. Allow your sub-conscious mind to lie dormant for an instant until I catch your soul. Will you do it? The prize is well worth winning."
Fool! Fool that I was! Did I not know that his long harangue was merely to compose my soul so that it would be more pliable in his hands? Did I not know that Meta was but the bait to draw me into the trap? I caught a little glimpse of her. She smiled at me. Something within me snapped....
I was a vapor— a thin, transparent, fog-like vapor. My body— the body of Carter Cope— lay sprawled on the floor in the middle of the room while I— that is, my aura— floated, wraith-like, above it. Lessman bent forward, his eyes glittering like twin fires of hell, his arms outstretched toward me.
I could think. My brain was clear. I realized everything that was going on, yet I was powerless to resist my master's call. His voice was calling to me, ordering me to enter the body of the dead man on the operating-table. I made no struggle now. I was too far gone to fight his commands.
Blackness... Egyptian darkness... the darkness of the infernal regions. And cold— the chill iciness of death... the arctic cold of dead, frozen flesh....
I felt a thrill of life pound through my veins. Then came a sensation of delightful warmth. I pulled myself erect.
As true as there is a God in Heaven, I was the dead man. Yet I was not dead. I was alive.
My own discarded body, the body of Carter Cope, lay like a cast-off garment before me. I almost smiled as I noted a tiny rent in the leg of the trousers where I had tom it on a bramble the day before. The clothes I now wore were new— the grave clothes of the boy who had just been buried.
Lessman turned to Meta. His voice trembled with excitement as he addressed her.
"Success! Success at last!" he exclaimed triumphantly. "This, then, is the beginning of the end of my long years of labor."
He leaned forward and whispered something in her ear. She drew back with a little gesture of disgust. He jerked the whip from beneath his smock and struck her across the shoulders. With the first blow she dropped on her knees before him, her arms extended, her face upturned. In her eyes was a look of esthetic bliss.
The wraith-like garment dropped from her rounded shoulders, across which the cruel whip raised a criss-cross of welts. The red blood trickled from them in tiny streams over the smooth, white flesh.
"More! More!" she begged in a soft, low voice. "I am Laela, priestess of Isis. Was I wrong when I loved, even though I had taken the vow of celibacy? Tell me, oh High Priest, ere you scourge me again."
He hurled her from him as if she was unclean. She rose slowly to her feet and drew her garment over her bleeding shoulders. She took a step toward him, her arms outstretched.
"Scourge me, my master," she wailed. "But take me not away from my beloved."
He struck her again. She turned to me. Something— I know not what it was— passed over me. She was calling me. Yet she made no sound. I advanced toward her. She met me. For an instant we stood there facing each other. I looked into her wonderful eyes. Then our lips met in one long, long kiss.
A feeling of bliss swept over me. Words can not describe it. I glanced over Meta's shoulder. Lessman's eyes were upon me. They bored through me. My temporal body seemed to disappear, leaving my soul alone to meet that of Meta....
Again a feeling of nothingness swept over me. Then came a strange buoyancy....
I was Meta Varietta!
Before me stood the dead man— not dead, but pulsating with life. His arms were about me. He clasped me to him, drawing me so close that my face was pressed against his shoulder.
I was two beings— myself and Meta.
How can I explain it? I was Meta Vanetta. But was Meta Carter Cope? Impossible! I was still Carter Cope. Yet the body of Carter Cope lay on the floor where I had left it when I entered the shell of the man who stood before me. Upon his hands was blood— blood from the reeking gashes made by the whip on the shoulders of Meta.
Lessman's eyes! Again that feeling of oblivion— or nothingness— swept over me. I was drifting... drifting through space... drifting....
I awoke. I was leaning against the wall swaying diaily. Meta stood on the other side of the room. She was leaning forward, her eyes gazing hungrily at me, her white arms extended toward me beseechingly.
"Beloved!" I heard her call.
Then nothingness again.
Great God! I can not understand it.
When I awoke I was lying on my bed of straw. Jake, the beetle-browed man, sat up when he heard me stir and gazed at me, frightened. Then he ran from the room. His eyes were wide with terror.
There is no mirror by which I can confirm my thoughts. But I know that I am not Carter Cope! I am the dead man we took from the grave! Jake knows it. That is why he runs away from me.
My hands are covered with blood— Meta's blood!
5. Dance of the Dead
TWO DAYS have passed since I made my last entry in this account of my life here in this diabolical House of the Living Dead. The House of the Living Dead! What a title that would be for a story! But the author would be locked up for the remainder of his life in some asylum. No one would believe that it was anything but the wanderings of a diseased mind.
Lessman is treating me better now since his experiment with me proved a success. I have been taken away from the room which I shared jointly with Jake and I am now lodged in an apartment on the first floor. Here there are all of the conveniences of modern life save one— a razor. There is a bathtub. I can keep myself clean. And, too, I have been given fresh linen. Lessman insists, however, that I allow my beard to grow and that my hair remain uncut. He probably figures that a tangled mass of whiskers and long, dark hair will prove an effectual disguise should any one who knows me see me from the road. And he is right. There is a mirror in the room I now occupy. I looked into it yesterday and almost failed to recognize myself in the tall, gaunt, bewhiskered man who gazed out at me.
I see a great deal of Meta now. Lessman is a devil incarnate. I believe that he has sold himself to the ruler of Hell. He knows that I love Meta and that I can not oppose his will as long as he allows us to mingle together. And I— I, poor fool— I know that Meta is but his tool. She knows it, too. She loves me, but yet she obeys his every command. Daily, hourly, I feel my will-power growing weaker and weaker. The brain of Doctor Darius Lessman is my brain. I can not think for myself when he wills otherwise. That is why this screed is so rambling and incoherent. It is only when he wills it that I have the inclination to bestir myself. Time passes and I do not know it. I do not even know what day of the month this is. I do not care.
I wonder why Lessman allows me to continue my writing? Some one is liable to find this scrawl. He does not seem to worry about it, however. Meta believes that he knows that this outpouring of my soul is the link which binds me to sanity— the safety valve which keeps me from growing totally demented. Perhaps she is right. Lessman is a wonderful man. I am growing to like him more and more, devil though he is.
I have had several long talks with Meta. She is one woman in a million. She is more— much more— subservient to Lessman's will than I am. For some reason when we are together he withdraws his power over us and allows us to think for ourselves.... But does he? Or do we just think that such is the case? Her mind is a blank on many things which have happened. She has no recollection of her constant assertions when under the influence of Lessman's whip that she is the reincarnation of someone— some long-dead priestess of some strange Egyptian cult. Yet she says that she always comes out of such spells feeling buoyant and light-hearted. She says that she suffers no pain when the cruel lash cuts into her flesh, but, on the contrary, each blow fills her with a strange, uncontrollable love for her tormenter. Not a sexual passion, but, rather, the love of a neophyte for the Creator of all things. As a matter of experiment, she has asked me to beat her; on several occasions I have tried to inflict bodily pain upon her, but the effect is different from when Lessman strikes her. Even a faint blow from my hand hurts her and causes her to shrink away from me.
She has no recollection of any other life than that with Lessman. She has been with him so long that she is almost a part of him. She does not know how old she is, nor has she any memory of a childhood. She reads and writes with ease and is an accomplished musician. Yet she says that she never attended school and does not know where she gained her accomplishments.
She believes that Lessman is two beings— that he has divided his soul and that half of it occupies her body. She believes that she is very old. Sometimes, she says, she has hazy recollections of a distant country— of another life in the midst of lotus flowers and robed priests and priestesses. She has never been in Egypt, yet she is certain that it is of Egypt that she dreams. She believes that she is occupying the temporal body of some one else, but that her soul is as old as time itself.
Who is Darius Lessman? Meta does not know. Within his skull is concentrated the wisdom of the ages. His most cherished possessions, she says, are two mummy-cases; in one of them is the mummified body of a priestess of Isis and in the other that of a priest of that strange Egyptian cult of a bygone day. He keeps them under lock and key in a vault. Meta believes that he is the reincarnation of that priest and that she is the priestess. Who knows?
M eta and I have twice attempted to escape from this weird and unholy place. On both occasions we have gotten as far as the gate, yet we could not pass through it. Lessman's spell is too strong for us to break.
Lessman rarely shows himself by day. He is a denizen of the darkness. I picture him in my mind's eye as consorting with the bats and owls and other inhabitants of the night. It is only at night that we see him, save on rare occasions. Meta says that he can work his hellish incantations better after sundown....
This afternoon we searched the house for him. He was neither within nor on the grounds. We even peered into the little morgue. The palatial office was unoccupied. The door to the little vault was open and I looked within. The two sarcophagi leaned against the wall. I turned away and, an instant later, Lessman stepped through the door. Yet I am willing to swear that, save for the two mummy-cases, the vault was bare. I was too much astounded for words. Nor did he make any explanation.
Later I discussed the matter with Meta. She believes that Lessman has the power to project himself into the body of the mummy and that he takes such rest as he may need in that manner. If so, where does he leave his mortal body? Yet she can not be wrong. We have searched the house and have found no bedchamber for him. Meta says that she has no recollection of ever seeing him asleep. Where does he disappear to during the day unless it is within the mummy-case?...
MORE horror! A dance of the dead!
Lessman is succeeding far beyond his wildest dreams. He says that I was the turning-point in his experiments.
Last night he ordered Jake and me to bring from the morgue the three bodies that it contained. There was the young man whose shape I had assumed before and a young and beautiful girl. There was also a young, fair-haired man with throat cut from ear to ear. Into these shells he transferred the souls of Meta, Jake and myself. Then to the music of a radio—to the music of a dance orchestra playing in the dining-room of one of New York's finest hotels—we, the dead, held hellish jubilee. For hours we danced and cavorted while our own bodies lay sprawled, like discarded garments, on the floor before us. God! It is horrible to think of it now in the clear, bright light of noonday. Last night it was different
Meta assumed the body of the girl, I that of the young man we had stolen from the cemetery, while Jake took on the temporal form of the man with the slashed throat.
It is of Jake and the other that I would write. That Jake is Priestly Ogden is now a certainty. He told me so himself while the orchestra rested between dances in that far-away station in New York. Yet his story is so strange, so unbelievable, that I scarce know how to tell it.
Lessman killed him. The slash across his throat was made by a razor which tore through windpipe and jugular. Think of it! A man with his throat cut from ear to ear dancing, cavorting, gamboling to the strains of a modem orchestra playing "Betty Coed." An orchestra whose music was brought to us through the air on the invisible waves of sound.
Lessman enticed him to this place. The girl was here— the girl whose form Meta had assumed. In driving past the house Ogden noticed her in the yard and, stopping, engaged her in conversation. He had fallen in love at sight. Lessman, appearing from nowhere, had invited him to return. That is how he came by the slip of paper bearing Lessman's name. He had returned the next day. Later when he was under Lessman's spell he had found that he was in love with a dead woman— a girl who had been filched from the grave six months before and whose shell sheltered the soul of Meta.
Within the morgue lay the body of Jake. Night after night Lessman worked with Ogden in an effort to force his soul into the cold clay but without success. In a fit of anger he had killed his victim.
Then, as Ogden's soul was leaving its shell, Lessman had captured it and confined it inside the body of Jake, the halfwit. All this he told me, and more, as we stood there waiting for the orchestra to strike up another tune. Yes, it is horrible— too horrible to mention— now that I am temporarily out from under the spell of the master mind. But last night it was different.
Lessman was pleased with the success of last night's experiment. He has a treat in store for us tonight, he says. He told us that last night after we had shed the bodies of the dead and had assumed our own shapes— told us after we had carried the cold, stark bodies back into the gloomy morgue.
A crew of workmen erected a tombstone over the grave of the young man whose body we stole from the cemetery. His name is John Reid. He is twenty-six years of age. It is graven on the marble slab.
If they only knew the truth!...
6: The Stolen Soul
I MUST write. If I do not I shall go mad. Already I feel my reason tottering. Last night I helped Lessman steal a soul. In the eyes of God and man I am as much a criminal as he is. Yet am I? What I did was at his dictation. I have no will of my own. It would make a pretty case for the courts— something for the learned judges and lawyers to spout and rave about until doomsday.
How can I describe what we did? I know so little of psychology, of philosophy, of theology. It is hard for me to write intelligently. Suffice to say that it is Lessman's theory— this much do I understand— that the doctrine of reincarnation is correct. Souls, he says, never die. but go on and on, changing the old bodies for new as speedily as the ancient shell is worn out. He believes that there are just as many people in the world now as there were in the beginning— no more and no less. He says that there is no such thing as nothingness. Matter dies, decays and returns to the earth from which it came. The globe on which we live weighs just as much as it did when it was created. A single ounce more would throw it out of balance; a single ounce less would do the same thing. Just as water evaporates, congeals and returns to the earth in the form of hail and snow and rain, so, he believes, do souls leave one shell and return to occupy another while the body returns to dust.
He would change the process laid down by the Creator. It is his idea that the soul can go on and on in a different way— by changing its abiding-place before that strange thing called death occurs. He can extract the soul and mold it to his own needs, but in his opinion it must always have a dwelling-place. Until such a dwelling-place is found the soul is doomed to wander through space, a wraith, or, as we term it, a ghost.
LAST NIGHT we took a holiday— the holiday of the dead. From some unknown source Lessman obtained an automobile. Into it he loaded all of us. But was it we who occupied the seats? I do not know. My own soul occupied the shell of John Reid. Jake was in his own form, but I know, now, that he is Priestly Ogden. Meta's ego was transferred into the body of Ogden's sweetheart. The dead girl's name was Nona Metzgar, she has told us. Why did he not allow us to use our own earthly shapes? I mustered up courage enough to ask him. He said that it was to insure our safety in case we were seen. In other words, Jake and Nona and young Reid were all known to be dead. Who, then, would believe the story of any one who claimed to have seen this array of occupants of the grave in the act of performing their ghoulish work?
He laid before us new clothing in which we arrayed our bodies. He himself assumed the shell of Priestly Ogden and took the wheel. The horrible gash in his throat showed just above the collar of his shirt. Ugh! I shudder even now as I think about it. Imagine a man with throat cut from ear to ear driving a car filled with living dead men and women!
At the edge of a town a dozen or more miles away was a burying-ground. Here we stopped. Lessman, who had evidently posted himself in advance, led the way through the darkness straight to the newly-made grave. Jake and I followed with the shovels while Meta brought up in the rear with a lantern. The rain was falling in a steady drizzle; had we not been numbered among the dead ourselves the work of disinterring the coffin would have been a dismal one.
We had gotten little more than started when a sound in the bushes brought us to a sudden halt. An instant later half a dozen men dashed out of the undergrowth. At Lessman's command we took to our heels. They shouted an order at us. Then, when we did not stop, they fired a volley. The range was close and they could not miss. A dozen bullets went through our dead flesh. But of what avail is it to shoot leaden bullets into the carcass of a man who is already dead? We laughed at the thought of it. The hellishness of our mirth caused them to stop. One of them was nearly atop of us. At the sound of our laughter he turned the beam of his flashlight upon us. It struck Lessman fairly in the face. They got one look at the grisly gash in his throat. They dropped their arms and took to their heels while we returned to our car and made our escape.
We drove through the rain another dozen miles or more, finally coming to another large cemetery. This time, however, Lessman did not stop at the edge of the grounds, but drove straight through the gate and up one of the graveled roads which curved through the trees and neatly trimmed foliage. Five minutes later we were in front of a large mausoleum. For an instant he probed at the lock; then the barred doors opened and we entered.
There were a dozen coffins in the niches. He turned to the nearest of them and commanded Jake to pry it open with his spade. The half-wit obeyed. An instant later we were gazing down at the still, cold face of a man of middle age.
Dawn was not far away, so we were forced to work fast. It took Lessman but an instant to project his soul— or ego, if you wish— from the form of the murdered Priestly Ogden to that of the man in the coffin. An instant later the latter climbed from his narrow cot, the life-blood flowing through his veins.
At Lessman's command we picked up the body of Priestly Ogden and placed it in the coffin. Then we stole forth into the clean outside air again.
Once more we were fated to be interrupted. We were about to enter the car when the watchman came hurrying around the comer of the huge vault. He caught a glimpse of the car and, at the same time, the open doors of the mausoleum, and shouted a command to us to halt.
We paid no attention to his order. He turned the beam of his lantern on us just as the man in the other cemetery had done.
As the light struck Lessman squarely in the face the startled watchman uttered a cry of horror. What must have been his astonishment at seeing a man whom he had assisted in placing in the tomb only a few days before sitting at the wheel of a car in front of his last resting-place! Lessman laughed— a hellish, diabolical chuckle. The man turned and fled. We heard him scrambling through the bushes and undergrowth, howling in terror. Lessman switched on the ignition and, an hour later, we were bade inside our own bodies again.
IN THE beginning of this chapter I stated that I had helped Lessman steal a soul. Let me explain.
Dawn was just breaking when we arrived at the place we called home—the House of the Living Dead. Lessman sent Jake somewhere with the car and, a moment later, assumed his own shape.
It was shortly before eight o'clock when a man appeared at the door— a tall, heavy-set individual, well dressed and prosperous-looking. Lessman had evidently been expecting the visitor; he hastily told me what to do, and now I, in the role of butler, answered the knock and ushered the man into the office.
I did not see what passed between the doctor and his visitor. I only know that, fifteen minutes after he had entered the house, Lessman summoned me again to assist him, this time in carrying the stranger into the laboratory. The poor devil was not dead. His brain was apparently normal, but every faculty was paralyzed just as mine had been that first time I met Lessman. There was a look of appeal in his eyes as I entered the room. Evidently he thought that he might expect some help from me. But so strong is the power of Darius Lessman over me that I paid no heed to him.
Once in the laboratory Lessman worked fast. For an instant only he confronted the other. Slowly the spirit left the body and, hovering for an instant in midair, entered the shell of the middle-aged man we had stolen from the mausoleum.
Lessman turned to me, a look of triumph on his saturnine countenance.
"You can see, now, why I wanted the body," he said with the air of a professor demonstrating to his class. "The soul, my friend, must have a resting-place or else be doomed to wander forever over the face of the earth. Now, I want to borrow the body of this man for a day or two. Why? Because I must make a trip to the city. I need money with which to carry on my work here— money and other things. This man is wealthy. Perhaps, while I am occupying his shell, I will do things without the law. He has influence. Later, when I am through with it, I will transfer his soul back to its rightful resting-place, and allow him to answer for the things that I have done— for the liberties I have taken. But, first, I will make his mind a blank insofar as the happenings here are concerned. Now do you understand?"
I shook my head dumbly, still not understanding.
As one sheds an old coat, so did Lessman shed his own form and enter the shell of the stranger. He stood erect and drew a great breath into his lungs.
"Eureka! The world is mine!" he exclaimed.
Lessman has just spoken to me as I wrote the above.
"Write 'Finis' to your screed," he commanded. "Do you think that I have thus allowed you to put your thoughts on paper without having a definite purpose in mind? I am in a hurry. So hasten your work."
This, then, is my last line. I hastily subscribe myself,
Carter Cope.
7. Rider Meets Lessman
RIDER'S FACE wore a strange, far-away look as he laid the weird manuscript on the desk. Again he slowly filled and lighted his pipe, so absorbed in his thoughts that the match flame singed his fingers before he noticed what he was doing. He dropped the burning taper with an oath and picked up the newspaper clipping which had accompanied Carter Cope's communication.
MYSTERIOUS HAPPENINGS
IN OAKWOOD CEMETERY!
Body of Prominent Man
Stolen From Tomb—
Body of Suicide Is Substituted—
Caretaker Tells of Seeing
Dead Man in Car
The body of Amos Hoskins, prominent philanthropist, was stolen from the mausoleum at Oakwood cemetery Monday night and in its place was substituted the body of a young man named Priestly Ogden, who has been missing from home for the past several months and who now, judging from the condition of the body, has beat found to have committed suicide.
Jabez Heckwood, the cemetery caretaker, who lives in a small house just inside the grounds, was aroused from his slumber about 3 o'clock in the morning by the sound of a car driven into the grounds. Hastily dressing, he armed himself with a revolver and flashlight and hurried to the mausoleum in front of which, he noted, the car had stopped.
He was just in time to see four persons— three men and one woman— hurrying from the mausoleum to the car. He shouted at them to halt, at the same time pointing his flashlight in their direction.
The leader of the party of four, according to Caretaker Heckwood, was Amos Hoskins.
In view of the fact that Mr. Heckwood had, only two days earlier, assisted in placing the body of Mr. Hoskins—who died Thursday at his home, 1739 South Masfield St.— in the tomb, it is needless to state that he was badly frightened. Dropping flashlight and gun, he hurried to his home, where he telephoned to cemetery officials and members of the Hoskins family.
Upon arrival at the cemetery, the party found that the lock of the mausoleum had been picked and the body of Mr. Hoskins removed. In the casket lay the body of a young man whose throat was cut from ear to ear. From official descriptions, the police identified him as Priestly Ogden, 4519 Lenroot Ave., who disappeared from home several months ago. Identification was later completed by distant relatives.
Ogden was, without doubt, a suicide.
The police are investigating. The family of Mr. Hoskins has offered a reward of $5,000 for information leading to the recovery of the body and conviction of the ghouls.
For an instant Rider sat in silence. Then he reached for the telephone, lifted the receiver and gave a number.
"Lincoln Tavern?" he inquired. Then: "I would like to speak to Mr. John Harper."
An instant later the connection was made. As the voice of Harper came booming over the wire, Rider spoke again.
"Rider speaking," he said tersely. "I am accepting your commission. I visit Lessman tomorrow morning."
He replaced the receiver on the hook, his face again wearing the strange, faraway expression.
DAWN was still two hours away when Rider, his car parked a quarter of a mile away, broke through the tangle of underbrush which surrounded the House of the Living Dead and, dodging furtively from shadow to shadow, finally reached his objective.
There was a light in one of the rooms in the rear of the house. He crept closer to the windows and attempted to listen. Only silence greeted his ears. The shades were tightly drawn, leaving not a crack through which he could peer.
Why had he told John Harper a falsehood? Why had he told the attorney that he would visit Lessman in the morning, only to hasten his trip by a dozen hours?
He scarcely knew, himself. Asa Rider was a man who believed in hunches. Something— some vague, indescribable sixth sense— had warned him of danger. He had made hasty inquiries.
John Harper had disappeared from his home twenty-four hours before. He had left no word where he was going, nor had cautious inquiries at the lawyer's office elicited any information.
Were John Harper and Doctor Darius Lessman one and the same? Was John Harper the man who had appeared at Lessman's house of horror in the early hours of the morning? Was it his soul which now reposed in the dead body of Amos Hoskins while Lessman masqueraded in his stolen body? Had Lessman given him the weird, unbelievable manuscript written by Carter Cope in an effort to trap him? Rider believed that he had. But why? The pseudo-lawyer had answered the question himself when he had told Rider that he had selected him for the dangerous task of seeking Carter Cope because there was none to mourn him should he, like Cope, disappear from the haunts of men.
In the rear of the house was a tiny leanto. Above it a window. Cope had stated that the upper floor was untenanted save for the man, Jake, and he was, in all probability, with the others in the lighted room.
Removing his shoes, Rider climbed the latticework to the roof of the little outbuilding. The window was unlocked. He raised it slightly and allowed the beam of his flashlight to play over the bare, untenanted room. An instant later he was inside.
He could hear the subdued sound of conversation now. He reached for his revolver. Then he recalled the statement made by Carter Cope. Leaden bullets had no effect on men and women who were already dead. With a shrug of his shoulders, he replaced the weapon in his pocket and, cautiously opening the door, entered the long, unlighted hall.
The door of the room in the rear of the house was open. He dodged down the stairs, halting for an instant in front of the office Carter Cope had described. The door was ajar, the room in darkness. He dodged inside and turned the beam of his flashlight here and there over the palatial interior. A second door to the left attracted his attention. It, too, was unlocked. He pulled it open and allowed the ray from his lamp to dissipate the darkness.
The little room was vacant save for two Egyptian mummy-cases leaning against the wall.
He heard the sound of a footstep behind him. He turned but too late. A dozen electric lights flashed into life as some one pressed the switch.
John Harper stood before him.
For an instant the attorney said nothing. Then he took a step forward, a smile of recognition upon his face.
"Ah, I see that you outguessed me." he chuckled. "You are right, Mr. Rider, I am Lessman— Lessman in the shell of John Harper. Luckily something— some sixth sense— called me into this room; else you might have escaped."
He motioned to a chair, seating himself on the opposite side of the table. For an instant Rider hesitated. Then he, too, seated himself.
Lessman rolled a cigarette.
"As you deduced, Rider— you see I am able to read your mind to a certain extent— I needed another man to experiment with. I wanted a clean-cut, healthy specimen— a man whose habits were such that he appeared and disappeared frequently and whose relatives would make no great fuss if he never returned."
He chuckled.
"John Harper wrote several checks today. In fact, practically all of his available cash is now in my hands. I have money enough now to complete my experiments. Tomorrow Harper will return to his usual haunts. The past forty-eight hours will be a blank to him. He will put it down to temporary amnesia, pocket his loss and say nothing. Meanwhile—"
He leaned forward. A feeling of inertia swept over the detective. He struggled against it in vain. He was paralyzed. His muscles refused to co-ordinate. The eyes of the man on the opposite side of the table were boring holes through him, it seemed. His brain was clear, missing not a single detail. He summoned all of his will-power in an effort to resist the other....
In spite of the fact that he knew bullets would have no effect on the man who sat before him, Rider had, as the strange feeling of nothingness swept over him, involuntarily reached for the revolver which reposed in its leather holster beneath his left arm. Now, as his hand dropped, nerveless, his fingers accidentally touched the tiny crucifix which hung, suspended from a thin golden chain, about his neck.
For an instant the hypnotic influence of the master mind ceased. Rider felt the lifeblood surge through his veins once more. He leaped to his feet, his gnawing fingers tearing at the buttons of his shirt as he jerked the little cross from its resting-place above his heart and held it aloft.
Lessman screamed. He leaped to his feet. The match which he had just lighted and was about to apply to the end of his cigarette dropped from his nerveless fingers.
"The Cross! The Cross!" he screamed hoarsely, staggering backward.
There was a flash. The lighted match, falling into the wastepaper basket, had ignited it. Now, while the two men stood facing each other, the flames crept to the window hangings. An instant later the room was an inferno.
Rider, fighting his way through the smoke and fire, the tiny cross still held aloft, fell in a little heap in the middle of the yard. For five minutes he lay there sucking the fresh night air into his tortured lungs.
From inside the house he heard screams. Then silence.
The door opened. Lessman, staggering under the weight of two mummy-cases, dashed through the flame-encircled doorway.
He hurled the cases from him. Then he fell. He dragged himself to his feet and, turning, re-entered the burning building.
Through the smoke which poured out of the roaring inferno drifted two white, mist-like forms. For a moment they were wafted here and there by the suction of the flames. Then, fog-like, they settled over the two mummy-cases. Lower and lower they hovered until they covered the cases like dew. Then, even as Rider, his teeth chattering as if from the ague, watched, the vapor disappeared within the cases.
"Lessman and Meta," he muttered in an awed whisper. "Carter Cope was right. Within the mummified forms of that long-dead priest and priestess the souls of those two fiends make their home."
Rider darted forward to drag the cases farther away from the burning building, but he was too late, for the roof crumbled, and the blazing wall fell out onto the mummy-cases, enveloping them in a sheet of flame.
With the coming of morning near-by residents, hurrying from the four quarters of the landscape, raked through the smoldering ruins. The remains of six bodies were found, burned beyond recognition.
Of the House of the Living Dead not even the two mummy-cases remained.
____________________
6: From the Dark
H Bedford-Jones
1887-1949
As by Michael Gallister
Blue Book Aug 1941
HARRINGTON walked briskly along, with the unending glass crunching under his feet. His taxi had swung into that glass, down the street, with a plop-plop of tires. After that, Harrington walked.
He was far from anywhere he knew. The taxi had been taking him to a tea engagement in Berkeley Square, or what was left oh it, but this street was strange to him. However, he sighted the figure of a policeman on ahead, and knew he would soon obtain directions.
For the past fifteen years George Harrington had been representing an American typewriter firm in London, and was more British than the British in everything but speech. He had never quite lost his Chicago briskness of diction, or his American independence of thought and action. He was past forty now, but looked thirty, with his firm, well-knit, agile figure and his striking features— a high, thin nose, alert gray eyes under heavy brows, trim mustache, hard, competent mouth and chin.
He had his eyes on the policeman ahead; afterward, this moment seemed to have been an hour long. He thought of chucking the tea completely, and of starting back to his bachelor apartment in Maida Vale; the afternoon was getting on, and he did not want to be caught hereabouts when the nightly raids started. Then, like an echo of his thought, he was aware of the wild, shrill wail across the skies, and hammering through it came the thudding crash and woof-woof of the air barrage at work— prelude to the unearthly scream of a falling bomb, and a roaring detonation some blocks distant.
"This way, sir," the policeman was saying calmly, beckoning him, pointing to the corner beyond. "They've started a bit early, eh? Just to the right, sir; you'll see the underground entrance."
Harrington cursed the Jerries as he walked on, not hurrying now although he wanted to badly enough; impossible to hurry, with that calm policeman's voice in his ears. Another bomb-roar and another, and the drone of bombers invisible far above, and the archies lifting in a mad barking chorus that shook the air-waves to chaos.
He turned a corner and saw the tube entrance ahead. There was a cram of people there and at the gates; the hitherto deserted streets were flowing with people, chiefly women and children, since the workday was not yet ended. Policemen were directing the flow, there was no excitement, almost no hurry. Those who had no shelters at home were making for the underground, and Harrington merged with the flowing lines.
"The blighters might 'ave wyted till the usual time," was the indignant sentiment expressed on all sides. Fresh explosions shook the ground, the barrage was intensified; then, as he descended the steps, this melted away into a dull roar and a feeling of blessed relief enfolded him. Frightened? Yes; he was frightened, as was everyone around, but there was no showing it. He saw a sign:
Service
Temporarily
Discontinued
Damn! Now he was stuck here for the duration of the raid. No trains running. He picked his way amid the pandemonium. People with bundles, people settling down all about, people with blanfamily members to come later—people in hordes and masses, the air sticky with their smell and the smell of food. Harrington unbuttoned his burberry, took it off, folded it, found a place beside an iron pillar, and settled down to wait it out, resignedly.
All sorts and conditions of people had been caught napping by this daylight alarm. Shopkeepers in aprons, nurses with children, mothers with babies; a brace of legal gentry, top hats and all, numbers of elderly people. More than one spoke to Harrington in passing; he was of a certain type that was not rare.
Fear was gone from all; with the absence of terrifying noise, the evil itself had ceased to exist. Harrington sat and reflected, aware that the space around him had long since filled up to the point of discomfort, It did not matter. Time did not matter; he deliberately refused to glance at his watch, being well aware that a pot under inspection never boils.
An old man— Harrington mentally set him down as a rascally old Scrooge— was not far distant. The singing grew and grew; the shrill children's voices lifted all the familiar songs. Harrington joined in with the rest. It quieted, as somewhere a woman's voice rose pure and beautiful. She must be a professional singer, he thought; she went on and on to the applause.
Harrington caught sight of the old man again. To his astonishment, the graybeard was the center of a flock of children, holding one child in his arms, talking to them, winning them. It made Harrington's reflections take an inward drive. Damned useless life he was leading!
Always had been useless, these many years, he told himself. If Frances had married him, life would have been different ; he was no good to himself or anyone else, outside of the office. A few friends, a good club— that was all.
"Damn it! " he muttered. "This would be the time to begin over again, if I only knew how! Too late now, though. What could I do that'd be of any value to others?"
FACES stood out here and there, as faces will in any crowd. One caught at his fancy— vaguely familiar, he did not know why. As a matter of fact, it was very like his own face, but he could not know this; one never does. The same high, thin nose and handsomely carved chin; the chap was in some sort of uniform, and the face was marred by a scar across the temple.
Time wore on. The bombing must be close, for now and again the platform shook and quivered. Again he was aware of the man's scarred face. It was closer now; the man looked at him, met his gaze and distinctly nodded, as though of old acquaintance. Perhaps someone he had met casually, thought Harrington, as he smiled and waved a hand in return. Then he realized that the man was approaching him, gradually picking a way among the massed people, as though of set purpose.
Night must have descended long ago, reflected Harrington; it would be dark outside, the Luftwaffe in full diabolic swing. Men had long ago come streaming in by twos and threes, men home from work; the reserved places were mostly filled now. The odors of food increased, and Harrington was conscious of dinner missed.
Someone moved beside him and he looked up. The people around, many of them asleep and snoring, had not been disturbed, but the man with the scarred face was beside him, sitting down. He spoke.
"Hullo, there! A bit of a surprise, seeing you. What about going topside for a breath of air?"
"Thanks. I'll stick it out here."
Harrington could not place the man at all, but did not say so. The other leaned over and spoke softly, intimately, almost urgently.
"See here! You could do something, if you would, that'd help me most frightfully."
A loan? No, not the type. Harrington smiled, conscious of the friendly face, recalling his own thoughts about being of use to someone.
"Anything I can do, of course," he rejoined.
"Good! I felt I could count on you," was the response. "You won't mind seeing it through, then?"
"Not a bit."
"But for God's sake don't give the game away!" said the other, and now there was a desperate urge in the low voice. "You know, I can't do it myself; there are reasons. But it means so terribly much to her... to both of them! Word of honor?"
Harrington, pardonably bewildered, suddenly leaped at the answer; some soldier who was a bit balmy, perhaps shell-shocked. An officer, but he could not make out the insignia.
"Oh, of course! Word of honor," he responded. "What's that corps insignia of yours?"
"R. A. F., you ass," came the response with a laugh. The other stood up. "Right. It's fine of you, you know; and a bit of good work you'll never regret. I'll send Beamish over, then. He won't suspect anything, bless him! Minnie will, of course, but that's your hurdle. Tell her the truth—why not? She's no fool. Give her my love, and a kiss from the dark."
With a nod, the unknown moved away. Harrington glanced after him, wondering at how deftly he moved among the stretched-out masses of people, creating no disturbance. Some poor devil who was a bit off, no doubt of that. An odd curiosity pricked at him. He wanted to follow the man, wanted to get him some assistance, find an air-raid warden.
No, better not. He had given the chap some ease and comfort; let it rest there. He felt rather resentful, too. Odd, the way his heart had leaped at the prospect of doing someone a good turn— and now to find it was the hallucination of some shell-shocked fellow, to put it mildly.
"Air raids must be turning me into a regular boy scout!" Harrington scoffed at himself.
Yet the feeling persisted. It was all around him. On every side, people were doing something for other people, if only entertaining them. He stole a glance at old "Scrooge" and saw that the fellow was asleep, and the child in his arms was asleep, smiling happily. All the old British aloofness of these people had been blown into a cocked hat. One could not exist among these folk, where everyone was helping someone else, without catching the infection of it.
Time passed. The singing had started again, a wave of it that was caught up and echoed on thunderingly in the tunnel. A man with a big mouth-organ had started it. He was waving the glittering thing between snatches of music.
"Myde in Germany! " he shouted.
"Get on with it," rejoined someone. "Getting close to nine."
Nine, eh? Time was working along and no mistake. At nine, the noise would quiet down; that, by common assent, was the limit in these places. After that hour people would attempt to get some solid sleep.
A breath of fresh air— Harrington was tempted. There was nothing to stop him. He could wander about the streets if he were fool enough to risk bombs and falling shrapnel. However, he relaxed and composed himself, listening to two women close behind him; they were arguing about the proper way to cook greens. Greens... blast it! Dinner would be waiting, out in Maida Vale.
This reminded him of the dinner he had enjoyed in Golders Green on Sunday night, with that American chap who had the agency for some patent-medicine jigger. A son who had joined up; had been over here for years uncounted. Fine fellow, too....
"Beg pardon, sir."
"Eh?" Harrington twisted around and looked up. "Speaking to me?"
"Yes, sir. I was a bit delayed finding you, sir."
Harrington blinked. Speaking to him, undoubtedly; a heavy-set man, a butler— of all things, a butler!— wearing a bowler hat and an overcoat. The butler went on speaking:
"We have sandwiches in the shelter, Sir Charles, and a bottle of that dry Tokay you always fancied. I think we can get over quite safely now, sir, if you don't mind. If I may say so, sir, it does one good to see you again and looking so fit, too! I'm afraid His Lordship is in a very bad way."
Harrington half rose. It was on the tip of his tongue to tell the man that he had the wrong party; obviously, there was some mistake in identity. But he was stopped dead, his mouth open. There, at the very edge of the light, he saw the face of the unknown, the face with the scar across the temple; the man in uniform was nodding to him, was waving a hand.... Go on with it, evidently. Go on with what ?
Then he remembered what the man had said about sending Beamish.
"I suppose you're Beamish?" said Harrington, not brightly.
"Thank you, sir," rejoined the butler. "Shall we get along, Sir Charles?"
Harrington pulled himself together and rose. Beamish stooped and picked up the burberry and shook it out. Looking again for the man in uniform, Harrington could see nothing more of him. Confused, bewildered, hesitating, the words recurred to him: "It means so terribly much to her— to both of them! Word of honor?"
All right, confound it! Whatever it was, whatever it meant, he would go through with it as he promised.
"Very well. Let's go," he said, slipping his arms into the overcoat. "That is, if you're quite sure it'll be all right."
"God bless you, sir!" said Beamish earnestly. "It's the happiest day of my life, so help me! Yes sir, I'll make a path ahead."
He went on, picking his way among the littered shapes. Harrington followed. Those words had been heartfelt, for some reason.... Well, no use trying to understand it. He gave up. If he could do somebody a good turn, why not? Apparently he had been taken at his word in this desire.
They came to the stairs at last and began the ascent. The night air invigorated Harrington at once; he pumped it into his lungs with keen relief. An air-raid warden stood on the upper turp and spoke to Beamish.
"They've been coming over a bit thick," he said. "Seems to be a lull just now; lucky you've not far to go. Better hop it! "
THEY went on; the dreadful night burst upon Harrington full force. The sky was red, flames flaring aloft somewhere down the street; the infernal racket of the guns was deafening. Two Auxiliary Ambulance Service cars went rocketing past; the faces of the women drivers were set and tense.
Harrington felt Beamish touch his arm, nodded in response, and followed. They passed a policeman who gave them a sharp glance and touched his helmet— a matter-of-fact man who seemed untouched by this hell. Distant explosions, crump, crump, faintly shook the air. At the corner, Beamish turned, waited, and put his lips close to Harrington's ear.
"We'd best go direct to the shelter," he shouted.
"Lead on," rejoined Harrington.
He was acutely frightened once more, and cared not who knew it. From the roofs all around came a rattle like rifle-fire, as falling shrapnel struck the slates. It struck the street and walk, too; to be abroad was sheer madness.
Beamish was not abroad very long, however; he turned suddenly in at a side gate, a tradesman's entrance. Harrington scarcely noticed the house, except that it was a large one, for at this moment the earth-shaking roar of a bomb came from so near at hand that what was left of the window-glass in the house burst forth in a coruscating spatter, and he ducked to follow the butler. The red glow in the sky was mounting higher.
The garden seemed a large one. Too large; it was one with the adjoining garden, and most of the dividing wall was replaced by a crater twenty feet across; evidently not of recent vintage, because the wall-bricks were neatly stacked here and there. A shelter-roof rose ahead, massed with sandbags. Again Beamish halted and shouted:
"I'll step ahead, sir, and prepare them. I have already set out the wine and the sandwiches, in the first drawing-room. Shall I say a word first to Lady Mary, sir?"
Harrington shook his head and let it go at that. The butler waved a hand at the sandbags.
"You did very well, sir, when you put these in! Wardens have congratulated us upon the work, more than once."
A bomb-scream ended this nonsense. Beamish dived for the shelter entrance and after him Harrington; light flickered on steps— an elaborate sort of affair, then.
Down and into a room, whose electric cluster showed white faces and huddled figures. Household servants, working with silver tea-things and a primus stove. They fluttered at sight of Harrington and curtseys were made. He went on, following the vanished Beamish, and came into a larger and very handsomely furnished room, with rugs on the floor and pictures on the walls. The "first drawing-room," evidently, for on the table were plates of sandwiches, wine decanters and glasses.
Beamish was no longer visible.
"Thank the Lord! At least I'm fairly safe here," reflected Harrington. "So I'm supposed to have built this blasted shelter, eh?"
Belgravia— rugs, pictures furnishings, massive silver, all spelled it. He went to the table, attacked the sandwiches, and poured himself a glass of wine. It was superb Tokay, each drop a quintessence of the Hungarian grape. What was about to happen he had no idea, but hunger would lend it no sauce!
He had finished his fourth sandwich and was rolling the last of his Tokay on his tongue, when a door opened and closed. Into the room came an old man in evening dress— an old man with white mustache, savagely intolerant features, and erect frame, who advanced to him with hand outstretched.
"Charles!" he exclaimed, a catch in his voice. "My boy! Beamish told me you were here. Will you shake hands?"
Harrington smiled and met the hard, firm old hand in a long grip.
"That seems to be why I came," he responded.
Astonishment seized him. The savage features warmed, softened, weakened. He could have sworn that the piercing eyes beneath the bushy white brows held a glint of tears.
"God bless you "for this! " said the other brokenly. "God bless you! What it means to me, to all of us— and did you know that she's here?"
"She?" Harrington's brows lifted. He had promised to see it through; now he began to feel inward alarm. These evidences of emotion... well, if it were a case of mistaken identity, it was getting deep.
"Your mother," came the response. "She had dropped in for tea when the alarm sounded. I know how bitter you've felt toward her, toward all of us. You'll see her?"
HARRINGTON swallowed hard. Then he steadied, squared his shoulders a trifle. Whatever it meant, whatever it was all about, he had promised to do the job and see it through and if he were a bit dazed, he must trust to luck.
Lady Mary— the butler had mentioned her.... Why, of course! She would be the "Minnie" of whom the man with the scar had spoken. Here in England, that was the diminutive for Mary. And this fierce, broken old chap must be "His Lordship." But the mother? That began to look serious.
"See her? Of course," he said.
The old man shook his hand again, then took his arm familiarly.
"She's in bad shape, Charles," he said. "Fearfully bad shape. It's preyed upon her. And I'll not deny it: upon me as well, upon all of us. I was damned bitter against you; I'll not shirk my blame. I hounded you from pillar to post. I've suffered for it, and I regret it. Will you forgive me? Can you forgive me? Lad, I swear I thought that it was for Minnie's best interest! My life's been bound up in her, you know; she's my only child."
A dim, vague realization of what it must be all about began to break upon Harrington. The real Sir Charles had, somehow, suffered dreadfully from these people, even from his own mother. This old chap must be the father-in-law, then.
Harrington leaned forward. He poured more wine into his own glass, poured into a second glass, then lifted and extended it. The old man took it. The glasses touched.
"To understanding, to an understanding heart," said Harrington, smiling, "which comprehends all forgiveness and all regret!"
THE old man's fingers shook, as he drained the glass and set it down. "God bless you!" he said again, fervently. "Charles, that's a real prayer. God knows how I've longed in my heart for this moment! We've known you were on dangerous service; no matter what happens now, we can face the future with a better grace. Your mother's a hard woman, Charles; as you well know, she'd go to hell for what she regarded as her duty. Well, she's done it; but you can pull her back. Poor woman, her eyes are nearly gone.... I say, are you up on leave?"
"Of course," said Harrington. "In fact, I could only dash in for a few moments."
He was himself deeply moved. This old man's proud phlegmatic poise had been completely shattered, a fact more eloquent than words; now Harrington began to dread what lay ahead. The only hurdle would be Minnie... tell her the truth! That admonition recurred to him and braced him mentally. He was playing the part of Sir Charles: he must be Sir Charles.
Beamish came back into the room. The old man turned to him and rapped out a question:
"Where's Lady Mary?"
"She is not here, Your Lordship," replied the butler. "She went next door to telephone, just before the alarm; she is probably there now."
"Confound it! Their dashed shelter isn't worth its salt! I'll pop over and bring her back.... Is Her Ladyship ready for the visitor, Beamish?"
"Yes sir. She requests that Sir Charles will excuse the conditions... Allow me to get your coat, sir."
"Keep your eye on His Lordship, Beamish," said Harrington, with a jauntiness he was far from feeling. "I'll find my own way, thanks."
He passed the butler, who closed a door behind him. Here was a short passage, with a curtain at the farther end. Harrington braced himself for the ordeal, stepped on, and drew the curtain aside.'
Here was a smaller room. Upon a chaise-longue lay a white-haired woman, a frail and evidently feeble woman; His Lordship's wife, no doubt. Beside her in a chair, knitting, sat a woman not so old, a woman imperious, cold, haughty, who laid aside her needles, lifted a lorgnette and then dropped it again.
THE woman on the chaise-longue extended a hand. Harrington took it, bowed over it, touched the fingers with his lips; they gripped at his own fingers, hard.
Then he turned to the other woman, and for an instant his heart stopped. She was looking straight at him, and upon her inflexible cheeks he saw a glint of tears.
"Well, Charles?" she said.
It seemed impossible that she should be deceived; none the less, he must take the chance. He was conscious of the terrific emotion that filled these two women; it reached out and communicated itself to him, so that his own voice sounded strangely shaken.
"It has been a long time," he said. "It may be a longer time, who knows? And words are such feeble things."
He leaned over and kissed the woman on the cheek. She must be his mother; he must be her son. He knew perfectly well the strange and fearful risk that he was running.
The woman broke suddenly. A sob shook her; she caught him and drew his cheek against her breast. He knelt there, between the two; the woman on the couch had not spoken until now, but now she dabbed at her eyes and uttered thinly querulous words:
"Charles, we've been perfect beasts.... This is the finest thing I've ever known a man to do. God will bless you for it."
"Now, let's not go over the past," broke in Harrington, wondering if his voice would betray the imposture. Apparently it did not. "It's over and done with. It's forgotten. I've only a moment— must dash off at once. I've a lot to ask your forgiveness for, you know."
His mother, evidently the more dominant spirit here, quieted her emotion and spoke in an almost toneless voice:
"It's a moment greater than all the ears—that you could find it in your heart is a splendid thing, my boy! Your father would be proud of you if he knew; and perhaps he does know. I hope he does."
"I hope he does," echoed Harrington. "And I hope he knows the great charity in your own heart— in all your hearts— toward me."
"You'll stay a little while, will you not?" she rejoined, a strange pleading in her toneless voice. "My dear, it's been so long— you'll stay just an hour?"
"I'm afraid that's impossible," said Harrington. He was breathing more easily now; amazing as it seemed, he was getting away with it. Not that this fact brought any exultation. Rather, it brought him a deep humility. He could dimly understand the situation by this time; he was aware that he was doing something which gave these people a joy and happiness beyond all measure.
"I've overstayed my leave as it is," he went on. "I'm frightfully sorry; I had to snatch at the chance of seeing you at all."
Abruptly, panic shook him. He heard voices— the clear, high voice of a younger woman. That would be Lady Mary, or "Minnie." He remembered the scar on the face of the man in the underground shelter. If that man had been the real Sir Charles, then the scar on the temple, so darkly prominent, would be known to some of these people— certainly to his wife.
The door opened.
"Oh, I say!" exclaimed His Lordship. "The All Clear is sounding! Here we are, Minnie. In with you, lass!"
HARRINGTON stood up and turned.
Coming past the old man, her head back, her eyes upon him, was a woman of such vibrant charm and beauty that the very sight of her left him stunned and helpless. He knew, in this very first moment, that she knew; he could feel it in her eyes, in her face, in her mind, as she stopped short, her hands half extended.
He came to her, daring greatly. He took her hands and smiled into her eyes. Somehow, he felt that it was safe. He was doing a thing that had now taken hold of him completely; he had the feeling, somehow, that it was a sacred thing. Before either of them could speak, his mother's voice rang upon the room:
"Minnie! He can't stay at all.... Thank God you came! It was just for a moment; the most blessed moment of them all."
"Look here, Charles!" broke out the old man. "You're not pushing off like this, you know! "
"Sorry, sir," said Harrington, though he still looked into the eyes of the young woman. "Sorry; I must leave now, at once."
"But you're in mufti, you know! On leave and all that—"
"The leave's overstayed," he insisted. "Minnie, my dear— will you see me to the gate? Just a last moment together?"
She nodded assent, her eyes wide, and fastened upon him.
Harrington turned. He went to the woman in the chair, stooped and kissed her cheek again; her arms gripped at him for an instant, then dropped. He kissed the hand of the other woman, and again her fingers clung to his; he patted them, smiled at her, and straightened up.
"Good night, dear ones," he said quietly, as the real Sir Charles must have said it. "Good night, and God bless all of us!— Come, my dear."
He shook hands with the old man, took Lady Mary's hand, and she turned with him. In the next room Beamish had his things ready. He got into his coat, took his hat, clapped the butler on the shoulder, and then walked out of the shelter and up the steps into the night air, with Lady Mary beside him.
The infernal din had ceased, though the All Clear was still droning upon the lurid London sky. With the chill pure air in his lungs, reality returned to him. He heard Lady Mary say, quietly:
"I couldn't spoil it, of course; I don't know what it all means, or who you are.... But I know that you're not Charles —I hough you might be his double."
Harrington turned and faced her. "What can I tell you?" he said, his voice deeply steady. "No more than he said to tell you, I fear. He said you would know, and that I was to tell you the exact truth."
"He? Who?" she questioned, catching her breath.
"I don't know. I never saw him before. I suppose he was the real Sir Charles. He said that he was prevented from coming and doing this; there were reasons, he said, and he asked me to come in his place. He said to give you his love, and a kiss from the dark."
She caught her breath again. Her hands gripped at his. sleeve.
"He said that? Oh, that proves it! Where— where is he now?"
"I have no idea," said Harrington gravely.
She collapsed, suddenly and completely. He caught her; and, reverently, he touched his lips to her cold ones. Then he saw two figures coming— the old man, and Beamish, who uttered a startled word and hurried to his assistance.
"Take care of her," said Harrington. "Good night again!"
Then he was through the gate and gone, out into the street, striding rapidly and furiously away from there, like a man in a dream. Before he had calmed down into any sane frame of mind, he was a mile distant; only then did it occur to him to get the location of the house. Too late now. No taxis being available at night, he kept going. The whole amazing thing was closed, he reflected, and it had better stay forgotten.
BUT it was not entirely closed:
A week later Harrington happened to be in Hammersmith. He was passing a motorcar agency, when a flag-framed photograph in the window caught his eye. He halted, looked at the photograph, and it froze him; it was his unknown friend of the underground.
He turned in at the entrance and spoke to a salesman.
"Would you mind telling me whose photograph that is, in the window?"
"Not at all, sir. It is Sir Charles Courtney, son of the founder of the firm. He was killed in action only a week ago. On the fifth."
Harrington turned away. He swallowed hard ; the fifth! Why, it was the evening of the fifth he had had that amazing experience.... But the photograph displayed in the window showed no trace of that darkly prominent scar across the man's temple.
_________________
7: Breakfast at the Savoy
H Bedford Jones
As by Michael Gallister
Blue Book June 1941
ROGER Blane was leaving the Savoy when the doorman stopped him, with the suggestion: "It's getting along to the hour, sir, and you'd be quite comfortable here—"
"Too much so, I fear," said Blane, buttoning his overcoat. "Your luxurious shelter isn't for a mug of a Canuck like me. I want to see things."
A Canuck from the windy plains, and he looked it— with the strapping, solid health of twenty-four, in London for the first time, with a week's leave to brighten his eyes. Ferrying bombers across from Newfoundland was a nerve-racking job, and he enjoyed being in mufti once more, free of all trammels. Air-raids or no, he had looked forward to London a long time, and he had nothing on his mind.
He was not in this enviable condition long, however.
Catching a bus with a laudable ambition of calling on some very distant relatives who lived somewhere back of Kensington Mansions, he alighted at King's Gate and struck off afoot for his goal. It was a chill evening and the dimmed lights of a pub attracted him; he stopped in, had a whisky-and-soda, inquired his way, and started off again.
Just then the banshee wail came whirling across the sky, a demon full-throated.
Blane halted, irresolute. He had not a ghost of an idea where to look for shelter, was not even certain that he wanted shelter; he had come to see things. He soon changed his notions about that. Scurrying people streamed along the street and ducked out of sight. The anti-aircraft barrage began to boom and bark aloft; roar upon roar shook the air as bombs burst, the siren screamers maddened nerves and brain, and shrapnel fragments started to hail down, very slivers of death.
"TAKE cover, you fool! " said a voice.
Blane was aware of a slim, dark-cloaked shape at his elbow.
"Thanks," he shouted. A shuddering, rocking roar reverberated. He stared up and around as another thin, infernal scream came blasting down the darkness.
"That's nowhere near. When the note goes down the scale, it's going farther away. Take cover, will you?"
A woman's voice, he now realized.
"Where?" he demanded.
"My Lord! With hotels everywhere around— Here, come along, silly!"
The woman pointed and started away. He followed obediently. A nice voice, he told himself, despite its impatience.
Apparently she knew her way around. Hotels, yes; not the swanky type, but huge old rambling structures of Victorian vintage, all blacked out, of course. He wondered what had happened to the cheerful pub and its crowd; probably it had a shelter of its own down below.
Blindly following his guide, Blane climbed steps, passed into a structure of some kind, and found himself amid hurrying people. Dim lights pierced the obscurity; more steps ahead, downward this time, and the infernal din of the skies and city waned to a faintly rocketing background, and then was gone.
More steps; electric bulbs appeared. This was a corridor filled with jostling shapes. Blinking at the lights, Blane turned to his companion and found her turning to look at him. He smiled and looked again. Gad! Aquiline features, a flash of wide gray eyes—why, she was no more than a girl, and a lovely one!
"Splendid! " he exclaimed. "And I've some sandwiches in my pocket. Plenty of them."
"What's splendid?" she demanded.
"You. This. Everything!" His enthusiasm was unaffected.
She gave him another look.
"American, are you?" Her voice was scornful. "A show for your benefit!"
"Canadian," he corrected cheerfully. "On leave to see the sights. I'll be over to take a hand as soon as the R.A.F. passes on my application. Just now I'm a delivery-boy. We've ferried over a lot of bombers for you folks."
"Nice, safe work," said she, with open antagonism, and drew away from him.
They were passing into a large, low-ceiled but comfortably furnished room. About the walls stood folding cots, neatly racked. Chairs were everywhere; people were everywhere. The tables held magazines, newspapers; two servants were preparing tea at a side table. At first glance it was all matter-of-fact. Then, looking again, Blane realized that what struck the wrong note was the people themselves.
Many were frightened, some were in tears; all were stiff, and on high tension. While the majority were obviously hotel guests, others had come in from outside, as their coats and hats testified; an old man with women grouped around him was quietly sobbing. The crowd flowed in, filling the place like flooding water.
Blane found himself alone; his companion had left him, had gone across the room and was seating herself on one of the cushions ranged along the wall. He took an empty chair, removed hat and coat, and with a word of thanks accepted a cup of tea from one of the two men servants.
"Nice, safe work," she had said scornfully. He smiled to himself, unworried, and looked at her. She was all in dark blue, her cloak flung back, and her brown hair massed about her aquiline features. She was just lighting a cigarette.
He saw the change that came into her face, the startled fear and horror that filled it, her eyes staring, one hand going to her lips as though to repress a cry. He followed her gaze; two men and a woman were entering, bowed in by a member of the hotel staff who made obsequious efforts to find them a place in one corner. All were in evening attire; the woman was of a statuesque beauty, her features mobile and alive. Her presence was a llvirig force. One could feel her in the place.
The two men were dark, powerful of build and feature, authority and command in their manner; high cheek-bones, strongly carved of nose and mouth and chin. Brothers, thought Blane, or possibly father and son; hard to say which, but they were obviously related, if one could judge by looks.
Blane turned his head and looked at the girl again. She was staring at the three but had composed herself; he thought her face had become white and drawn and tense. She put up a hand and jerked at her hat-brim, pulling it down as though to hide her eyes; she stooped forward and sat with her hand to her mouth as she smoked. Evidently, she feared recognition. Fear, no doubt of it. Fear was in her face, and something more, something greater and more terrible, that shook her with emotion.
More people came flooding into the shelter now—a chef in his white cap and apron, waiters and housemaids. The hotel staff had been emptied underground, for there was no distinction of rank or class down here. Tongue-clackings filled the place .A bad raid; this part of town was catching it heavy, Blane understood.
A woman with a white-faced child came along. Blane rose, gave her his chair, took his coat and hat and went over to where the three in evening dress sat. He secured a cushion and made himself comfortable against the wall, directly beside them; he could not see them now, but he could look across and see the girl, and, better, he could hear them.
THE two men were discussing business. They had pleasantly modulated voices; that of the woman cut in, musical, rich, haunting. She spoke of their own shelter, destroyed two nights ago by a direct hit; luckily there had been no one in it at the time.
"Unless Sylvia was there," said one of the men.
She made ah angry little sound.
"No such luck! I don't know what the world's coming to!... And to think we've not been able to learn anything—" Her words ended abruptly, as though one of the men had warned her. Sylvia? That might be the girl across the room, thought Blane. Nice name, Sylvia.
"Oh, Perkins is all right," one of the men said lightly. "The house is safe with him."
"It had better be," said the other, ominously. "He knows what—"
Check, again. Looking across at the girl, Blane saw her moving, coming to her feet; she was holding a handkerchief to her face. He knew instinctively that she had reached the end of her rope; a terrific nerve-strain of some kind. A man brushed him, a waiter with a tray, bringing tea to the three beside him. The man spoke respectfully.
"We just had word from above that it's quieted down a bit, sir."
He passed on with his tray. The woman spoke.
"Well, we stay right here, George! I'll never spend another night like last one. We can have cots here."
"Right, Tressilis," said one of the two men. So, thought Blane, they were not related after all! "Better make a night of it in comfort."
His eye on the girl, Blane saw that she was on her feet, unsteadily. He rose and stood in front of the three here. At this moment one of the hotel staff appeared.
"The All Clear has just sounded!" he announced. "Those employed in the offices may resume their occupations. All guests are advised to remain here for the present, however; this has been too short to be true. The Jerries will certainly be along again."
Sylvia— if she were Sylvia— was joining in the rush of figures making for the exit. Blane stood quiet, knowing that he was blocking sight of her from the three. She passed. He fell in behind her, and saw her put out a hand to the wall for support.
"Steady, Sylvia!" he said quietly. "They didn't catch on."
She turned her head and flashed him one tumultuous glance from a white face —a look of startled amazement and agitation. Then she went on. They mounted, passed through the dim-lighted lobby, and came out upon the hotel steps. The sky was filled with distant clamor, a red glow hung upon the horizon above the chimney-pots; the clang-clang of fire-engine bells sounded almost sweetly upon the night.
They were alone here. She swung about.
"You were blocking their view of me." Her voice was composed but softened. "Thank you. What do you know?"
"Only what your face told me," he replied quietly. "And a few words they spoke. They're staying for the night.... The house is safe with Perkins, they said. Apparently the lady and 'George' would like to know where you are."
"Wouldn't they, though!" Sylvia exclaimed bitterly. "Damn the lot of them! She's my sister. George Tressilis is her husband. Garven's his cousin; Cornishmen both.... What was that you said?" She turned with abrupt words, eagerness flaming in her voice. "About the house?"
"That it's safe with Perkins," said Blane.
There was a moment of silence. A deep breath broke from her.
"Oh! If I were only a man now!" she said, under her breath, like a sigh.
Blane descended a step and turned. The glow in the sky was brightening. He could see her face as he gazed up at her; she was looking off into the distance, above him. Flippant words came to his tongue, but they were not flippant as he spoke them.
"God made us what we are, and did a good job of it, Sylvia."
Her eyes dropped to him. "What a strange thing for you to say!"
"I'm a man; make use of me," he went on. "You have your wish. Can I help to keep that fear from coming into your heart again? Then permit me, do!"
"You don't understand—"
"Yes. All it's necessary to understand is your face—you, Sylvia." He moved, threw back his shoulders, laughed a little. "Oh, I'm not romantic! Really, I'm most prosaic. But you're not. You're a symbol of all beautiful things the world has lost. Let me help you if I can, if there's any help I can give."
She stood looking at him for a space, then suddenly shivered and flung a glance over her shoulder. She had remembered the three.
"We must get away from here!" she said abruptly, and put out her hand to him. "Thank you again, Canuck. It's a damned risky job; means jail if we're caught. And this Perkins—he's George's chauffeur— can handle any two men in a pinch."
"Oh! You only asked for one man," said Blane, laughing again. "But as long as you say 'we,' let's get to it, whatever it is. Maybe Perkins never tackled a Canuck."
"And no questions asked?"
"Thousands— when the time comes. Where do we go from here?"
"Two streets over. It's not far."
SHE took his arm; they gained the sidewalk, and started out. The glow in the sky was from a big fire somewhere; the reflection lighted their way dimly.
"Damn the lot of them! She's my sister." The words recurred to Roger Blane with curious emphasis; here was a pretty family tangle of some kind, he reflected. He had not the faintest idea what it was all about, and did not care particularly; he was like that, sometimes. Well, to be honest about it, he did care too. He was banking with all he had, with every atom of faith and energy and enthusiasm in him, on this girl's face.
"I should have made for the City," she observed, "or for anywhere away from here. I've been on the loose three days now. These air-raids are wonderful— for anyone on the wrong side of the law."
"I never did like the law particularly," said Blane cheerfully. He was careful not to ask questions. "Glad I got away from the Savoy. Regular underground hotel there; I wanted to see the rough side of things."
"Don't worry, you will. This is just a breather."
"What I'm driving at is that the Savoy's still there in case of need."
She pressed her hand, within his arm, in an intimate little gesture of comprehension.
"Sorry I called you a fool, Canuck."
"Don't be; it's a fact. You'll get used to it, I hope."
They swung around a corner. Dim shapes flitted along the street; voices echoed within the darkened houses. She spoke again.
"I've a door-key; we can get in, unless Perkins hears us. I'll need ten minutes to get into the safe."
"You'll have twenty."
So that was it: Robbing the family safe, eh? And she had skipped out three days ago.... It looked queer, all of it. However, if she was depending on him to keep Perkins quiet, well and good; Perkins would be quiet.
He laughed suddenly.
"You know, I always thought Perkins was the name of a housemaid or something of that sort. It usually is, in novels. Hello! They've got the fire."
The glow was dying away. Sylvia looked up and around, anxiously.
"Sharp work. One batch of Jerries comes over and starts a fire, the others come along to use it.... Oh!"
The thing shrieked and wailed across the heavens, the banshee cry of a lost soul.
"Quick! We're nearly there!" she went on, hurrying her pace. "Around this corner, down the block... fourth house. Hurry, hurry! My key's for the area-way; they don't know I have it.... I'll need a match. For a light."
"Can do," said Blane. Gad! What an infernal racket all of a sudden! "Takes thirty seconds for an archie shell to make twenty thousand feet, twenty for the fragments to fall... take your time, child."
They were going full blast, guns whose voice was like the fall of bombs; golden shell-bursts starred the far sky in evil mimicry. The noise was terrific.
"There's an underground close by," she was saying, her words almost lost. "We can make for it later."
Then she turned and was gone. He followed, down the steps of an invisible house. She was fumbling at a door; he struck a vesta, held it in cupped hands until she found the key-hole. The door swung, and they were inside; she closed it and shut out the worst of the pande¬onium, and spoke at his ear.
"Take my hand; I'll lead. We must get upstairs."
Her fingers were cold as ice, vibrant with excitement; he folded his own around them, rubbed her hand between both of his, and struck out after her.
Everything was black as pitch. She stumbled over something, gained her balance anew, and they went on. Another door, then stairs going upward; these ended, and a door opened upon lights. Candles, one in a room.
"Quickly! The library!" she breathed, and freed her hand.
FURNITURE covered, pictures gone from the walls, broken windows shuttered— rooms readied against disaster. The house vibrated to rocking explosions; from above came a sound as of rifle-fire — shrapnel fragments piercing the slates. Earth and air alike shuddered to the siren screams of falling bombs. Blane thought longingly of the cool sweet silence of that shelter they had left. How on earth did these people stand it, night after night? How did this girl stand it?
The thought burst like a shell in his brain. Was it possible that she had gone to pieces under the strain, that he had lent himself to a raid-shocked woman's fancies? For an instant the thought paralyzed him; then he put it away, angrily.
She opened a door. He came after her into a charming little library, a small room walled with books, where two candles burned in high silver holders. On the table were the remains of a meal, with whisky and glasses; in the fireplace burned a few embers.
"Oh, the beast!" exclaimed Sylvia indignantly. "He's been making himself at home!... Well, no time to lose—"
She flew at the books. A section of the shelves opened back to her hand, away from the wall, revealing the door of
a safe. She looked over her shoulder at Blane.
"If he caught us here, he'd have us. Hadn't you better wait outside?"
"Sound sense to that," said he. Going to the table, he poured himself a drink, downed it, poured another for her and handed it to her, and then stepped outside into the adjoining room. Here he sank into a covered chair and waited,
trying to relax.
It was difficult, with the evil cacophony of reverberant din that filled the air. It was impossible, when he sighted a shadowy figure in the next room; he tensed on the edge of his chair and sat motionless, staring, every nerve taut.
That would be Perkins, coming now straight for the library entrance, unaware of the dark figure in the chair. A tall man, stooped a little, mustached features thin and hard; he passed within a yard of Blane and pulled open the door, and stood there, looking in. His voice came like a hollow mockery amid the unceasing tumult.
"You, miss! Out o' that!"
Blane sat unmoving. He faintly heard the girl's startled cry; then from Perkins broke a wildly exultant word, as he whipped something out of his pocket. "Got you for fair! Now you'll go back into these, and no breaking away this time! You can go up before a magistrate for this!"
"Oh, Canuck, Canuck!" came the wail of Sylvia.
Perkins sprang forward; he was engaged in a struggle with the girl when Blane came into the doorway behind him. In the man's hand was a pair of handcuffs. He had Sylvia by the arm and was trying to click the bracelets on her wrists. She struck him across the face; he lashed out at her.
Blane, unhurried, got the man's arm, twisted it behind him, got the other wrist, and held him. Perkins, twisting his head, uttered a squawking oath of amazement.
"Easy does it," said Blane, and his eye took in the papers and money and sheaves of letters spilled over the floor. "Get your stuff together, Sylvia, and—"
HE'D have sworn that no man could have broken the hold he had on Perkins; but, next instant, Perkins became a volcanic fury. The bomb helped. The scream of it was horrible; the concussion actually shook the house, shook plaster from the walls, and Blane rocked to the impact of air. It must have struck very close.
Perkins was free. Luckily, Blane still wore his overcoat; it saved him from the hammer-blows that tore into him. The man knew his business; he struck low and fast. Blane doubled up and went forward, took a facer that laid his cheek open, then gripped Perkins by one ankle and they came down together.
With this, Blane really went to work. After a moment he came up on one hand, fumbled around with the other, got the handcuffs, and nipped the wrists of the senseless Perkins together.
Sylvia was staring at him, her eyes wide, her face white as death, as he rose.
"Well, get organized! " he said, gasping a little. Those blows had hurt. "Have you found what you want? Then tidy up and let's go."
She swooped suddenly on the packets of banknotes and the papers; scooped them up, thrust them at him. He filled his pockets with what she gave him. No time now to ask questions or think about consequences. The safe door closed, the book-shelves slammed back into place. Blane caught up the whisky-bottle, just as she darted forward and knocked the candles from the table, plunging the room into darkness.
"Come, come!" lifted her voice in almost hysteric urgency.
Gulping a drink from the bottle, Blane trailed after her, caught up with her in the adjoining room, and voiced protest and inquiry. It was no time to be sauntering down the street, he pointed out; she stared at him in helpless perplexity.
"But we can't stay here, Canuck! It's only a block to the underground."
"Tell you what. Get back to the areaway, and wait for a lull."
She nodded and led the way to the lower level once more. Blane struck a match and lit a cigarette; they found the door, opened it, looked up into the street. The sky was a lurid glare, the guns and shells were at a terrific crescendo. She closed the door again.
"Here's a bench." She guided him, and they sat down. She took the cigarette he offered; the match-flame gave momentary relief from the intense darkness here. "I won't feel safe till I'm entirely away from this house."
"Sure; keep your chin up— Oh, my sandwiches! Suppose we have a bite; they're a bit crushed, but no harm done."
He got them out, opened them, and forced her to eat. "There must be somewhere you'll be safe?" he asked presently.
"Yes, of course; if I can only find Sir James Agnew, I'll be all right. He's my uncle; he'd stop all this terrible affair at once. But I can't find him! I've been trying for three days; you've no idea how frightfully everything is done up in the City!"
"Oh, we'll run him down," said Blane cheerfully. "What's his business?"
"I just told you! He's on the bench."
"Same as we are, eh? Oh, you mean he's a judge?"
"And nobody knows where anyone is, or anything," she said hopelessly. "That's why they could do this to me—because of the awful confusion. I'm twenty-one, you see, but if they could make me marry Garven then everything would be all right. It's on account of my sister being my guardian— trying to stave off an accounting for the lost funds—"
Her voice trailed away and was gone as the earth shook; the air sucked at them, the walls trembled, the rafters creaked as though in earthquake. Blane found himself holding her in his arms, found her clinging to him; fright had seized them both. He patted her shoulder and was thankful for the feel of reality.
So that was her story— that explained everything.
It was gone m a second roaring concussion, but this was not quite so bad; still, it kept them together with the frantic clutch of terror.
Blane ventured a shaky laugh.
"Regular Victorian dime novel, Sylvia —handcuffs, forced marriage and so on. Well, forget it now."
"I— I hope so," came her voice. "The money in the safe was mine, really. So were most of the other things. Are you cold?"
"Hell, no! I'm scared," said Blane, trying to stop the fit of shivering. "I should be the noble aviator of fiction, superior to all alarms; I'm not. This damned affair does something to you. I can't sit here any longer. Let's clear out and chance it! "
She sighed. "Yes. Now you know how I felt, Canuck. Come on."
They separated, rose, went to the door and pulled it open. The hideous din assailed them anew, but now it had retreated down the sky. They ventured forth to the street, holding hands like children.
Sanity came back, with the lull of noises. Blane eyed the lurid skies; his cheerful humor returned. All over now, he told himself; she was safe enough, the villains were checkmated. Nothing to do except see the night out, get back to the Savoy, locate Sir James Agnew and then Sylvia—
They both heard it; the wailing scream rose and rose to an almost ultrasonic intensity. Thirty seconds of nerve-piercing hell, the realization that it was still rising in pitch, that it was for them.... Blane caught hold of the girl and dragged her down, aside, into another area-way below the street level—but it caught him before he could drop beside her.
The concussion was beyond human comprehension. It was, in fact, a hundred feet away and within a house to the right. The house dissolved. Blane saw the buildings across the street rising at him in the red flame-burst; he was off his feet, blown through the air—a crash, and it was over. ... A soundless, silent crash that released him into an agelong darkness.
HE heard two women talking. Said one:
"That's what it does for you, my dear. Makes you just unutterably weary, as though it dragged all the vitality and energy right from you. That's air-raid nerves."
"Well, thumbs up!" said the other, laughing a little, but not in mirth. The laugh was weary and forced. "Hello! What's this stretcher-case doing here?"
"Arkwright brought him in. She said he didn't rate hospital. The doctor said he was stunned from concussion. Canadian Air Force man, by his papers, on leave. I thought best to leave him here a bit; give him some tea and he'll come around presently."
"Right-o! Not hurt, eh? Nice face. Well, thank God it's over for the night!"
"Let's hope so. An hour now since the All Clear —four o'clock.... Ah! Tea's ready!"
Blane's eyes opened; he did not open them, they just opened. Bending above him, he saw two women in blue. One wore a helmet with a big black A on the front. Behind them were walls of sandbags. Other women were grouped near by.
He tried to move, to speak, and could not; his body just would not obey at all. One of the two knelt and held a cup to his lips.
"He's awake! " she said. "Here, drink this and you'll feel better."
He drank. Both women were looking down at him. Sudden recollection swept him.
"Where am I? Where is she?" Words bubbled from him. "She was across the street—"
One woman glanced at the other; their faces changed indefinably.
"Sorry, laddy," said one. "There was no one else.... Oh, I say! You weren't from that Parkway crowd, were you?"
"Parkway?" echoed Blane blankly.
"A bad business," went on the woman. "Direct hit on a shelter— worst thing we've had in weeks. I don't think a soul escaped alive." She turned to the other. "Brought the whole building down on top of them, you know. It was while you were gone."
Blane found himself coming round. He was on a stretcher. He sat up, gripped a hand above, and came to his feet. About him still hung his overcoat, more or less in shreds, but the bulging pockets seemed intact.
"What is this place?" he asked, looking around.
"Auxiliary Ambulance station," said one of the women. "You'd better rest a bit."
"Rest? Nonsense! Where is she?" he broke out, suddenly sweating and vehement. "We heard it coming.... I shoved her into a basement. ... It blew me across the street. I remember that, all right.... Where is she, I say? Answer me! "
One of the women took hold of him, gently, but with firmness.
"Now, my son, buckle down," said she,
a sad kindness in her face. "You were picked up; the driver reported all the houses across the street blown to bits— well, two or three of them anyway, and a fire going. That section caught it bad tonight. I'm mortal sorry, but if there was anyone else— Well, the luck fell your way, that's all."
"Luck!" said Blane, staring into her face. "Luck! My God!"
He went from sweat to ice; everything in him was frozen. So she was gone, in that hell; it had been his doing. He had been the one who wanted to go into the street.... He had tried to save her, and instead, had—
THEN his nerves went all to pieces. After a bit, the night air revived him. One of the drivers was giving him a lift toward the Savoy; dawn was stealing down from the sky; the woman beside him talked as she drove, quietly, steadying him. He had been begging her to take him back to the spot— he could not tell where it was, exactly.
"It was all searched hours ago, be sure of that," she was saying. "Nothing is passed up; the firemen do a grand job. Dear God, we know so well! Go around to the police later in the day; they'll have the names of any who were found, afterward. All we'd know would be the ambulance cases to the hospitals."
Dreadful certainty there, and it wrenched a groan from him. He did not know the girl's name, except for that one name, Sylvia. And she was dead, in that hell-blast....
He walked the last mile or so through the dawn and the littered streets, a bare-headed spectral shape with bruised and cut cheek and hopeless agony in his eyes. He passed an underground station, disgorging its hundreds of sheltered people with their blankets and pillows and children.... A policeman stopped him, caught his arm, shook him, and stood back when he saw the wet eyes.
"Beg pardon, sir—just wanted to make sure you were all right."
He walked on, into what was left of Charing Cross and the Strand, and turned in at the Savoy drive. It was broad daylight now; as he stepped into the narrow hotel doorway, a deep groan welled up within him; he had wanted to bring her here! Why, just when that last scream had wrenched the heavens apart, he had been thinking that now everything was over, that nothing remained but to reach the Savoy and clear up her troubles....
The porter left his desk, caught Blane's arm, helped him to a lounge. He had begun suddenly to stagger.
"I'll 'ave you a drink in no time, sir... Take it easy—do, now."
Blane slumped down, chin on chest. The drink came. He downed it, and looked up. The porter was speaking anxiously.
"Mr. Blane, isn't it? You're a Canadian, sir? Were you at the Parkway last night?"
"Parkway? Parkway?" The name had a vague familiarity. Oh, yes! That woman in the shelter had mentioned it. "What the devil are you talking about?"
"The Parkway, sir. That old hotel down Kensington Road way. The Jerries got it twice last night, direct hits; everyone there is gone, they say—"
"Never heard of it," said Blane. "What the hell are you gossiping about?"
"Why, sir, I've got a call here. It's for a Canadian gentleman from the Savoy who was in at the Parkway last night.... The lady doesn't know the name— a gentleman, she says, known as Canuck—"
BEFORE Blane's mind a vision grew, all in the fraction of an instant. The girl in blue leading him—an old hotel, the candle-lit lobby—the shelter down below...
Then he was on his feet, bursting toward the desk, running, hurling himself at the telephone, shouting into it in wild incoherence.... Her voice, her voice! All the heartbreak of the world gone and forgotten.
"Hurry! " he cried. "Hurry— for God's sake, hurry, Sylvia!"
"But why?" came her question.
"Why? Good Lord—" He started to shout again, checked himself, dashed the tears from his eyes, and laughed; but tears were in his laugh too. "Breakfast, of course— our first breakfast together— breakfast at the Savoy! Hurry, hurry, hurry!"
"All right," she said, and the phone clicked.
Blane swung around. Porter, charwomen, clerks— they were all looking at him; they had all heard him and now they were all smiling. Why, the whole world was smiling— and the sun was coming up over London!
_____________________
8: The Double Problem
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IN RECORDING the criminal investigations of my friend, Ebenezer Entwistle, the old Pimlico chemist of gentle birth, who, unable to fulfil his early desire of becoming a doctor, had adopted this humbler branch of the science of Æsculapius I find so much that is terrible and horrific, as in the Secret of the Smaller Stain, that it is at times a relief to turn to some lighter phase of his researches.
"We are about to move among important people, my dear Hicks," was the remark with which one evening he greeted my arrival at the little shop which stands at the corner of Tolnody Street.
"Indeed," I answered; "if this is another investigation you will have seriously to consider the question of engaging an assistant, since criminology and not chemistry seems now to occupy the major portion of your time."
As I made this remark, I noticed that he held in his hand a copy of "The Sportsman," a paper it was his habit sometimes to peruse.
"I learn from this newspaper," he said, holding it up, "that a young man who hurls a sixteen pound hammer a matter of between one hundred and seventy and one hundred and eighty feet, is regarded by the sporting public of this country as something of a genius?"
"Yes, indeed," I answered, "especially when a Freshman, in his first year of open competition, breaks British record and bids fair to eclipse the World's Champion, whose performance has stood unchallenged since 1913; for I assume that your remark relates to the Oxonian, J. C. McLaglan, who is attaining fame so rapidly in the world of sport. He seems, also, to have courted a quite unnecessary degree of notoriety by growing a beard. The papers have been full of his pictures."
"I gather, further," said Old Ebbie, following his original train of thought, "that the taste of the British public is gradually changing. Football furnishes an absorbing interest for two-thirds of the year; cricket, which has fallen into disfavour with the uneducated and unintelligent, has small claims to general attention during the summer months, so that the more exciting, but no less scientifically practised sport of athletics proper bids fair to provide the popular spectacle from April to September."
"Yes," I answered, "but it is not a matter of satisfaction to the best class of amateur athlete."
"Indeed, and why is that?" asked Ebbie.
"Because the growing popularity of the pastime has attracted the attention of the bookmakers. For example, there is almost as much betting this year upon the result of the Inter-University Sports at Queen's Club as on the Boat Race."
"Ha!" ejaculated Old Ebbie, and not another word did he speak for upwards of half-an-hour.
"Well," he said at last, "I have here a letter from the Dean of St. Luke's College, Oxford. There has been some trouble about a cheque which he asks me to investigate privately. It appears that some person, posing as an undergraduate and wearing the St. Luke's College colours, purchased certain goods from a local tradesman, for which he paid with a cheque; this, upon presentation at the London bank upon which it was drawn, was returned and marked 'no account'; and neither the name of the drawer nor his handwriting in any way resembles those of any undergraduate of the college in question. Not unnaturally the dean would prefer to have the problem solved privately, and in the meantime he has reimbursed the tradesman out of his own pocket."
"And has the origin of the cheque form been ascertained?" I queried.
"Yes," answered Old Ebbie, "it was torn, with its counterfoil, from Lord Rockpool's private cheque book."
"Hum," I said, "I know young Rockpool slightly, having served on the staff of his father, the Earl of Hartland, for a short time."
I MET Ebbie at Paddington pretty early next morning, and together we journeyed down to Oxford, where the courteous old dean entertained us to lunch at his college, refusing to say one word concerning the case until we had eaten.
After lunch he took us to his study and placed the returned cheque, signed "James Vivian," in Old Ebbie's hands. There was absolutely nothing which he could tell us personally about the affair, but I could see that my friend was keenly interested from the manner in which he scrutinised the pink, engraved slip of paper.
"The hand is disguised, and will tell us nothing more than that the cheque was drawn by a well educated man who used a fountain pen," he said; "the name of 'James Vivian' has been assumed by someone who, having written the first letter, hesitated a moment before choosing the nom de plume he would employ. He is either an American or one who has lived in the United States long enough to have become accustomed to American business methods."
"Dear me," exclaimed the dean, "how do you deduce these circumstances?"
"It is simple enough," answered Old Ebbie with a slight smile. "You will observe that the writing is fine and well formed; the broadening of the letters shows that they have been written slowly, which would hardly be the case with an educated man, unless he was giving to those letters an unfamiliar or seldom employed shape. If you will look at the writing you will notice a certain hardness of outline and also a degree of blackness, which proves that no blotting paper has been employed; now a shop-keeper almost invariably offers a customer who writes a cheque the use of a sheet of blotting paper, unless, as in this case, the writing dries at once, as is the way with some fountain pen ink. There is a slight, but none the less significant, thickening at the termination of the final up-stroke of the initial 'J,' where the man paused an instant before inscribing the next letter. On the whole, I should say that he was used to writing the 'J,' but not the 'a' which follows it. Finally, you will observe that in dating the cheque he has placed the number representing the month first, the number representing the day of the month second, and the number representing the year last, as is the American custom."
"It all sounds very simple as you explain it," said the dean, "but I must confess that I had overlooked all those little details which you make to appear so painfully simple and obvious."
"Ah," said Old Ebbie, "d'you remember what Stevenson said? 'There is nothing more disenchanting to man than to be shown the springs and mechanism of any art.'"
"Surely this is a very slight affair with which you occupy your valuable time, my dear Ebbie," I remarked as, having said good-bye to the dean, we strolled down the High to the small jeweller's shop at which the cheque had been given in payment for goods to the extent of some fifty pounds.
"There is nothing macabre about it, certainly," he answered, "but there are some unusual circumstances which raise this case above the category of commonplace crimes. We shall see."
"Well," said Ebbie to the jeweller, whose shop was small and dark, "the dean of St. Luke's has sent us to see you about this bad cheque."
"Yes, sir, I shall be pleased to answer your questions," said the man.
"Have you a list of the things purchased?"
"There was only one purchase, sir; a ring comprising a single large diamond held in a woman's hand."
"But surely that was an extraordinary piece of jewellery for an undergraduate to acquire?"
"So I thought, but the gentleman seemed much taken with it, and quite turned up his nose at a stone of the first water in a simple setting, which I offered, and even recommended, in preference to the other. But he said it was for his own use and he preferred it."
"Hum! Had you ever seen this customer before?"
"No."
"Would you know him again?"
"I'm afraid not; I was just closing the shop and most of the lights were out; moreover, he wore a heavy ulster with the collar turned up and had a scarf of St. Luke's colours wrapped right up round his chin."
"Did you notice anything peculiar about him?"
"Nothing, except his arms, sir, which were abnormally long."
"Come," said Ebbie, "that is at least something to go upon. Had he any accent?"
"Not an accent, sir; but, now that you mention it, I remember that he seemed to choose his words with some care. But a great many young gentlemen do that nowadays in their first term."
"By the way," said Ebbie, as we were leaving the shop, "he wrote the cheque with a fountain pen, didn't he?"
"Why, yes, sir," replied the man in some surprise.
"It is always something to have one's deductions confirmed as one goes along," said Ebbie, when we found ourselves once more upon the pavement. "It would appear that despite a certain degree of education our man is not quite a gentleman."
"Because he chooses his words carefully?" I asked.
"No, but because he buys a ring better suited to the hand of a professional boxer than to that of an Oxford undergraduate."
From the terse manner in which the answer was given I gathered that my companion did not wish to converse, and so I remained silent as we walked to "Green Lawns," a large house standing in its own grounds, at which we had been informed that Lord Rockpool was staying. It was a low, prepossessing building, well sheltered by trees, the front facing the road and the back looking across a stretch of smooth lawn, which ran almost up to the wall, towards St. Cuthbert's College, from which, also, it was screened by a row of trees.
The rooms occupied by Lord Rockpool were immediately over the dining-room and drawing-room, which opened straight on to the lawn by way of French windows, set in three-sided bays, which projected from the main structure, the windows being protected by shutters at night. We ascertained later, that these shutters were always closed at tea-time, that is to say, before it was quite dark, during the winter months. These twin bays were covered with lead, their flat roofs being some ten and a half feet above the ground.
The manservant who answered the door informed us that his lordship was at present attending a committee meeting of the Oxford University Athletic Club, of which he was at that time President, but that he would most certainly be in at six o'clock.
Leaving our names and a message that we had been asked to call upon Lord Rockpool by the dean of St. Luke's, we made our way to the Randolph Hotel, whither our baggage had preceded us, and where we now ordered tea.
At six o'clock precisely we presented ourselves again at "Green Lawns," where the door was answered by the same manservant, who informed us that his lordship was in and would see us. I noticed at the moment that the man was perturbed, if not actually agitated.
I was behind my companion as we entered Rockpool's room, and was amused to observe the slight start of surprise caused by the somewhat bizarre appearance of the old chemist, who was clad, as usual, in square-tailed morning coat, with large flap pockets, Gladstone collar, and crossover bird's-eye cravat. A moment later Rockpool caught sight of me, and came quickly forward.
"How d'you do, Captain Hicks?" he said. "We have not met since you stayed at Hartland more than a year ago."
"The last time I saw you was at Queen's last March, when you won the Mile," I answered; "but upon that occasion I had no opportunity of speaking to you."
To my intense surprise a shadow crossed his face upon my mentioning his victory against Cambridge. And then I noticed that the window was wide open; another surprising circumstance, for the evening was cold, even for early March.
Before anything further could be said, Lord Rockpool turned to Old Ebbie.
"And you," he said, holding out his hand, "are the famous Mr. Ebenezer Entwistle, whose brain is said to be one of the acutest at present employed in criminal research. Well, sir, I am delighted to make you welcome, for you come at a most opportune moment."
"You, my lord, are interested then in this affair of the false cheque which has been uttered?" asked Old Ebbie in his quiet, cultured voice, which seemed always to place him at once upon a friendly footing with those with whom he was brought into contact, no matter what their station in life might be.
"But very indifferently, I fear," answered Rockpool. "The affair is trivial, after all: the tradesman has been paid and the dean can afford the money, so it seems the only loser is the poor devil who allowed himself to be tempted to the commission of such a petty and pitiful felony."
"But how do you suppose the person in question was afforded the opportunity of extracting a cheque from your book?" asked Ebbie.
"Nothing could be easier," answered Rockpool. "I have several banking accounts, and usually carry a book in the pocket of whatever coat I happen to be wearing. Why, it was only the other day that the ground man at the Iffley Road track returned to me a cheque-book which he had found in the breast-pocket of an old blazer I had given him to throw away, and which had been hanging on a peg in the dressing-room for months."
"And was it from that particular book that the cheque-form was purloined?"
"No, but from another, with which I am afraid that I was equally negligent. I shall be more careful in future, since this unsavoury episode has aroused my sense of responsibility and I now realise that my carelessness has in some measure led another man into crime. So strongly have I felt this, indeed, that I asked the dean to allow me to reimburse the silversmith the 'pair of ponies' of which he was defrauded, but Dr. Seaton would not hear of it, a circumstance which has annoyed me greatly."
"I see," said Ebbie; "but have you no idea as to the approximate date upon which this cheque-form was purloined?"
"Not the least in the world, for I had not used the book myself for more than three months; so you see that it is no use for us to discuss that matter any further; and, meantime, I have a much more extraordinary problem to offer you, if you would care to undertake the investigation?"
"I must first hear the nature of the case before I can say whether I will undertake it or not," my friend answered guardedly.
"Very well," said Rockpool, "I will relate the circumstances; but whether you undertake the case or not, what I am about to say must, of course, be treated in the strictest confidence. I ask for this assurance, since the matter affects the University as a whole. If I alone were concerned, I should be perfectly content to rely upon your discretion."
"You may do so in any case, my lord," said Old Ebbie, with equal formality.
For some moments Rockpool sat at the table considering the situation before committing it to speech.
"I wonder," he said at length, "if either of you is sufficiently interested in sport generally to have observed that the exaggeration of professionalism is gradually killing the public interest in Association football, which, for many years, has been a sort of fetish with the masses. The professionals, by eliminating the charge, have deprived the game of a feature of robustness which was, at one time, closely allied to the art of tackling, which still keeps the Rugby game healthy. Furthermore, the finicking exactness of the professional player has robbed the game of its goal-getting possibilities, and, therefore, the public are looking around for some other form of sport upon which to fasten their affections. Athletics, a branch of sport which has hitherto been almost entirely free from professionalism and the betting evil, has, in consequence, come in for a quite unpleasant boom."
"So I have already gathered," interrupted Old Ebbie.
"Not unnaturally," continued Rockpool, "both here and at Cambridge we have been pestered to death by newspaper people and Press photographers, since the daily papers are concentrating upon the approaching Oxford and Cambridge sports in a most unprecedented manner."
"In fact," I interposed, "the sports this year are creating just as much public interest as the Boat Race?"
"Yes," answered Rockpool, "and I am afraid that people are betting equally freely upon both events. And then, of course, that infernal fellow McLaglan growing a beard gave the Press photographers an excellent opportunity of exploiting us."
"But surely it is unusual for a Fresher thus to go against the wishes of his associates?" I said.
"An ordinary Fresher, yes," replied Rockpool, "but McLaglan has come up late and must be nearly thirty years of age. I should think he has been abroad a good deal. He is very independent."
"I see," I answered.
"We had a meeting with the C.U.A.C. Committee a week ago," he continued, "when it was agreed that we should do all in our power to support the Amateur Athletic Association in its endeavour to combat the betting evil, for which reason it was decided that, contrary to previous custom, we should not this year publish the selected teams until the eve of the contest. You must quite understand," he added impressively, "that we do not object to publicity or to providing sport for the genuine sport-loving public, but we do resent being exploited for the benefit of those people who follow sport purely and simply for what they can get out of it."
"Yes, the point is quite clear," answered Ebbie.
"This afternoon," continued Rockpool, "the committee of the O.U.A.C. met to award Blues; a point of contention arose, and it was some considerable time before we finally selected the team which will meet Cambridge at Queen's, at the end of the month. Even so, those who are to have their Blues will not be told yet, but everyone who has been training has been requested to continue work at Iffley Road."
"And what was the particular point of contention?" asked Ebbie.
"As to whether McLaglan should be given his Blue," answered Rockpool.
"What!" I exclaimed, "exclude the British record holder from the team, impossible! Besides, my dear fellow, it seems to me that Oxford and Cambridge are so evenly matched this year that McLaglan's hammer throwing is the one thing which may prevent the sports from resulting in an inconclusive tie."
"That was what the majority of the committee thought," said Rockpool drily, "but McLaglan has not the right outlook in relation to sport. This is not snobbishness," he added, "for a board-school boy would be equally as welcome in the team as an Etonian, if he was a sportsman, which McLaglan is not. He is boastful and a bad loser, and has already done a number of things well calculated to bring University athletics into bad repute."
"Such as growing a beard?" queried Old Ebbie, with a sly smile.
"Yes, that amongst other things."
"Such as?"
"A suspicion of shadiness in money matters."
"But what made him grow a beard?" I interposed.
"Heaven alone knows," replied Rockpool. "But we are getting away from the main issue. I returned here from the committee meeting a few minutes after you had called, and immediately sent Smithers, my man, out to get an evening paper. I placed the list of Blues who will compete against Cambridge upon my desk, and then it suddenly occurred to me that some of those infernal newspaper fellows would be along at any moment, pestering me for information. I ran downstairs to give the parlour-maid instructions to tell them, should they call, that I had nothing to communicate. I found the girl laying my landlady's dinner table.
"As I was giving my instructions in the dining-room, which is immediately beneath this study, I heard a slight thud overhead, and asked the girl what it could be.
"'I'm sure I don't know, sir,' she answered, 'for there is no one else in the house, except you and me and cook, who is down in the basement.'
"I ran upstairs immediately and found the window wide open and the list of Blues vanished from my desk.
"You will observe that this room is approached by a long passage, from which the bathroom and lavatory open; there was no one in either of those rooms, and no one could have got downstairs, for the parlour-maid, seeing my excitement, had followed me to the foot of the staircase. A moment later Smithers returned, and together we searched every inch of the house, while Helen remained on guard at the foot of the stairs."
"One moment," interrupted Ebbie, "did your man know that you had the list!"
"No!"
"Did you look out of the window?"
"Yes, but there was no sign of anyone upon the lead flat of the dining-room window below, nor could I see any means by which anyone could have mounted to my window from beneath."
"And were the blinds drawn in the dining-room when you were speaking to the parlour-maid?"
"Yes, the blinds were down and the shutters closed and fastened."
"Good! and what did you do next?"
"I decided to await your arrival, since the matter was far more in your province than in mine."
"Good again," said Ebbie; "if you have a strong electric torch we will examine first the lead flat and then the garden."
"I can give you something better than a torch, for I have one of those petrol-gas storm lanterns; it gives a tremendous light."
While the lamp was being fetched, Old Ebbie examined the room minutely, but apparently without result. This inspection finished, he slipped off his boots and stepped out on to the lead flat in his stockinged feet.
"There are numerous indentations in the lead," he said, after a momentary inspection, "but it is impossible to say whether they are new."
He got down on to his knees and I peered over the edge of the flat roof, holding the lantern out before him.
"By Jove!" he exclaimed, "the lead guttering has been completely crushed right in the centre of the bay, and yet the break is a single one and not very wide, so that it can hardly have been made by a ladder, and yet it is too broad for the imprint of a rope. Well, well! let us go below and see if the ground has any secrets to reveal."
Outside the dining-room window we found a single deep impression in the ground, circular and about nine inches in circumference; from the imprint upon the frosty grass it appeared as if a stout rope had been dragged back perpendicularly some fifteen feet from the hole. Closer inspection of the circular impression in the turf revealed three slightly deeper holes, breaking the circumference triangularly. A mat having been fetched, Old Ebbie lay down to make a more minute examination by the aid of a magnifying-glass and the concentrated beam of a power-torch, which Smithers procured. Presently he passed the torch to me and took out his knife. From the triangular area enclosed by the three slightly deeper holes he delicately extracted a very thin layer of hard earth, in which were embedded infinitesimally small white flecks; in two places the edge of this dry crust was broken as if it had been pierced.
"I do not think there is anything else to be learned here," said Old Ebbie, standing up and putting the thin layer of earth carefully away in his pocket case. "Have you ever been in the fen country, my lord? No? Ah, well, it is an interesting district. I was brought up there."
Rockpool, Smithers and I regarded Entwistle with frank amazement, for to us it appeared that he was drivelling.
"By the way," he added, as if to change the conversation, "could you tell me when Mr. McLaglan began to grow a beard?"
"Yes," said Rockpool, "it was some weeks before Christmas. I remember, because he came to ask me about the Rhodes scholars coming over from the United States, and I told him he had at least nothing to fear from the American hammer-throwers, who would be up this term."
"Is he a heavy man?"
"Oh yes; he has need of weight, you know, as a hammer-thrower."
"Thank you," said Ebbie, "and now have you such a thing as a tape, I want to measure the height of that lead flat from the ground."
Smithers having procured a tape, the measurement was made and the height found to be exactly ten feet six inches.
"Hum!" said Ebbie, "now how the deuce d'you think that anyone got up there so quickly without the aid of a ladder?"
"I'm sure I don't know," answered Rockpool. "But I'm quite certain it was one of those damned journalists, and that the composition of the team will appear in one of the papers tomorrow morning."
"Ah, well, we shall see," said Ebbie, and with that we walked back to the Randolph Hotel, where we stayed the night.
Rockpool was wrong in his surmise; at least, none of the daily papers published a list of Blues next morning.
At breakfast, Ebbie was quite cheerful.
"You were sports officer to your battalion at one time, weren't you?" he asked.
"Yes," I answered.
"Very well then," he said, "let us walk out to Iffley Road today, where, I understand, that the Blues and the problematical Blues will be training, and you shall explain to me some of the mysteries of athletics, about which, I must confess, that I know but little. I want, moreover, to see this wonderful hammer-thrower. I have been thinking a lot about his performances and have worked out a few most interesting mathematical calculations; the strength and skill which enable him to throw a sixteen pound ball nearly one hundred and eighty feet must be simply phenomenal, as you will see for yourself if you work out in foot-pounds the resistance of the whirling hammer-head to the body while the thrower is turning. It would be interesting to know his weight and measurements."
"As it happens, I can tell you his weight and height," I answered; "he stands just six feet and weighs two hundred and thirty-five pounds; his reach, I believe, is abnormal."
"Well, I should much like to see him," said Ebbie.
This wish, however, was not to be gratified. Rockpool was just leaving the track after a training spin, when we arrived at Iffley Road; as we stood chatting, I asked him if McLaglan had been down that morning.
"No," he replied, "he is most particular about his training, and will only throw at that time each day which most nearly corresponds with the hour at which he will have to compete at Queen's, thus he ensures being at his best at the same hour each day."
"By the way," asked Ebbie, "at what school was McLaglan educated?"
"I do not know," Rockpool replied; "he always appears in the programme as 'Privately and St. Luke's College.'"
That afternoon we returned to Iffley Road, but the hammer-thrower did not put in an appearance. Ebbie was disappointed, but still I could see that he was enchanted with the evolutions of the hurdlers and high jumpers. Also we stood for a long time watching the pole-vaulters at work, and it was with difficulty that I was able to make the old chemist believe that more than one American had beaten thirteen feet in this event.
"Really, that seems quite incredible, but what height can these men accomplish?" he said, as we stood beside the sawdust-filled pit into which the vaulters were landing over the high bar after flinging back their spiked poles.
I turned to an undergraduate standing by to get the information.
"Oh, I don't know," he said; "Washburn Thorne, the Rhodes fellow from Cuthbert's, will do something better than twelve feet, I believe, but we've no one else who can reach ten feet; but neither have the Cantabs, for that matter."
Over tea Old Ebbie remained silent, except for such muttered soliloquies as I had learned to regard as an infallible sign that he was rapidly arriving at his final conclusions, although, for the life of me, I was unable to see how he could have fixed upon one single circumstance in this present case.
The "dottle" fell from his third pipe, as he knocked it against the mantelpiece before rising with assured determination.
"Let us go to see Lord Rockpool," he said, "there is someone to whom I wish him to present me."
Rockpool, as mystified as myself, took us round to St. Cuthbert's, where we found that Washburn Thorne had sported his oak, but since Old Ebbie had said that the matter was urgent, the O.U.A.C. president did not hesitate to hammer upon the door, which was opened presently by a typical American of the best type, a youth whose high cheek bones, aquiline features and sensitive hands attested his nationality. He stood about five feet eight inches, and must, I should say, have weighed all of a hundred and fifty pounds, since his arms and shoulders bulked big through his clothes.
"Sorry to bother you, Thorne," said Rockpool, "but this gentleman, Mr. Ebenezer Entwistle, wants to see you on a matter which is most urgent."
"Sure! Won't you all come right in?" answered the young American, in pleasant, well assured tones. I must admit that I took to him at once.
"Well, what can I do for you, Mr. Entwistle?" he asked, when we were all seated.
Old Ebbie looked around the room until his eyes rested upon a couple of bamboo, tape-bound vaulting poles in one corner.
"I believe that you have reduced pole-vaulting to a fine art, Mr. Thorne," said Ebbie.
"Why yes, sir, I reckon to get over the bar with the least margin of waste each time."
"And you can fall from considerable heights without sustaining the least injury?"
At this question the American fidgeted a little and a strange look came into his eyes.
"Yes," he said, more curtly, "if you land anyhow you tire yourself out long before the competition is over."
"And you use a pole with three spikes set triangularly at the point?"
"See here!" exclaimed Thorne, springing up, "I don't mind answering your question; but what is there back of all this?"
"Nothing; except that Lord Rockpool would be interested to know why you entered his rooms last evening and extracted the list of those athletes who will represent your University against Cambridge at the end of the month."
"Eh?" interrupted Rockpool, "how the deuce could Thorne have entered my rooms?"
"The thud you heard overhead, my lord, when you were in the dining-room was caused by Mr. Thorne alighting on the lead flat which he reached by means of his vaulting-pole. I saw the place where it touched the soft lead guttering; we all saw the small circular indentation in the turf pierced triangularly, and I, being a fen-man, knew that it was made by the point of a spiked vaulting-pole, the imprint of which was left on the grass where it fell, and which you and Hicks mistook for the mark made by a rope. The thin layer of dried earth fell from between the spikes when the pole was planted, but I'll admit the white flecks puzzled me until I saw the sawdust in the pit at Iffley Road today."
"But why do you fasten this affair on to Thorne with such certitude?" asked Rockpool.
"Because the height of the lead-flat from the ground is ten feet six inches, and Mr. Thorne is the only man at either Oxford or Cambridge who can beat ten feet at present."
Washburn Thorne was about to speak, but Old Ebbie held up his hand.
"Lord Rockpool," he said, "was anxious to ascribe the business to some too enterprising journalist; I, personally, suspected that the betting fraternity had bribed someone to obtain early and accurate information for them, but since I have seen Mr. Thorne the matter admits of a different significance, and I think McLaglan, too, may play a part, conscious or otherwise, in this affair.
"You, my lord, have told us that the controversy was somewhat hot as to whether he should be given his Blue, and I have wondered if he knew of this and had been anxious to satisfy himself, hence my question concerning his weight. The fact that he weighs nearly two hundred and forty pounds put him out of court as a pole-vaulter, but I still have a feeling that Mr. Thorne knows something about McLaglan and wanted to see the list of Blues on that account.
"It struck me as odd that McLaglan, a man of thirty, should be so foolish as to antagonise his associates by growing a beard, but you will remember that you, my lord, told us he was not quite a gentleman and had been much abroad, and that he did not begin to grow his objectionable beard until he knew the names of the Rhodes scholars expected from America. In other words, I wondered if anyone coming over had knowledge of his previous career which would be detrimental, and if for that reason he was growing a beard.
"Mixed up with all this is a fantastic second, or perhaps I should say first, problem— that of the false cheque.
"The man who wrote that cheque was an American, or had lived in America, as witness the method of dating it; the silversmith says his customer had abnormally long arms, by which, in common with other hammer-throwers, Captain Hicks tells me McLaglan is distinguished; the shop-keeper tells me, moreover, that his customer chose his words carefully, as, I told myself, one might do who wished to conceal his American accent. You must remember, too, that McLaglan had been educated privately, and that nothing is known as to his antecedents. Finally, Lord Rockpool has told us that some suspicion attaches to the man of being not quite straight in money matters. I have no proof of his guilt in the matter of the cheque.
"And now, Mr. Thorne, what have you to say to all this?"
Washburn Thorne, who had been regarding Old Ebbie with ever-growing amazement, laughed nervously.
"I admit entering Lord Rockpool's rooms in the manner you have mentioned," he said, "but not from any evil motive. I was at Cornell before I came to Oxford, and I went with the U.S.A. Olympic team to the last celebration of the Olympic Games. There was a hammer-thrower aboard the U.S.A. ship who made himself pretty obnoxious, and who, after the Games, turned professional and then disappeared. This was the so-called J. C. McLaglan, and once I spotted him I was determined he should not bring discredit upon Oxford University by representing us against Cambridge; but all the time I did not like to speak in case he should be trying to get a good education for honest ends; but I knew I'd have to tell Rockpool if the Committee had given him his Blue. I only meant to look at the list, but I heard Rockpool running upstairs, and so I grabbed the paper, slipped through the window, and jumped down from the lead flat. I played 'possum in the bushes awhile, and then slipped over the wall back to College."
"Ah!" said Old Ebbie, "then McLaglan's beard didn't deceive you?"
"It did absolutely."
"Then how did you recognise him?"
"In the strangest possible way," answered Thorne, smiling. "On board the boat bearing the U.S.A. Olympic team the hammer-thrower in question used to recite a poem he himself had written all about a man called James Vivian, and here in Oxford I heard McLaglan recite the same puerile verses, and spotted him at once."
"Well, now, that is most extraordinary," exclaimed Old Ebbie with a dry chuckle, "for we have solved the double problem. The false cheque given to the silversmith was signed 'James Vivian'; McLaglan has borrowed the name of his invented hero."
"I think we had better go and call on McLaglan," interposed Lord Rockpool. "As a professional he is, of course, altogether outside the pale, but I wonder what has been his object in this masquerade."
"I fancy he was brought over by a bunch of bookmakers who wanted to make sure of an Oxford victory," said Washburn Thorne, "but I'm afraid you won't find him. I warned him last night that he must not dare to represent the 'Varsity at Queen's Club or I would show him up, and I believe he quitted Oxford early this morning."
In this assumption the Rhodes scholar was correct, nor did the pseudo-amateur hammer-thrower again put in an appearance at that ancient seat of learning.
__________________________
9: According to Law
F. A. M. Webster
Adventure 30 Jan 1922
HALF a dozen men were sitting in the back room of Benjamin's bar in Johannesburg, wishing that something would turn up. They had finished playing poker a couple of hours ago, the remittance man's last instalment from home
being by that time completely exhausted.
A native boy had just brought in the eighth instalment of whisky and water; and the little room was so thick with smoke and so stuffy with the horrid, pungent fumes of Boer tobacco that the average man would not have been able either to see or breathe. To the six inmates of the room the foul and foggy atmosphere seemed to make no difference at all.
The doctor had just finished a long yam about the killing of a big sable antelope and a subsequent startling adventure with vultures when his hunting partner had left him to guard the carcass against their depredations.
"I was pretty green in those days," he concluded, "and I shall always think that Schmidt knew the danger and left me to it, as a means of paying off a grudge he held against me; for a little plain speaking I had been forced to earlier in the day, as to his right to the use of my personal property."
An old prospector leaned forward across the table, spreading his sinewy arms carefully among the glasses, and stared through the smoke in the doctor's direction.
The prospector was not prepossessing. He was a man of over sixty years of age, whose countenance the African sun had scorched and dried to the yellowness of old parchment. His chin and cheeks were thatched with a straggling growth of thin, iron-gray hair; a big, soft hat flopped untidily over his eyes. The ragged shirt he wore was glazed with dirt; the sleeves, rolled back to the elbows, disclosed arms extraordinarily muscular and well formed for a man of his age.
"What was Schmidt, a back-veld Boer?" he queried.
In answer to the doctor's affirmation the prospector laughed softly. A peculiarly mirthless laugh.
"I thought so," he said; "they're all the same— dirty-white, with a yellow streak. Some of the things that go on in those back-veld farms would turn a Kaffir sick and send a white man, with any morals, mad. But I'll say for them, they're good haters."
"Hate," said the remittance man softly, "and the yellow streak; they are not confined entirely to the Boers."
The bank manager coughed discreetly, for he knew the story of Wainwright, who had spoken.
"I have often thought," continued Wainwright, "that the smallest offenses breed the biggest enmities."
"I don't agree with you there," said the doctor. "A man must have a pretty good cause for offense, before he works up what I should call a real 'killing' hate. Of course,
with the Latin races it is different. They are so infernally touchy and excitable that one can never tell how to deal with them. Look at their vendettas, for example. A man treads on another man's toes and their descendants, for untold generations, magnify the incident into cause for an unending blood feud."
"But surely the same state of things appertains in England, to a less dangerous degree," interposed the bank manager. "Otherwise how do you account for those extraordinary lawsuits, in the long course of which a prosperous man will beggar himself for the sake of an unimportant right of way?"
"Law," said the old prospector, spitting contemptuously. "I don't think much of your, civilized laws, that send a poor devil of a starving woman to jail for stealing a loaf, and yet let one of these-slave-driving, gold-grubbing company-promoters, who have ruined Africa, skin widows and half-witted children bare of every bean they possess."
"But, my friend," replied the bank manager, "laws are made by civilized peoples for the greater comfort of the whole community. Without them society could not exist."
"And you think that laws, which are so involved as to supply plenty of loopholes for clever thieves, wife-stealers and murderers to slip through are good laws, do you?" asked the prospector bitterly.
"I tell you," he went on, banging his fist down, so that the glasses leaped upon the table, "that there is no law in the world so just as the law of the wild. 'First blood is hunters' meat.' What could be fairer than that. For it saves all dispute as to who fired the fatal shot. In the wilds we are governed by nature, we kill the man who carries off our women and we wipe out a deadly insult in blood. Primitive law if you like, but it is Bible law, none the less. 'An eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth, and a life for a life.' "
A long silence followed this apparently irrefutable contention; and it seemed that a fruitful source of argument must lie fallow, for want of further material upon which to feed.
Suddenly Benjamin, the barkeeper, pushed open the door and shuffled forward to the table.
" 'Red Jake's' dead!" he said, and paused expectantly for the rain of questions which he knew must follow; for a death always excites interest, in any community.
In this particular case only Benjamin and the old prospector, Jim Lyall, had been long enough in the country to remember the wild days which had provided an adequate setting for Red Jake's hectic career.
"How'd it happen?" asked the prospector, fanning the smoke away from his face.
"An old native, named Umpomba, went out with him hunting lion and got him with an assegai, while he was asleep. The Mounted Police have just brought the "boy" in. You remember him, Jim; he was the fellow who gave evidence against Jake at the trial, and, after it was over, swore that he'd revenge his sister if he had to wait a lifetime. Well, he's waited thirty years, and now he's done it."
"There you are," said Lyall, to the company at large. "There are two cases of hate, which ought to settle your arguments."
"What's the story, Jim?" asked the doctor. "I've heard of this man, Red Jake, as a dangerous character, and I know that he was tried for murder a good many years ago; but it was so long before my time that I never heard any details of the case."
"Well, it's a pretty complicated tale," said Lyall, "but I'll do my best to tell it, unless Benjamin here would rather spin the yam."
"Not me," said Benjamin. "I'm no good at the talking— besides I've got to keep my eye on the bar; but I'll stay and listen, for old times' sake.
ii
THINGS weren't as orderly out here in the early nineties, as they are now (Lyall commenced). Southern Rhodesia was the frontier, as far as South Africa was concerned, and Fort Victoria was the first settlement founded in Mashonaland, by the Pioneer Column of the Chartered Company. Speaking generally, it was a quiet, well-ordered little settlement; but on Saturday nights things were apt to get a bit complicated.
Most days if you wandered into the main street you'd find a dog making things unpleasant for his insect friends, and, probably a couple of native women taking snuff outside the little store; the company's maps showed a township of six streets, seven avenues, a market square, a church and a museum; as a matter of fact there was one street, comprising four or five shanties, and some tin-roofed out-buildings, running from the Drift to the Thatched House.
Some men had offices, which they used mostly as lumber rooms; if they wanted to do business they went to the Thatched House, which was our one hotel, where everybody fed and where the whole life of the town centered.
In Victoria we did everything collectively, from celebrating a birthday to burying a member of the community.
Under the circumstances you may be sure we were none too pleased when Red Jake arrived, and ran up a shack for himself just outside the town. He was neither congenial nor desirable; in fact, he was a "mean-white" of the worst order. He was a holy terror to the natives and soon began to terrorize the white population as well.
He was a great, big brute, six-feet-two high, as thick as an oak tree and as strong as an ox. He would stamp into the Thatched House, order drinks round and stop all business and gambling, while he was there. After two or three drinks he'd get most infernally offensive. We all tackled him in turn, but he just made mince-meat of us; which is saying a lot, for we were a pretty hard-bitten crowd.
After this state of things had lasted best part of two months a youngster toned up fresh from home, with an unspoiled complexion and the red of sappy British beef still showing in his cheeks. I fancy he'd got into some sort of bother at one of the universities, and had been sent abroad to save trouble. He was a fine, cleanly built lad, though not over big. His name was Mercer. He seemed to realize that he was new to our life, and would learn most from the overseas men by keeping a still tongue in his head and not asserting himself. Red Jake was away when he arrived and did not show up until he'd been settled in best part of a month.
One night when I was standing by the bar, talking to Mercer, Red Jake staggered in.
"Drinks on me," he shouts, then he catches sight of Mercer.
"Who the-are you," he says.
"My name is Mercer," the boy replied.
"Oh, it is, is it?" says Jake, then turning to the barman he adds, "Bring a bottle for the baby, Joe."
"Can't get no bottles, Jake," says Joe nervously.
"Then bring him a glass of milk," Jake answered.
"I don't think I particularly want to drink with you," chips in young Mercer, looking his man up and down.
At that Jake flares up and turns to Joe.
"Bring the milk, and be sharp about it," he orders.
When it was brought he goes up close to Mercer.
"Are you going to drink this?" he says.
"No," answers the boy.
"Then I'll wash your face with it," says Jake; and, with that, he chucks the lot smack into Mercer's face.
Mercer didn't hesitate a minute. He hit out like a kicking mule and Jake went down with a crash. I was mighty sorry for the boy, for I'd seen Jake fight; but I might have saved my sympathy.
Jake got up and the Thatched House emptied into the street, for we wanted to see the fight.
Jake was in his shirt sleeves and didn't need to peel. Young Mercer stripped off his coat, and shirt too, and chucked them to me to hold. It was then we began to wonder if he'd got a sporting chance after all, for he stripped like a fighting man. His head was well set on, and his chest deeper than we had imagined. He was thin on the flanks, but his arm and shoulder muscles were what amazed us, for they rolled and rippled like steel springs under the smooth, white flesh, which had not yet been tanned by our African sun. Jake seemed to realize something of the same sort, for I saw him eyeing his opponent critically.
I wish I could do that fight justice, for it was the most beautiful exhibition of brains and skill against brute force I've ever seen.
Jake stood square on his huge legs. He looked like a monument, and you couldn't imagine him being knocked down. We knew from past experience that despite his weight he could move quickly enough when he wanted. He looked so much bigger than his opponent, however, and his massive, ugly face looked so menacing that I, for one, began to fear afresh for young Mercer. He, for his part, did not seem in the least anxious. Stripped to the waist, he stepped forward ready and looked toward the sergeant of police, who, for formality's sake, held a watch in the palm of his hand.
"Time!" called the sergeant.
Mercer faced his man with little weaving, intricate steps, breaking to left and right in a way which bespoke a previous knowledge of ring-craft. He was feeling his way, while Jake, with a watchful eye, pivoted slowly upon his right leg, his left arm partly extended, his right held low to guard the mark. This was different from his usual mad-bull, overbearing rush and showed that he appreciated something of his opponent's value.
Suddenly he rushed in, hitting with all his might; but each time Mercer was just beyond the range of the great fist, watching his man and waiting for an opening. Almost immediately after he led lightly with his left, and then led again, getting home each time; but there seemed to be no power behind the blows. Then it was "Time." Mercer was quite fresh, but Jake's great, hairy chest was laboring stormily.
Jake opened the second round with a sudden rush, but Mercer slipped sidewise and avoided him, then sprang in and delivered a stinging punch to the ribs which set Jake gasping for his breath. Elated by his slight success, the boy led for the face, but got a swinging counter on the jaw, which shook him sadly. Instantly Jake rushed in to complete his work, but Mercer, with his better knowledge of the art, kept out of harm's way until the end of the round.
As the boy rested upon my knee I offered him a sup from my flask, but he waved it aside.
"I may need it later," he said.
He was on his feet in a flash at the call of time and went straight for his man, his fist getting home with two clean smacks, one to the ribs and one flush between the eyes. That second punch would have fetched most men off their feet, but it didn't seem to do more than daze Jake for a second.
Mercer must have felt that he was winning then, for he mixed it up proper; but he got into a clinch with Jake, which was very nearly the end of him, for the big man smashed in a terrible uppercut which he only just broke with his guard. Jake tried another, Mercer dodged it; but got a swinging blow on the ear as he broke away. Then it was time again. He came back to me with a bloody head, but still quite fit and able to take a lot more punishment.
For a couple of rounds more they fought guardedly, feeling for openings and not finding them. Jake's hitting was the harder, but the boy was quicker on his feet, and he had learned his lesson; and so kept out of another clinch. There was no cheering in those rounds; nothing but the quick patter of the men's feet, the thud of blows and the quick intake of hissing breath.
In the eighth round Mercer seemed to see an opening, for he leaped in like a leopard. There was a crack like a pistol shot; his head went back, his arms flew wide, and there he was on his back in the road, with his neck half-broken. Jake stepped forward with his right held ready, but half a dozen men dragged him back as the police sergeant began to count. At the count of five Mercer struggled to his knees, at seven he was on his feet. Jake rushed in, but the boy stumbled to the side, again and yet again, getting instinctively out of harm's way until the end of the round.
He sagged heavily on my knee that time, but just before the minute was up he snatched the flask from my hand and emptied it. Jake saw the action and grinned, but he did not feel the boy's body thrill and stiffen to the raw spirit as I did.
For two minutes they sparred cautiously, then Jake tried another of his mad rushes. That cost him the fight. Mercer had counted on it. As Jake closed in the boy's left shot out with all the weight of his body behind it. It was a beautiful blow, fair on the point of the scrubby, unshaven chin. Jake went down like a felled tree that the ax-men have wedged. He lay on his back, his chest rising and falling and his limbs twitching. He struggled spasmodically once or twice, but he couldn't rise and the sergeant counted him out.
—— how we cheered. Here was the great, hulking bully, who had terrorized us all, beaten by a boy barely out of his teens, whom he himself had called a baby not an hour ago.
JAKE went away after that. He was living pretty intimate with a native woman, named Usta, at the time, and we were mighty glad to see the last of him. Before he went he came into the Thatched House with his face all patched up and swore that he'd have Mercer's life before he'd finished; for, as I've said, he was a mean-white and couldn't take his licking like a man, although he'd brought the trouble on himself.
Shortly afterward Mercer took a farm eighty miles up country, after which we didn't see him more than about once in three months.
Months went by, and we didn't hear anything more of Red Jake. But he hadn't forgotten, he was only biding his time, and waiting for an opportunity to take'his revenge.
One night when we were all sitting in the Thatched House playing a game of whisky poker which had been in progress best part of five weeks, we heard the beat of horses' hoofs, coming up the street from the Drift. I wasn't playing at the time, so went outside to see who it was. i got a pretty big surprize when I saw young* Mercer roped and riding between two mounted policemen.
I asked what was the matter, and he told me he was under arrest on a charge of murdering a native woman. I asked the corporal of the escort for some more particulars, but he could only tell me that a man named Jake Jubert had laid an information at the dice post, that a native woman had been burned to death on Mercer's farm, and that he would be willing to give evidence at, the trial.
"Red Jake!" thinks I to myself. "This is the beginning of his revenge."
Next morning I went to see Mercer, who was locked up in a room adjoining the fort. He told me that he had been away when the woman, who was not one of his people, was burned, and had been on his way to inform the authorities when he had met the corporal and trooper of police, who had arrested him.
I knew that the assizes were not for another two months, and that morning I dug out for Mercer's place to find out what had happened.
All the "boys" were very frightened and at first would say nothing; but I did not need to bother for Mercer's Hottentot hunter, Mustard, had already got the story pieced together. I knew that I could rely upon his word, for he was mighty fond of his master, was Mustard.
"Baas," he said, "the 'boys' are afraid to tell you the truth, because of the red baas, who came here after we had gone hunting, but me they have told."
"Well, and what have they told you?" I asked.
"Do you remember the woman, Usta, who went away with the red baas, after my baas had beaten him?" he asked.
I told him yes.
"Well," said he, "he caught her trying to run away with one of his voorloers and told her he would punish her for it. Then he brought her here and shut her in one of our huts, while we were away; that night he set fire to the hut and burned her to death. He beat the farm boys next morning with the sjambok and told them if they did not say my baas did it he would come back and kill them as well.
"I got this evidence corroborated by the farm boys and also the evidence of the boys who had been hunting with Mercer, and took it in to the Magistrate. After that Mercer was released.
I never saw a man so angry in my life.
"The dirty, white-livered swine," he said. "To think that after being beaten in a fair fight, brought about by a quarrel of his own making, he should try to get back at me this way. Think of it, he burned that woman out of sheer deviltry, and then tried to fix the murder on to me. I know that after the fight he swore to have my blood, but I thought that was only his overheated temper at the time. In any case, I expected that he'd try to get me fairly and at the risk of his own dirty hide."
The next day a police patrol was ordered out to hunt for Jake on a charge of murder. When, the news reached us Mercer went straight to the fort and asked the police officer's permission to join in the hunt, but the official wouldn't hear of it.
Mercer came back to me cursing like a stevedore. Nothing would content him but he must set off on a private man-hunt of his own. I tried to dissuade him, but his mind was made up.
Seeing the sort of temper he was in, I decided to go along too to make sure that he did not get arrested on a second and better-founded charge of murder. There was a nasty, purposeful look in his eye which boded ill for Jake if we found him.
Just as we were starting out, a fine big Zulu who had been squatting on his heels in the road got up and stalked over majestically to where we were standing beside the horses.
Having given the usual form of greeting, he stood silent, waiting for one of us tc speak. He was magnificently built, ever for a Zulu, and looked like a big, bronze statue standing there in the sun glare. A light dancing-shield was on his left arm and in his right hand he held a couple of throwing assagais and a knobkerrie. He wore a fringe of white buffalo tails below his right knee, and upon his head was the keshler, the black ring, which denotes manhood among the Zulu people.
"Well, what do you want?" I asked.
"Baas," he said, addressing Mercer, "you go to seek the Slaughterer"— "Bulalio" was the word he used:
"What is that to you?" asked Mercer.
"Baas," he replied, "I would go with you."
"Why?" asked Mercer.
"Because, baas, I am Umpomba, brother of Usta, whom Bulalio burned to death at your kraal."
"A valuable ally," said Mercer, in English, turning to me. "What do you think?'
"Take him by all means," I said. "He will find out far more from the natives than we can hope to do of where Red Jake is in hiding."
So Umpomba came with us. After we had been trekking best part of a week he brought the first definite news of the man we were after. Up to that time we had followed his trail by guesswork and hearsay.
"Baas," said Umpomba, coming up to our camp-fire one night, "I have found Bulalio and have watched his hiding-place all through the heat of the day."
"Where is he, then?" asked Mercer eagerly.
"Not ten miles from here," came the unexpected answer. "There is a kloof in the hills by the big mountains. It is deep and very narrow at the entering in, so that half a dozen men might hold it easily against an impi. And," he added after a pause, during which he took snuff, "Bulalio has five other white men and some 'bad' natives with him now."
That information fairly staggered us, for we had expected to catch our quarry alone with a few native servants and voorloopers.
We stayed where we were among the kopjes for awhile after that. Umpomba used to go out every morning before dawn and lay up in hiding during the day, watching the mouth of the kloof, where Red Jake and his friends were concealed. They didn't seem in a hurry to move on. That suited us very well, for we couldn't tackle the lot single-handed, and so had sent a boy back with a note to the police officer at Fort Victoria. We expected the police to arrive any time within a fortnight.
On the tenth day, when we were lying on our backs under the shade of a big ant heap, smoking our after-breakfast pipes, we heard some one approaching; sitting up, we saw old Umpomba, or rather young
Umpomba, as he was then, running toward us on swiftly moving feet, as strong and almost as fleet as a buck.
"Baas," he cried as soon as he was within speaking distance, "they have all gone except Bulalio, and he is only waiting to pack the last of the gear."
We jumped to our feet and ran quickly back to camp, shouting to the "boys" to saddle our horses. In less than five minutes we were galloping-for leather across the veld, Umpomba hanging on to my stirrup leather and running with long, untiring strides.
We dismounted about fifty yards from the kloof, approached quietly and, seeing no one, went in with a rush through the narrow opening. Red Jake heard us coming and, throwing up his revolver, fired twice as we came into view. I heard Umpomba gasp and, turning my head as I ran, saw him down on the ground with the blood flowing from a wound in his thigh. We were on to Jake before he could fire again. All three of us went down in a tearing, cursing, fighting, scratching bunch.
Then another man, whom Umpomba evidently had not seen, must have run out from one of the huts, for I got a kick in the ribs which made me fairly gasp. I rolled clear of Mercer and Jake and sprang to my feet facing this new antagonist. He was a short, thick-set fellow, strongly built and with terribly long arms. He held a knife in his nght hand, but, luckily for me, had forgotten his gun in his. anxiety to see what all the row was about.
He came at me with a rush, but I'd dealt with knife-armed toughs before that day. As he threw back his arm to strike I kicked upward with all my might and caught him fairly on the elbow with the toe of my boot, so that the knife flew from his paralyzed fingers. Then we closed.
Gad, but that was a fight. This way and that we tugged and struggled, but neither of us could make much headway with the other, and all the time I could hear Mercer and Red Jake snarling, struggling and cursing on the ground. I felt the sweat soaking through my clothing and running down from under my hat into my eyes.
If the natives who were standing round watching had liked to lend a hand they could have finished us quick enough, but I fancy the treatment they had received from Red Jake and his mates hadn't made them any too anxious to interfere.
We should have stood there and struggled until the Day of Judgment, I believe, if my foot hadn't hit against a stone. I felt the rock turn under my boot and down I went with my opponent on top of me. As we lay on the ground hugging each other, he suddenly loosened his hold and reached out over my shoulder. Next time I saw his hand it held the rock that had tripped me. He held it high for a second and then bashed it down onto the side of my head.
I didn't know anything, else after that till I woke up to find Mercer splashing water in my face. Jake, looking pretty sick and shaky, was roped to a tree-trunk close by. Umpomba, who had managed to crawl up, was covering the hole in his leg with one hand and keeping the natives still with Mercer's revolver, which he held in the other.
Mercer didn't mean letting those boys go. He wanted them as evidence at Red Jake's trial.
As soon as I was fit to sit up Mercer went off and fetched the horses. I rode one and Umpomba the other. Mercer drove the natives before him with his revolver held ready. Jake was roped to my stirrup.
We didn't lose any time in setting out, for we didn't want my antagonist, who had got away, to find us there when he got back with his pals.
A fortnight later we reached Victoria. There was a pretty big celebration in the "Thatched House" that night after Jake and his boys were safely jugged.
Next morning Jake was brought before the magistrate, who committed him to the assizes, which were to be held a fortnight later.
EVERY one living within a thirty-five-mile radius was liable for jury service and every one was already summoned. It wouldn't have made any difference whether they were summoned or not, they'd all have been there, just the same; for, apart from the fact that a murder trial was not by any means a usual occurrence with us, the assizes were our annual festival when the twenty-odd traders, farmers and transport riders came into town from the outlying stations for a great reunion. I think I told you that we did things collectively in Victoria in those days?
The judge, who came down for the assizes, used to complain that he couldn't sleep for the noise; you can't wonder at that, because his room was in a sort of addition to the Thatched House. But he was the only man in the town who wanted to go to bed, so it didn't much matter.
On the afternoon before the trial half a dozen strangers rode into the town. Rough-looking customers they were, but they didn't make any trouble and kept sober through the evening— which was more than we expected of them. In fact, their very quietness and moderation made me uneasy.
Next morning the little room which did duty as a court-house was packed to suffocation, and I saw the six strangers scattered among the crowd. I remember thinking it funny that they had not stuck together. Two of them were posted on either side of the pathway through which the prisoner would be brought presently.
The judge came in and took his seat. Then they brought in Red Jake. His face was sullen and hopeless as he passed through the door; but I saw his eyes light up as he looked round the crowded room. As they led him in it seemed to me, who was standing near, that one of the strangers leaned forward and slipped something into Jake's pocket.
It took the best part of the morning to wade through the evidence, which was all given by natives. Jake's only defense was a complete denial of everything.
Then the judge summed up. He pointed out the motive of the crime, that of double revenge; first, against Mercer, and,' sec¬ ondly, against the girl Usta, for wishing to return to a man of her own color. He pointed out the brutal nature of the murder, and, altogether, it seemed a clear case of Jake for the long drop.
As the judge finished speaking I looked up and saw Umpomba, with his head half through the window, listening to every word.
The jury didn't need to retire to consider their verdict. For a minute or two they conferred together in whispers. The foreman was on his feet.
"My Lord—" he began, then stopped dead.
You could have heard a pin drop in the court-house, for each of those six strangers had a brace of revolvers in his fists, and Red Jake also held a gun in his hand. I had not been wrong about the stranger by the door slipping something into the prisoner's pocket.
"See here," said Jake, leaning forward and glaring fiercely at the foreman, "You find me 'not guilty,' else me, an' my pals will blow particler —— outer this community."
The judge half-rose from his seat and Jake's pistol swung round to cover him.
"Sit down," he yapped, and the judge sank back. Gad, but he was a brave man, that judge.
"You will gain nothing by this show of armed force," he said. "I shall do my duty and pass sentence in accordance with the finding, whatever happens after." Then he turned to the jury. "Gentlemen," he said. "I am waiting for your finding."
I saw the foreman look furtively around him as if seeking a way of escape. Seeing none, he hesitated a moment longer, looking appealingly at his fellow jurymen.
"Not guilty," he stammered, at last, flushing up to the roots of his' sandy hair as the words left his lips.
It was a day of unexpected happenings, but things weren't finished yet.
Umpomba thrust his head and shoulders right in through the window.
"White men," he shouted, "you would let go the Red Slaughterer, who burned my sister? Then for Usta's— my sister's— sake, I swear by the Inkoosizana-y-Zulu, the Mother of the Heavens, to be revenged; aye, even if I have to wait a life-time."
Then the strangers surged forward and surrounded Jake, before they all backed out of the door together, the muzzles of their revolvers covering us all the time. A moment later we heard their horses' hoofs upon the road and almost immediately after that a mighty splashing, as they dashed through the drift.
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LYALL slowly scraped out the bowl of his pipe and spat contemplatively upon die floor.
"Jake hated for no reason at all," he said, "and failed to get his revenge. Old Umpomba was a good hater, in a just cause, and has fulfilled his vow after thirty years. But what always beat me was why Jake was never recaptured and hanged after a fresh trial."
"I can tell you that," said the bank manager. "It is a point of English law, which would have been in force in Mashonaland in those days, that a man, once tried for an offense and acquitted, can not be tried again for the same offense, not even though he publicly confess his guilt."
"Ah!" said the prospector reflectively. "Civilized law's a rum thing. Personally I prefer the law of the wild— old Umpomba's brand, for instance."
_____________________
10: In Borrowed Plumes
W. W. Jacobs
1863-1943
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THE MASTER of the Sarah Jane had been missing for two days, and all on board, with the exception of the boy, whom nobody troubled about, were full of joy at the circumstance. Twice before had the skipper, whose habits might, perhaps, be best described as irregular, missed his ship, and word had gone forth that the third time would be the last. His berth was a good one, and the mate wanted it in place of his own, which was wanted by Ted Jones, A. B.
"Two hours more," said the mate, anxiously, to the men as they stood leaning against the side, "and I take the ship out."
"Under two hours'll do it," said Ted, peering over the side and watching the water as it slowly rose over the mud. "What's got the old man, I wonder?"
"I don't know and I don't care," said the mate. "You chaps stay by me, and it'll be good for all of us. Mr. Pearson said distinctly the last time that if the skipper ever missed his ship again it would be his last trip in her, and he told me afore the old man that I wasn't to wait two minutes at any time, but to bring her out right away."
"He's an old fool," said Bill Loch, the other hand; "and nobody'll miss him but the boy, an' he's been looking reg'lar worried all the morning. He looked so worried at dinner time that I give 'im a kick to cheer him up a bit. Look at him now."
The mate gave a supercilious glance in the direction of the boy, and then turned away. The boy, who had no idea of courting observation, stowed himself away behind the windlass, and taking a letter from his pocket, perused it for the fourth time.
"Dear Tommy,"— it began— "I take my pen in and to inform you that Ime staying here and cant git away for the reason that I lorst mi does at cribage larst night. Lorst my money, and everything beside. Dont speek to a living sole about it as the mate wants my birth, but pack up sum cloes and bring them to me without saying nuthing to noboddy. The mates clothes will do becos I havent got enny other soot, dont tell 'im. You needen't touble about soks as I've got them left. My hed is so bad I must now conclude. Your affectionate uncle and captin Joe Bross. P. S. Dont let the mate see you come, or else he wont let you go."
The crew of the Sarah Jane stepped ashore to take advantage of a glass offered by the mate, he crept down to the cabin again for another desperate look around. The only articles of clothing visible belonged to Mrs. Bross, who, up to this trip, had been sailing in the schooner to look after its master. At these he gazed hard.
"I'll take 'em an' try an' swop 'em for some men's clothes," said he, suddenly, snatching the garments from the pegs. "She wouldn't mind;" and hastily rolling them in a parcel together with a pair of carpet slippers of the captain's, thrust the lot into an old biscuit bag. Then he shouldered his burden, and, going cautiously on deck, gained the shore, and set off at a trot to the address furnished in the letter.
It was a long way, and the bag was heavy. His first attempt to barter was alarming, for the pawnbroker, who had just been cautioned by the police, was in such a severe and uncomfortable
"Two hours more!" sighed Tommy, as he put the letter back in his pocket. "How can I get any clothes when they're all locked up? And aunt said I was to look after 'im and see he didn't git into no mischief."
He sat thinking deeply, and then as State of morals that the boy hastily snatched up his bundle again and left. Sorely troubled, he walked hastily along, until in a small by-street his glance fell upon a baker of mild and benevolent aspect standing behind the counter of his shop.
"If you please, sir," said Tommy, entering and depositing his bag on the counter, "have you any cast-off clothes you don't want?"
The baker turned to a shelf, and, selecting a stale loaf, cut it in halves, one of which he placed before the boy.
"I don't want bread," said Tommy, desperately; "but mother has just died, and father wants mourning for the funeral. He's only got a new suit with him, and if he can't change these things of mother's for an old suit, he'll sell his best ones to bury her with."
He shook the articles out on the counter, and the baker's wife, who had just come Into the shop, inspected them rather favorably.
"Poor boy, so you lost your mother!" she said, turning the clothes over. "It's a good skirt, Bill."
"Yes, ma'am," said Tommy, dolefully.
"What did she die of?" inquired the baker.
"Scarlet fever," said Tommy, tearfully, mentioning the only disease he knew.
"Scar — Take them things away!" yelled the baker, pushing the clothes on the floor and following his wife to the other end of the shop. "Take 'em away, directly, you young villain!"
His voice was so loud, his manner so imperative, that the startled boy, with- out stopping to argue, stuffed the clothes pell-mell into the bag again and departed. A farewell glance at the clock made him look almost as hor- rified as the baker.
"There's no time to be lost," he mut- tered, as he began to run. '' Either the old man'll have to come in these, or else stay where he is.
He reached the house breathless, and paused before an unshaven man in time-worn greasy clothes, who was smoking a short clay pipe with much enjoyment in front of the door.
"Is Captain Bross here ? " he panted.
"He's upstairs," said the man, with a leer, "sitting in sackcloth and ashes— more ashes than sackcloth. Have you got some clothes for him?"
"Look here," said Tommy. He was down on his knees with the mouth of the bag open again, quite in the style of the practiced hawker. "Give me an old suit of clothes for them. Hurry up! There's a lovely frock!"
"Blimey," said the man, staring, "I've only got these clothes. Wot d'yer take me for? A dook?"
"Well, get me some somewhere," said Tommy. "If you don't the cap'n'll have to come in these, and I'm sure he won't like it."
"I wonder what he'd look like," said the man, with a grin. "Hang me if I don't come up and see."
"Get me some clothes," pleaded Tommy.
"I wouldn't get you clothes, no, not for fifty pun," said the man, severely. " Wot dyer mean wanting to spoil people's pleasure in that way? Come on, come and tell cap'n what you've got for 'im; I want to 'ear what he ses. He's been swearing 'ard since ten o'clock this morning, but he ought to say something special over this."
He led the way up the bare wooden stairs, followed by the harassed boy, and entered a small, dirty room at the ' top, in the center of which the master of the Sarah Jane sat to deny visitors, in a pair of socks and last week's paper.
"Here's a young gent come to bring you some clothes, cap'n," said the man, taking the sack from the boy.
''Why didn't you come before?" growled the captain who was reading the advertisements.
The man put his hand in the sack, and pulled out the clothes.
"What do you think of 'em?" he asked, expectantly.
The captain strove vainly to tell him, but his tongue mercifully forsook its office and dried between his lips. His brain rang with sentences of scorching iniquity, but they got no farther.
"Well, say thank you, if you can't say nothing else," suggested his tormentor, hopefully.
"I couldn't bring nothing else," said Tommy, hurriedly; "all the things was locked up. I tried to swop 'em and nearly got locked up for it. Put these on and hurry up."
The captain moistened his lips with his tongue.
"The mate'll get off directly she floats," continued Tommy. " Put these on and spoil his little game. It's raining a little now. Nobody'll see you, and as soon as you git aboard you can borrow some of the men's clothes."
"That's the ticket, cap'n," said the man. "Lord lumme, you'll 'ave everybody fallin in love with you."
"Hurry up," said Tommy, dancing with impatience. "Hurry up,"
The skipper, dazed and wild-eyed, stood still while his two assistants hastily dressed him, bickering some- what about details as they did so.
"He ought to be tight-laced, I tell you," said the man.
"He can't be tight-laced without stays," said Tommy, scornfully. "You ought to know that."
"Ho, can't he?" said the other, discomfited. "You know too much for a young 'un. Well, put a bit o' line round 'im, then."
"We can't wait for a line," said Tommy, who was standing on tiptoe to tie the skipper's bonnet on. "Now tie the scarf over his chin to hide his beard, and stitch this veil on. It's a good job he ain't got a mustache."
The other complied, and then fell back a pace or two to gaze at his handiwork.
"Strewth, though I ses it as shouldn't, you look a treat," he remarked, complacently. "Now, young 'un, take hold of his arm. Go up the back streets, and if you see anybody looking at you, call him 'mar.' "
The two set off after the man, who was a born realist, had tried to snatch a kiss from the skipper on the threshold. Fortunately for the success of the venture, it was pelting with rain, and though a few people gazed curiously at the couple as they went hastily along, they were unmolested, and gained the wharf in safety, arriving just in time to see the schooner shoving off from the side.
At the sight the skipper held up his skirts and ran.
"Ahoy!" he shouted. "Wait a minute."
The mate gave one look of blank astonishment at the extraordinary figure and then turned away, but at that moment the stern came within jumping distance of the wharf, and uncle and nephew, moved with one impulse, leaped for it and gained the deck in safety.
"Why didn't you wait when I hailed you ?" demanded the skipper, fiercely.
"How was I to know it was you?" inquired the mate, surlily, as he realized his defeat. "I thought it was the empress of Rooshia."
The skipper stared at him dumbly.
"An' if you take my advice," said the mate, with a sneer, "you'll keep them things on. I never see you look as well in anything afore."
"I want to borrow some o' your clothes. Bob," said the skipper, eyeing him steadily.
"Where's your own?" asked the other.
"I don't know," said the skipper. "I was took with a fit last night. Bob, and when I woke up this morning they were gone. Somebody must have took advantage of my helpless state and taken 'em."
"Very likely," said the mate, turning away to shout an order to the crew, who were busy setting sail.
"Where are they, old man?" inquired the skipper.
"How should I know?" asked the mate, becoming interested in the men again.
"I mean your clothes," said the skipper, who was fast losing temper.
"Oh! mine?" said the mate. "Well, as a matter o' fact, I don't like lending my clothes. I'm rather pertickler. You might have a fit in them."
"You won't lend 'em to me?" asked the skipper.
"I won't," said the mate, speaking loudly, and frowning significantly at the crew, who were listening.
"Very good," said the skipper. "Ted, come here. Where's your other clothes?"
"I'm very sorry, sir," said Ted, shifting uneasily from one leg to the other, and glancing at the mate for support, "but they ain't fit for the likes of you to wear, sir."
"I'm the best judge of that," said the skipper, sharply. "Fetch 'em up."
"Well, to tell the truth, sir," said Ted, "I'm like the mate. I'm only a poor sailorman, but I wouldn't lend my clothes to the queen of England."
"You fetch them clothes," roared the skipper, snatching off his bonnet and flinging it on the deck. "Fetch 'em up at once. D'ye think I'm going about in these petticoats?"
"They're my clothes," muttered Ted, doggedly.
"Very well, then, I'll have Bill's," said the skipper. "But mind you, my lad, I'll make you pay for this afore I've done with you. Bill's the only honest man aboard this ship. Gim'me your hand. Bill, old man."
"I'm with them two," said Bill, gruffly, as he turned away.
The skipper, biting his lips with fury, turned from one to the other, and then with a big oath walked forward. Before he could reach the foc'sle Bill and Ted dived down before him, and by the time he had descended sat on their chests side by side confronting him. To threats and appeals alike they turned a deaf ear, and the frantic skipper was compelled at last to go on deck again, still encumbered with the hated skirts.
"Why don't you go an' lay down," said the mate, "an' I'll send you down a nice cup o' hot tea. You'll get histaricks if you go on like that."
"I'll knock your 'ead off if you talk to me," said the skipper.
"Not you," said the mate cheerfully, "you ain't big enough. Look at that pore fellow over there."
The skipper looked in the direction indicated, and, swelling with impotent rage, shook his fist fiercely at a red-faced man with gray whiskers who was wafting innumerable tender kisses from the bridge of a passing steamer.
"That's right," said the mate, approvingly; "don't give 'im no encouragement. Love at first sight ain't worth having."
The skipper, suffering severely from suppressed emotion, went below, and the crew, after waiting a little while to make sure that he was not coming up again, made their way quietly to the mate.
"If we can only take him to Battlesea in this rig, it'll be all right," said the latter. "You chaps stand by me. His slippers and sou'wester is the only clothes he's got aboard. Chuck every needle you can lay your hands on overboard, or else he'll git trying to make a suit out of a piece of old sail or something. If we can only take him to Mr. Pierson like this, it won't be so bad, after all."
While these arrangements were in hand above, the skipper and the boy were busy with others below. Various startling schemes propounded by the skipper for obtaining possession of his men's attire were rejected by the youth as unlawful, and, what was worse, impracticable. For a couple of hours they discussed ways and means, but only ended in diatribes against the mean ways of the crew, and the skipper, whose head ached still from his excesses, fell into a state of sullen despair at length, and sat silent.
"By Jove, Tommy, I've got it!" he cried, suddenly starting up and hitting the table with his fist. "Where's your other suit?"
"That ain't no bigger than this one," said Tommy.
"You git it out," said the skipper, with a knowing toss of his head. "Ah, there we are! Now go to my stateroom and take those off."
The wondering Tommy, who thought that great grief had turned his kinsman's brain, complied, and emerged shortly afterward in a blanket, bringing his clothes under his arm.
"Now, do you know what I'm going to do?" inquired the skipper, with a big smile.
''No."
"Fetch me the scissors, then. Now, do you know what I'm going to do?"
"Cut up the two suits and make 'em into one," hazarded the horror-stricken Tommy. "Here, stop it! Leave off!"
The skipper pushed him impatiently off, and laying the clothes on the table, took up the scissors and, with a few slashing strokes, cut the garments into their compound parts.
"What am I to wear?" said Tommy, beginning to blubber. "You didn't think of that."
"What are you to wear, you selfish young pig," said the skipper, sternly. "Always thinking about yourself. Go and git some needles and thread, and if there's any left over and you're a good boy, I'll see whether I can make something for you out of the leavings."
"There ain't no needles here," whined Tommy, after a lengthy search.
"Go down the foc'sle and git the case of sail-makers' needles, then," said the skipper. "Don't let anyone see what you're after— and some thread."
"Well, why couldn't you let me go in my clothes before you cut 'em up?" moaned Tommy. "I don't like going up in this blanket. They'll laugh at me."
"You go at once!" thundered the skipper, and, turning his back on him, whistled softly, and began to arrange the pieces of cloth.
"Laugh away, my lads," he said, cheerfully, as an uproarious burst of laughter greeted the appearance of Tommy on deck. "Wait a bit."
He waited himself for nearly twenty minutes, at the end of which time Tommy, treading on his blanket, came flying down the companion-ladder and rolled into the cabin.
"There ain't a needle aboard the ship," he said, solemnly, as he picked himself up and rubbed his head. "I've looked everywhere."
"What?" roared the skipper, hastily concealing the pieces of cloth. "Here, Ted! Ted!"
"Ay, ay, sir!" said Ted, as he came below.
"I want a sail-maker's needle," said the skipper, glibly. "I've got a rent in this skirt."
"I broke the last one yesterday," said Ted, with an evil grin.
"Any other needle, then?" said the skipper, trying to conceal his emotion.
"I don't believe there's such a thing aboard the ship," said Ted, who had obeyed the mate's thoughtful injunction. "Nor thread. I was only saying so to the mate yesterday."
The skipper sank again to the lowest depth, waved him away, and then getting on a corner of a locker fell into a gloomy reverie.
"It's a pity you do things in such a hurry," said Tommy, sniffing vindictively. "You might have made sure of the needle before you spoiled my clothes. There's two of us going about ridiculous now."
The master of the Sarah Jane allowed this insolence to pass unheeded. It is in moments of deep distress that the mind of man, naturally reverting to solemn things, seeks to improve the occasion by a lecture. The skipper, chastened by suffering and disappointment, stuck his right hand in his pocket, after a lengthened search for it, and gently bidding the blanketed urchin in front of him to sit down, began:
"You see what comes of drink and cards," he said, mournfully. "Instead of being at the helm of my ship, racing all the other crafts down the river, I'm skulking down here like— like—"
"Like an actress," suggested Tommy.
The skipper eyed him all over. Tommy, unconscious of offense, met his gaze serenely.
"If," continued the skipper, "at any time you felt like taking too much, and you stopped with the beer mug half way to your lips, and thought of me sitting in this disgraceful state, what would you do?"
"I dunno," replied Tommy, yawning.
"What would you do?" persisted the skipper, with great expression.
"Laugh, I s'pose," said Tommy, after a moment's thought.
The sound of a well-boxed ear ran throuorh the cabin.
"You're an unnatural, ungrateful little toad," said the skipper, fiercely. "You don't deserve to have a good, kind uncle to look after you."
"Anybody can have him for me," sobbed the indignant Tommy, as he tenderly felt his ear. "You look a precious sight more like an aunt than an uncle."
After firing this shot he vanished in a cloud of blanket; and the skipper, hastily abandoning a hastily formed resolve of first flaying him alive and then flinging him overboard, sat down again and lit his pipe.
Once out of the river he came on deck again, and, ignoring, by a great effort, the smiles of the crew and the jibes of the mate, took command. The only alteration he made in his dress was to substitute his sou'wester for the bonnet, and in this guise he did his work, while the aggrieved Tommy hopped it in blankets. The three days at sea passed like a horrid dream. So covetous was his gaze that the crew instinctively clutched their nether garments and looked to the buttoning of their coats as they passed him. He saw coats In the mainsail, and fashioned phantom trousers out of the flying jib, and, toward the end, began to babble of blue serges and mixed tweeds. Oblivious of fame, he had resolved to enter the harbor of Battlesea by night; but it was not to be. Near home the wind dropped and the sun was well up before Battlesea came into view, a gray bank on the starboard bow.
Until within a mile of the harbor the skipper held on, and then his grasp on the wheel relaxed somewhat, and he looked round anxiously for the mate.
"Where's Bob?" he shouted.
''He's very ill, sir," said Ted, shaking his head.
"Ill?" gasped the startled skipper. "Here, take the wheel a minute."
He handed it over, and then, grasping his skirts, went hastily below. The mate was half lying, half sitting in his bunk, groaning dismally.
"What's the matter?" inquired the skipper.
"I'm dying," said the mate. "I keep being tied up all in knots inside. I can't hold myself straight."
The other cleared his throat.
"You'd better take off your clothes and lie down a bit," he said, kindly. "Let me help you off with them."
"No— don't— trouble!" panted the mate.
"It ain't no trouble," said the skipper, in a trembling voice.
"No, I'll keep 'em on," said the mate, faintly. "I've always had an idea I'd like to die in my clothes. It may be foolish, but I can't help it."
"You'll have your wish some day, never fear, you infernal rascal!" shouted the over-wrought skipper. "You're shamming sickness to make me take the ship into port!"
"Why shouldn't you take her in?" asked the mate, with an air of inno- cent surprise. "It's your duty as cap'n. You'd better get up above now. The bar is always shifting."
The skipper, restraining himself by a mighty effort, went on deck again, and taking the wheel, addressed the crew. He spoke feelingly of the obedience men owed their superior officers, and the moral obligation they were under to lend them their trousers when they required them. He dwelt on the awful punishments awarded for mutiny and proved clearly that to allow the master of a ship to enter port in petticoats was mutiny of the worst type. He then sent them below for their clothing. They were gone such a long time that it was palpable to the meanest intellect that they did not intend to bring them. Meantime the harbor widened out before him.
There were two or three people on the quay as the Sarah Jane came within hailing distance. By the time she had passed the lantern at the end of it there were two or three dozen and the numbers were steadily increasing at the rate of three persons for every two yards she made. Kind-hearted, humane men, anxious that their friends should not lose so great and cheap a treat, bribed small and reluctant boys with pennies to go in search of them, and by the time the schooner reached her berth a large proportion of the population of the port was looking over each other's shoulders and shouting foolish and hilarious inquiries to the skipper. The news reached the owner, and he came hurrying down to the ship just as the skipper, regardless of the heated remonstrances of the sightseers, was preparing to go below.
Mr. Pearson was a stout man, and he came down exploding with wrath. Then he saw the apparition, and mirth overcame him. It became necessary for three stout fellows to act as buttresses, and the more indignant the skipper looked the harder their work became. Finally he was assisted, in a weak state, and laughing hysterically, to the deck of the schooner, where he followed the skipper below, and, In a voice broken with emotion, demanded an explanation.
"It's the finest sight I ever saw in my life, Bross," he said, when the other had finished. "I wouldn't have missed it for anything. I've been feeling very low this last week, and it's done me good. Don't talk nonsense about leaving the ship. I wouldn't lose you for anything after this, but if you like to try a fresh mate and crew you can please yourself. If you'll only come up to the house and let Mrs. Pearson see you— she's been ailing— I'll give you a couple of pounds. Now, get your bonnet and come."
________________
11: Ye Ghoste of ye Olde Bowerie Roade.
Percie W. Hart
Flourished 1890s-1900s
The Pocket Magazine Nov 1896
MORE THAN two centuries agone, when old Petrus Stuyvesant and his silver-banded wooden leg rided the destinies of New Amsterdam, there was a well-known place of refreshment in that colonial town, known by the worthy burghers as the Wursthaus. It stood upon the east side of the Old Post or Bowerie Road, not far from the present point of junction with Division Street.
The then suburban location of the Wursthaus made it and its jovial host — Hans von Schneist— well known and patronized by the townsmen and their families, and on almost any summer evening a full score or more would be seen sitting around the three-legged tables, set out under stately poplar trees, quaffing rich home-brewed ale from quaintly shaped pewter mugs. And even on blustrous winter nights, when the wind swept the snow in circling wreaths, and the belated wayfarer had much ado to keep his footing, the ruddy lights and sound of voices within denoted the popularity of the good cheer of old Hans von Schneist.
But a change came o'er the smiling features and jocund laugh of the host of the Wursthaus when his only son was proclaimed an outlaw. Some boyish indiscretion of speech had been magnified by the hearers, and coming to the ears of the suspicious old Director-General, had resulted in the decree. Young Hans had received timely warning, however, and was supposed to have reached the Swedish colony in safety. But strange to relate, the old couple took their bereavement quite placidly, and in a few weeks, old Hans was almost as smiling as ever, and his vrouw spun the flax as steadily as when she had three to provide clothing for, instead of two.
And so several months passed away, and one evening young Jacob Twiller related the following weird adventure to the wondering crowd, gathered round the central table in the Wursthaus garden.
"I was eel-spearing in the Freshwater Pond last evening, and by the time the moon was overhead had filled my creel. Well satisfied with my success, and loaded down with spear, oars and creel, I started to walk home. I had but passed the Wursthaus, when just ahead of me I spied a tall figure, wrapped in a long gray cloak. Thinking that no one except the watch could be abroad at that hour of the night, except with some evil purpose in view, I suited my pace to his, meaning to let him precede me towards the city wall. But, scarce had we progressed in this manner for a few hundred yards or so, when the figure turned, and holding its arms aloft, made menacing gestures as if forbidding me to approach.
"Overburdened with my fishing traps, I felt powerless, and so knelt on the ground so as to more easily remove the strap of the creel from off my shoulders. But as I kneeled— the ghost— for such it surely was— had vanished from sight, and tho' I hunted well about, I could find no trace, except mayhap a smoke, smelling strongly of sulphur, which I breathed in my nostrils, as I came near to that part of the ground from which he had vanished."
Nothing could shake the valiant Jacob's circumstantial details of the encounter, and tho' the town cynic sneered, the group gathered closer together around the central table and made haste home in good season.
Within a week Roelof Jans, the popular butt and scapegrace, added still more to the mysterious tale of his predecessor. While agreeing with Jacob in the general appearance of the gray-cloaked figure, he furnished additional details, by which it would seem that a long barbed tail was a feature in the phantom, and that it walked amidst belching clouds of smoke.
Here then came the climax. Adam Roelandsen stated to the captain of the watch that he had encountered the gray-cloaked phantom— that it came out from the Wursthaus, but hastily turned and re-entered the door, e'er he could summon up courage to advance or retreat.
Here was a pretty condition of affairs! The habitues of old Hans von Schneist's place quaked In their very shoes at the bare supposition that they had been drinking the brewings of one who was seemingly in league with the evil one. What more plausible than that their host was an agent, to gradually destroy their integrity, and lead them slowly but steadily to eternal damnation.
And so it came to pass that the stout old captain of the watch, at the head of his little squad, came to investigate the Wursthaus. It was the middle of the working day (nine o'clock in the morning) in those early rising and retiring times, when the concourse of citizens and soldiers was descried by old Hans, coming along the Bowerie Road.
For some reason, however, old Hans did not come out to the door, to view this novel appearance; and when the captain of the watch entered the big tap-room, he found mine host tightening the hoops on an enormous butt that stood in the darkest corner. The crowd of sightseers, at first fearful of forked tongues of flame and other chronicled attributes of the evil one, were timorous of entering the house. But gathering courage from the assembled military and particularly pressed by the gallant bearing of the commandant, they gradually inched forward until very soon almost every available space was occupied.
"Good-morning, Herr Von Schneist," spake the captain.
"Good-morning to you, Herr Captain, and to you, soldiers and fellow citizens," answered the sturdy old tavern-keeper. " What means this array? Am I accused of treason or are you merely come to test the malt in my brewing?"
"It is neither of false brewing or of treason you are accused, Herr Von Schneist, nor yet of anything coming within the civil or military law. Some there be who say that you are in league with the evil one. Step forward, Adam Roelandsen, and tell your tale again, so that this worthy man will know our business."
Then came shambling forward the pedagogue who, with many pauses and apologetic utterances, spoke as follows:
"You all have heard, and some few have seen, the gray-cloaked figure that walks the Bowerie Road at night time. Some there are who say it hath a tail like unto the evil one, and divers others aver that it is surrounded by clouds of rolling brimstone smoke—"
"Your tale, Master Schoolmaster," spoke the bluff soldier, "your tale."
"Why, of course," answered he. "I come to it, but every subject re quires an introduction. I spent last evening with John Verlocht up at his gristmill the other side of Corlear's Hook, teaching and explaining to him the new method of multiplication. We had scarce half a score mugs of ale, and my head was clear as a bell, when I saw a gray-cloaked figure hastily enter the door of the Wursthaus."
"You will agree, Herr Von Schneist, that it is my bounden duty to search your premises," quoth the captain.
"Assuredly, Herr Captain," he replied; "but before you begin I serve you and your men with some of my new ale."
Without giving them time to answer, he bustled towards the big butt in the dark corner, and straightway dispensed a generous measure of the beverage to them. Not having such high opinions of the power of His Satanic Majesty as the citizens, they quaffed it down— but pronounced it stale and flat.
Then began a scene of turmoil and confusion, enough to, make the vrouw's heart break with anguish. But tho' the iron-bound linen chest was turned upside down, and emptied of its contents in an unseemly manner, and tho' closets were upturned, beds overthrown, and the whole house pulled out at corners, she never murmured or complained.
But nothing was found, and tho' the tap-room was lightly passed over, there was no place in it that a man could hide— except possibly the big butt in the dark corner. That, however, was full of ale— for had they not drank some of it?
And so the watch marched away empty handed, and left to the host and his vrouw the task of putting things to rights. The gray-cloaked demon was seen several times thereafter, but no concerted attempt was made to follow it up.
About two months from the time of the fruitless search, the few faithful adherents of the Wursthaus noted that both Hans and his wife wore very grave faces.
In a few days they announced that a young traveler from Boston was dangerously ill in the darkened bedroom upstairs, and the Dutch physician— who had but just arrived from Holland— was sent for. He came again and again, and the faces of the worthy couple showed a deep sympathy for the youthful guest. Finally the doctor came in the middle of the night and staid till morning— but the soul of his patient fled before the dawn.
Heavy grief o'erhung the Von Schnelst household, and the Wursthaus was closed till after the funeral. Even then old Hans showed a settled grief in his altered demeanor.
Observant neighbors noted that the big butt in the corner was never used after the soldiers drank from it, and when a few months had sped, and comparisons came to be made, it was found that the gray-cloaked phantom had never been seen since the young stranger was taken sick. It was also commented upon, that no one came from Boston to inquire about him. But there was a many who believed till their dying day that it was a genuine ghost that had been seen by Jacob Twiller et al, gliding along the old Bowerie Road.
_______________
12: The Last Letters of a Hoofer
Jack Donahue
1890-1930
Cosmopolitan Jan 1931
Portland, Maine.
June 26th, 1910.
Dear Mud
I don't know if I'll have time to tell you the whole story because Helen is waiting for me. I'm going say she's a real American, a pure Seminole Indian girl and there's only a few of them left.
That wise-guy manager of hers is absolutely out and from now on I'm going to handle all her business. You should see how he took on, when she told him the news that he'd have to go out and get a job for himself. He's smart enough not to say anything to my face but he's been telling everybody that he's going to get me, but I feel so good right now I feel sorry for the guy in a way.
In the first place I moved out of the Jefferson where I was stopping and went right over to the Columbia where Helen was. This Waterhouse fellow had the room on one side of her and I was just lucky enough to get the adjoining room on the other side.
She told me I'd be lucky all week but I wanted to be right there in case it changed, suddenly. Well, there's no use going into details, I haven't had my clothes off only once this whole week. I hit every crap game, poker game and pool room in town, and I wound up last night $800.00 ahead.
But here's the real news and you want to get a good hold on yourself before you read this part. On Monday night I went to a saloon across the street from the theater for a little bracer. This fellow Waterhouse was at the bar and smiled at me as if he wasn't sore at all, two-faced rat that he is.
I take my drink and the bartender asked me if I wanted to buy a ticket on the Great Mexican Lottery and Loan for a dollar. Well, by that time I was about a hundred dollars to the good, so I threw him a buck and thought no more of it.
So tonight I was in there again and when I started to leave the bartender asked me if I didn't want to stick around for a few minutes as the results of the lottery were being sent all over the world direct from Mexico City. So I figured it being my lucky week and all I might win a small prize, and then all of a sudden it happened.
A fellow came rushing in and handed him a slip of paper, and the bartender said, "Well, this is it, boys. Here's the winning number," and he wrote it on the board. I'll never forget that number, 774983. I took out my ticket and there it was—774983.
Well, at first I got kind of dizzy, but when I could speak I yelled out,
"Boys, I've done it! That's me. All the drinks are on Donahue."
Well, you should see what a fuss they made over me. I just stood there and bought drinks for the house for an hour. And what do you think the first money is? $10,000! A fortune. It takes a couple of days for the money to get here from Mexico, but it will give me time to think of some of the things I want to do with it.
Of course I'll have to do something big for Helen. She's really the brains of the whole thing. But you're going to be well taken care of too. In the first place you tell Dad that he don't have to get off that drunk; I don't want him working in that Navy Yard any more, and you'd better phone right in and quit his job for him.
The manager was very nasty to me tonight and threatened to cancel my act, but with my money I guess I'm going to worry about show business. The Shaw brothers are up to some trick, I think, but I sneaked out of the front of the house. I can't afford to take any chances now. I got something to live for. I've got an idea of what I'm going to do for you too but I want to surprise you. But I'll give you this much of an idea, that Mrs. Shea won't be able to come around and brag to you any more.
Your successful son,
Jack
Charlestown, Mass.
June 27th, 1910.
Dear Johnny:
I got your letters and they were an awful shock to me. All that big talk, but not one cent did I find enclosed. Oh, Johnny, I do hope you're not lying to me. Your father jumped at the chance to quit his job, and now he wants to go down and beat up his foreman and he'll never be able to go back to work there. And after all the damage you've done in Portland, I'm sure that none of us will ever be able to go up there again.
You can't tell me that someone didn't see you lick those children and it's a lucky thing for you that it wasn't your Uncle Fred or you'd have got the beating you deserve. What ever could have possessed you to go around and spend a whole day bullying people is just too much for me. I won't be able to close my eyes till I know that you get out of that town alive.
The idea of spending $11.00 for a phone call and speaking of it as if it was nothing. Naturally that type of a woman always has someone taking care of her and I don't see what satisfaction you had in talking to him on the phone. It's a good thing she didn't answer. I don't doubt for a moment that she could twist you around her finger and would if she thought you had anything. And now that you've got the newspapers against you what a pretty story it will make if they find out what you've been doing.
It wouldn't be so bad if your father's people didn't take all the American papers on the other side. And besides, I don't take any stock in your getting that money from Mexico; Mexicans are very deceitful. Your father got me a Mexican diamond for my engagement ring, and I found out it only cost him a dollar and a half.
For heaven's sake hang on to any cash that you have. You never have any luck with that kind of money anyway and the only safe thing you can do is to send it on here and let me put it in the bank for you. You know, son, I wouldn't cheat you out of any of it.
I see now why that Wanda has been hanging around. I wouldn't be surprised if both she and her manager are trying to get hold of your money.
Here's something I've got to tell you and I only hope it's not too late. Don't ever take a woman across a State Line. There's a new law called the Mann Act and they can send you to jail.
And if you have taken her there, which I know you have, don't you dare to go to the same hotel where she is stopping. Why, that woman can blackmail you and take every cent away from you. Here I was thinking she was a nice American girl and not only is she just another foreigner but not even of the same color.
Why you think you owe her so much I don't know. That gypsy that told me not to marry your father only charged me $2.00 and she was marvelous.
Little Joe finally came back home. Just as I thought, he didn't have anything to do with that money. The poor child has been working in a stable trying to earn a little money. His pockets were full of tickets with the different horses' names on them and figures along side of the names. And they haven't even paid him for all the work he did; he hasn't got a penny on him.
It's a good thing that Attleboro is so near to Boston. I'm trying to get your father sober enough to get on the train with me and go over and get your money for you.
He was never much of an earner, but I will say he can protect what little he has. I know it was always hard enough for me to get anything out of him. I just feel it in my bones that that Waterhouse is hanging around there too and they both mean to trick you in some way and it will do no harm to have your father there when the trouble starts.
Even little Walter is counting on you. It's wonderful how children let their imagination run away with them. I'm taking him out this afternoon to buy him a new suit with a whistle on it that he likes. It's a little loud for a child and I do hope he doesn't want to be an actor too. I certainly hope you don't forget your mother, Johnny. She's the only one that's had any confidence in you to say nothing of the actual cash I've laid out. I haven't said anything to the insurance man yet or the rest of the people you owe money to, until I can see something with my own eyes.
Your loving Mother
P.S. Don't have that pipe around if your father comes to see you. I'd never be able to convince him after that.
N. Attleboro, Mass.
June 29th, 1910.
Stopping at the $2.00
Wamsutta Hotel
Fare from Portland $3.45
LYRIC THEATER
No 1 Brown and Farlardeau
No 2 La Belle Leonora (Illustrated Songs)
No 3 The Three Pattons
No. 4. Jack Donahue
No. 5. Geo. W. Cooper
Dear Mud:
I was sorry you was worried about me in Portland. Everything turned out fine and if it didn't I'll have the dough soon to get out of any kind of a jam.
Enclosed please find key to one 6-rooms house, at 165 Medford Avenue, three doors from Mrs. Shea's place and twice as classy. When you go up to look it over tell Dad not to trip over that Iron Dog on the Lawn if he's still drinking.
Yes, Mud, it's all yours and I'm enclosing a receipt for $500.00, the down payment I put on the place. So you see you won't have to worry about coming on to Attleboro, I beat you to it. I went into Boston last night and closed the deal. Now let your Mrs. Shea shoot off her face about what she's got. It's got it all over her place.
The way I figure it now, you and Dad can take the top floor, and I'll have the ground floor, so I won't annoy anyone when I come in late. We can fix Walter and Joe up in the cellar somewhere and they can have the time of their lives.
And now all I've got to do is sit back and wait for that mail from Mexico. Pretty soft, eh, but I figure I had it coming and it shows there is a little justice in this world after all.
What a laugh that was you handed me about Helen. Why, everyone knows that the Indians are a primitive people; that's what she calls it, it means they're like little children. What would a kid like that know about the laws of any country?
Another thing, I'm living at the Wamsutta Hotel here (Indian for something), and I've got three rooms, and I'd like to see any house detective bother me now. Besides, she isn't even on the same floor. You may be right about Waterhouse hanging around but it won't do him a bit of good because when a woman turns on you it's one of the saddest things in the world.
I was going to get a trunk but I won't be able to do it now until the check gets here. I put that money on the house, and I bought Helen a little bracelet for a couple of hundred dollars and I told her I'd get her something good in a few days. It's a funny thing with an Indian, you can't tell when they're pleased or not. Her face didn't change any at all when I handed it to her but I know how she must have felt.
This is a big jewelry town and I hope I get my money while I'm still here. I'd like to get some cigarette cases made up for the chorus of that Stock Burlesque Company at the Howard. I ought to get a pretty good price on 16 of them.
One thing I've made up my mind I'm not going to let this thing get the best of me; I kid around with acts on the bill and act just the same as one of them. This seems to be a nice little bill, not very strong but there's nothing there that gets on your nerves either. The opening act Brown and Farlardeau has a great finish. They play the chorus of a song and this fellow Brown stands out there with a cigarette; first he flips it off the back of his hand into his mouth, then he drops it on the floor picks it up with his heel and puts it back in his mouth. By this. time the end of his cigarette is pretty wet and for a finish he flips it up against the proscenium and it sticks there. They tear down the house. 4 sa La Belle Leonora stays at this house all the time. She sings illustrated songs in a very sincere way and one of them called "Grandmama" was too much for me; I had to run right out of the theater again. A fellow by the name of Cooper closes the bill.
He's a colored boy, but a prince.
Well, Mud, I'm throwing a little party in my suite for everybody on the bill and I have to go out and get some refresh- ments. Write me right way and let me know how you like the place, and keep your eye out for some good Louie Quince furniture. You may have to take a run into New York to get the kind of stuff I've got in mind.
Love, Your son Jack XXX—
Kisses for you.
P.S. This town is very famous. It's the place where they make those little rings that squirt water in your eye when you look at them.
Charlestown, Mass.
July 1st, 1910.
Dear Johnny:
I wish you wouldn't write home about people like that Brown. Little Joe has been trying to do all those tricks with cigarettes and has them stuck all over the ceiling.
We went over to that house and I can't say you used very good judgment. Of course, it's alright, but how long do you think that woodwork would stay white with your father chewing tobacco?
Another thing, there's entirely too many rooms for a woman of my age to be taking care of every day. But if you've already paid your money out I suppose there's nothing else to do. There's nothing wrong with our furniture, there's nothing nicer than red plush. I don't see why you should need a whole floor to yourself or why you should want a private entrance. I hope you don't think you could come here and flaunt your fast women in our faces.
I can't imagine who built that house, but he certainly didn't know his business. How could a man make a mistake like building two bathrooms in one house? That space could certainly have been used for something more useful. All I can see is more work for myself, a lawn to be taken care of, snow to be shoveled off in the winter, and no one around the house with gumption enough to do it, but me. I don't see. how you can feel so bad about some silly song about a grandmother, and yet let your own mother slave her life away.
What right have you got to spend $200.00 on any woman, or even $2.00 for that matter? Just to think, enough money to have the children's adenoids taken out, to say nothing of all the other things we all need. And you can't tell me that one person would take three rooms in one hotel. I don't believe that woman is on another floor. Not only is she there but she must have all her relatives with her. I warn you again for the last time that she and that man are up to some scheme. The reason she didn't say anything when you gave her that bracelet, she was probably counting on getting all your money and was speechless when she found out you'd put the rest of it on the house.
I don't claim to be any mind reader but I can certainly see where you're headed for. I don't see how you figure you have so much coming to you. You've only been working a few weeks and with all the scrapes you've been in, you're lucky you're still alive. You'll find out what that woman knows about the laws of this country, you mark my words, and Indians may be like simple little children but not the kind you find in vaudeville The least you could have done while you had a little money would have been to have got yourself a trunk, and while you've got anything left you could get me one of those rings that squirt water. I haven't had one since I was a girl.
Your Mother
Rutland, Vt. July 3rd, 1910.
Stopping at the Berwick
American Plan $1.00
Fare from Attleboro $4.75
Tips (none) $0.00
GRAND THEATER
No.1. Le Claire and Sampson (Wire Act)
No.2. Sing Fong Lee (Girl assistant very cute)
No.3. Jack Donahue
No. 4. Shorey-Campbell (Sketch)
No.5. Feature Pictures
(Between Love and Duty and Back to Boarding)
Dear Mother:
I need you like I never needed you before. If I could only forget about show business and come home and tell you my troubles, but what's the use of talking, I can't get away from my public. So I guess I'll have to write it but believe me it's going to take a lot of courage.
Listen, Mud, would you feel so terrible bad if you didn't get that house just yet? Besides, you were right, it would be a lot of work for you to look after all those rooms. I'm just beginning to realize, Mud, what a smart woman you are; there's no doubt now in my mind where I get my ability from. I'd be a whole lot better off if I'd listened to you.
You had that Waterhouse guy and his wife figured out alright. The way I feel right now I haven't got any more faith in anything. You know how I've been counting on that check from Mexico— well, there ain't going to be a check, that was just a frame-up, too. But I'd better tell it to you just the way it was pulled on me. That last night in Attleboro I was up in my room with Wanda. I wanted to get one more reading before I left town, and I'm right in the middle of it when someone knocks on the door and in walks Waterhouse. With,that the dame jumped up and ran into the next room. I thought it was funny but I didn't say anything.
"Well," he said when we were alone, "what's the idea? Just how long do you think this can go on?"
The girl had told me herself that she was all washed up with this guy, and I only thought he was her agent, anyway, so I said, "Listen, Waterhouse, you're through, so why not take it like a man? Wanda and I don't want to do any more business with you."
So he came back with, "Since when can you speak for my wife?"
"Since when is she your wife?" I said, getting ready to grab him.
"Well, suppose we bring the lady out and ask her," and he calls her and out she comes, with that "I didn't know it was loaded" look on her face. Well, anyway, she admits she's his wife alright. And then he asks me if I knew what I could get for bringing a woman across a state line for immoral purposes. That was the tip-off. I knew then that they had me framed, so to make it short I said,
"Alright, Waterhouse, I get your point. How much do you want?"
"How much, have you got?" he says, and I told him, "Nothing at all till my check gets up from Mexico."
"Quit your clowning!" she yelled. "How much money have you got now?"
"No, this is no time for fooling," says her partner. "You know you can get ten years for what you've done."
I told him I was telling the truth and asked him to wait for a couple of days till I got my lottery money, and then I got the real big shock.
"Listen," he said, "you haven't got any money coming from Mexico, you big sap, that was just a gag the bartender and I framed on you in Portland."
"Yes," said Wanda, "we even had those tickets printed, so you'd better kick in something now, or he'll call the cops."
Well, by this time I was pretty sore and disgusted so I told them to call the cops. I guess they saw they couldn't bluff me and they finally went out and I haven't heard anything since.
But what a setback! Imagine working for $18.75 for these three days again when I was paying that a day for my suite last week! There's no use now, we'll have to lose the $500.00 I paid down on the house. We couldn't stand the rent on my salary. Just think, $10,000 right through my fingers.
And to show you how things break when your luck is bad, I just got a letter from my agent, Mr. Church.
He was the guy that was in Adrienne's room when I called and he tells me he's through handling my business. But I could swear he doesn't stutter when he talks to you in person. That rat of a newspaper guy did hear about a few things in Portland and the way they write it up makes me look bad. At least you'd never figure I was just a fellow trying to protect his rights. I'm so disgusted I can't write any more now. I don't even feel like keeping my date with that little Chinese girl on the bill. But believe me, I found out one thing and from now on I'm going to do everything just to please you.
Your devoted son, Johnny
Charlestown, Mass.
July 5th, 1910.
Dear Son:
You needn't tell me about what that newspaper said in Portland. I have it right here. Your Cousin Fred sent us the clipping and I'm so mortified I don't know what to do. And here we've all been counting on moving into that lovely little house and now you've gone and upset all our plans.
I wouldn't mind so much if we hadn't told that Mrs. Shea all about it. Of course I wasn't fool enough to think you were going to get any money from Mexico but I don't see why you should try and deceive your poor old mother. I think you were very lucky to get off as easily as you did. No one would have played such a dirty trick on a person without a good cause. What right have you got to be annoying other men's wives?
I don't doubt that you told her some cock-and-bull story about all the money you had or she wouldn't have wasted her time on you in the first place. Although if she was any kind of a mind reader she should have known that you were lying. I doubt if that girl was even an Indian; I used to know a man named Goldberg when I was a girl and he posed for all those statues of Indians around town.
When I think about the whole thing it just sickens me, and every time I think of that lovely white woodwork I could cry. And right in the same breath you tell me how sorry you are about my feelings, you tell me you're going out with a Chinese girl now. I don't think even your Grandfather Donahue would have done a thing like that, with all the stories they tell about him. I'm enclosing a poem called "East is East and West is West" and if you take my advice you'll read it and go by it. Joe says you'll probably be doing an act with her next, and you can call it Mr. On Too Long and Miss Bow Too Low. Probably it's not original but we all thought it was very funny.
Your father took on something terrible when he found out he couldn't retire, but of course it gave him another excuse to get drunk again. However, I will say this for your father, he'll stick up for his rights whether he's right or wrong. He found out who you gave that money too for the house and he got it back, so at least we don't have to lose that. I've taken the money, and I'm going to pay up some of your debts around here, and keep a little something for myself for what I've laid out on you. If there is anything left I'll hold it for you. If Mr. Church is through with you I can't imagine what's going to become of you now. It's just as I always knew you'd be right back on our hands.
Your loving Mother
P.S. You will have to sleep with Joe.
_______________
13: The Lady of the Red Admirals
Arthur T. Quiller-Couch
1863-1944
The Pocket Magazine, Nov 1896
All day within the dreamy house
The doors upon their hinges creak'd;
The blue fly sung in the pane; the mouse
Behind the mouldering wainscot shrieked,
Or from the crevice peer'd about.
Old faces glimmer'd thro' the doors,
Old footsteps trod the upper floors,
Old voices called her from without.
MY EYES had been occupied with the gray chimneys below, among the Spanish chestnuts, at the very moment when I slipped on the northern face of Skirrid and twisted my ankle. This indeed explains the accident; and the accident explains why my Interest in the house with the gray chimneys suddenly became a personal one.
Five miles separated me from my inn in Aber town. But the white smoke of a goods train went crawling across the green and cultivated plain at my feet; and I knew, though I carried no map, that somewhere under the slope to my left must hide the country station of Llanfihangel. To reach it I must pass the house; and there, no doubt, would happen on some one to set me on the shortest way.
So I picked up my walking-stick and hobbled down the hillside, albeit with pain. Where the descent eased a little I found and followed a foot-track, which in time turned into a sunk road scored deep with old cart-ruts, and so brought me to a desolate farmstead slowly dropping to ruin there in the perpetual shadow of the mountain. The slates that had fallen from the roof of byre and stable lay buried already under the growth of nettle and mallow and wild parsnip ; and the yard wall was down in a dozen places. I shuffled through one of these gaps, and almost at once found myself face to face with a park fence of split oak in yet worse repair, if that were possible. It stretched away right and left, with promise of a noble circumference, but no hand had repaired it for at least twenty years. I counted no less than seven breaches through which a man of common size might step without squeezing; availed myself of the nearest, and having with difficulty dragged my disabled foot up the ha-ha slope beyond, took breath at the top and looked about me.
The edge of the ha-ha stood but fifty paces back from an avenue of the most magnificent Spanish chestnuts I have ever seen in my life. A few of them were withering from the top; and under these many dead boughs lay as they had fallen, in grass that obliterated almost all trace of the broad carriage-road. But nine out of ten stood hale and stout, and apparently good for centuries to come. Northward, the gray façade of the house glimmered and closed their green prospective, and towards it I now made my way.
But I must own this avenue daunted me, as a frame altogether too lordly for a mere limping pedestrian. And therefore I was relieved, as I drew near, to catch the sound of voices behind the shrubberies on my right hand. This determined me to take the house in flank, and I diverged and pushed my way between the laurels in search of the speakers.
"A horse, a horse! My kingdom for a horse! Lobelia, how many horses has your father in stable? Red, white or gray?"
"One, Miss Wilhelmina; an' that's old Sentry-go, and father says he'll have to go to the knacker's before another winter."
"Then he shall carry me there on his back, with rings on my fingers and bells on my toes—"
She rode unto the knacker's yard,
And tirled at the pin:
Right glad were then the cat's-meat men
To let that lady in!
—especially, Lobelia, when she alighted and sat upon the ground and began to tell them sad stories of the death of kings. But they cut off Sentry-go's head and nailed it over the gaate. So he died, and she very imprudently married the master knacker, who had heard she was an heiress in her own right, and wanted to decorate his coat-of-arms with an escutcheon of pretence ; and besides, his doctor had recommended a complete change."
"Law, miss, how you do run on!"
The young lady who had given utterance to this amazing rigmarole stood at the top of a terrace flight (much cracked and broken) between two leaden statuettes (headless); a willowy child in a large-brimmed hat, with a riding switch in one hand and the other holding up an old tartan shawl, which she had pinned about her to imitate a horse-woman's habit. As she paced to and fro between the leaden statuettes —
pedes vestis defluxit ad imos
Et vera incessu potuit dea,
—and I noted almost at once that two or three butterflies— "red admirals" they were— floated and circled about her in the sunlight. A child of commoner make and perhaps a year older, dressed in a buff print frock and pink sunbonnet, looked up at her from the foot of the steps. The faces of both were averted, and I stood there for at least a minute on the verge of the laurels, unobserved, considering the picture they made, and the ruinous Jacobean house that formed its background.
Never was house more eloquent of desolation. Unpainted shutters, cracking in the heat, blocked one half of its windows. Weather stains ran down the slates from the lantern on the main roof while the lantern over the stable had lost its vane and the stable-clock its minute-hand. The very nails had dropped out of the gable wall, and the wistaria and Gloire de Dijons they should have supported trailed down in tangles, like curtains. Grass choked the rain-pipes, and moss dabbled the gravel walk. In the border at my feet someone had attempted a clearance of the weeds; and here lay his hoe, matted with bindweeds and ring-streaked with the silvery tracks ot snails.
"Very well, Lobelia. We will be sensible house-maid and cook, and talk of business. We came out, I believe, to cut a cabbage-leaf to make an apple-pie."
At this point happening to turn her head she caught sight of me, and stopped with a slight, embarrassed laugh.
I raised my hat.
"I beg your pardon, sir, but no strangers are admitted here."
"I beg your pardon"— I began; and with that, as I shifted my walkingstick, my foolish ankle gave way, and plump I sat in the very middle of the bindweed.
"You are ill?" She came quickly towards me, but halted a pace or two off. "You look as if you were going to faint."
"I'll try not to, then," said I. "The fact is, I have just twisted my ankle on the side of Skirrid yonder, and I wished to be told the shortest way to the station."
"I don't believe you can walk; and " —she hesitated a second, then went on defiantly— "we have no carriage to take you."
"I should not think of putting you to any such trouble."
"Also, if you want to reach Aber, there is no train for the next two hours, You must come in and rest."
"But really—"
"I am mistress here. I am Wilhelmina van der Knoope."
Being by this time on my feet again, I bowed and introduced myself by name. She nodded. The child had a thoughtful face— thoughtful beyond her years— and delicately shaped rather than pretty.
"Lobelia, run in and tell the Admirals that a gentleman has called, with my permission."
Having dismissed the handmaiden, she observed me in silence for a few moments, while she unpinned her tartan riding-skirt. Its removal disclosed, not—as I expected— a short frock, but one of quite womanly length; and she carried it with the air of a grown woman.
"You must make allowances, please. I think," she mused, ''yes, I really think you will be able to help. But you must not be surprised, mind. Can you walk alone, or will you lean a hand on my shoulder?"
I could walk alone. Of what she meant I had, of course, no inkling ; but I saw she was as anxious now for me to come indoors as she had been prompt at first to warn me off the premises. So I hobbled after her towards the house. At the steps by the side-door she turned and gave me a hand. We passed across a stone flagged hall and through a carpetless corridor which brought us to the foot of the grand staircase ; and a magnificent staircase it was, ornate with twisted balusters and hung with fine pictures, mostly by old Dutch masters. But no carpet covered the broad steps, and the pictures were perishing in their frames for lack of varnish. I had halted to stare up at a big Hondescoster that hung in the sunlight over the first short flight of stairs— an elaborate "Parliament of Fowls"— when the girl turned the handle of a door to my right and entered.
"Uncle Peter, here is the gentleman who has called to see you."
As I crossed the threshold I heard a chair pushed back, and a very old gentleman rose to welcome me at the far end of the cool and shadowy room; a tall, white-haired figure in a loose suit of holland. He did not advance, but held out a hand tentatively as if uncertain from what direction I was advancing. Almost at once I saw that he was stone blind.
"But where is Uncle Melchior?" exclaimed Wilhelmina.
"I believe he is working at accounts," the old gentleman answered— addressing himself to vacancy, for she had already run from the room. He shook hands courteously and motioned me to find a chair, while he resumed his seat beside a little table heaped with letters, or rather with bundles of letters neatly tied and docketed. His right hand rested on these bundles, and his fingers tapped upon them idly for a minute before he spoke. "You are a friend of Fritz's? of my grandson?"
"I have not the pleasure of knowing him, sir. Your niece's introduction leaves me to explain that I am just a wayfarer who had the misfortune to twist an ankle, an hour ago, on Skirrid, and crawled here to ask his way."
His face fell. "I was hoping that you brought news of Fritz. But you are welcome, sir, to rest your foot here; and I ask your pardon for not perceiving your misfortune. I am blind. But Wilhelmina— my grand-niece— will attend to your wants."
"She is a young lady of very large heart," said I.
He appeared to consider for a while. " She is with me daily, but I have not seen her since she was a small child, and I always picture her as a child. To you, no doubt, she is almost a woman grown?"
"In feeling I should say decidedly more woman than child: and in manner."
''You please me by saying so. She is to marry Fritz, and I wish that to happen before I die."
Receiving no answer to this— for, of course, I had nothing to say— he startled me with a sudden question.
"You disapprove of cousins marrying?"
I could only murmur that a great deal depended on circumstances.
"And there are circumstances in this case. Besides, they are second cousins only. And they both look forward to it. I am not one to force their inclinations, you understand,— though, of course, they know it to be my wish— the wish of both of us, I may say; for Melchior is at one with me in this. Wilhelmina accepts her future— speaks of it, indeed, with gaiety. And as for Fritz— though they have not seen each other since he was a mere boy and she an infant— as for Fritz, he writes— but you shall judge from his last letter."
He felt among the packets and selected one.
"I know one from t'other by the knots," he explained. "I am an old seaman. Now here Is his last, written from the South Pacific station. He sends his love to Mina, and jokes about her being husband-high: 'but she must grow, if we are to do credit to the Van der Knoopes at the altar.' It seems that he is something below the traditional height of our family; but a thorough seaman, for all his modesty. There sir: you will find the passage on the fourth page, near the top."
I took the letter; and there, to be sure, read the words the old Admiral had quoted. But it struck me that Fritz van der Knoope used a very ladylike handwriting, and of a sort not usually taught on H. M. S. Britannia.
"In two years' time the lad will be home, all being well. And then, of course, we shall see."
"Of what rank is he?"
"At present a second lieutenant. His age is but twenty-three. The Van der Knoopes have all followed the sea, as the portraits in this house will tell you. Ay, and we have fought against England in our time. As late as 1672, Adrian van der Knoope commanded a ship under De Ruyter when he outgeneraled the English in Southwold Bay. But since 1688 our swords have been at the service of our adopted country ; and she has used them, sir."
I am afraid I was not listening. My chair faced the window, and as I glanced at the letter in my hands enough light filtered through its transparent "foreign" paper to throw up the watermark, and it bore the name of a firm of papermakers in Aber town. This small discovery, quite unwillingly made, gave me a sudden sense of shame, as though I had been playing some dishonorable trick.
I was hastily folding up the paper, to return it, when the door opened and Wilhelmina came in, with her uncle Melchior. She seemed to divine in an instant what had happened ; threw a swift glance at the blind Admiral, and almost as swiftly took the letter from my hand and restored it to the packet.
The next moment with perfect coolness she was introducing me to her uncle Melchior. Melchior van der Knoope was perhaps ten years younger than his brother, and carried his tall figure buttoned up tightly In an old-fashioned frock-coat: a mummy of a man, with a fixed air of mild bewilderment, and a trick of runnlnor his left hand through his white hair —due, no doubt, to everlasting difficulty with the family accounts. He shook hands as ceremoniously as his brother.
"We have been talking of Fritz," said old Peter.
"Oh yes— of Fritz. To be sure." Melchior answered him vaguely, and looked at me with a puzzled smile. There was silence in the room till his brother spoke again.
"I have been showing Mr. Fritz's last letter."
"Fritz writes entertainingly," murmured Melchoir, and seemed to cast about for another word, but repeated, "entertainingly. If the state of your ankle permits, sir, you will perhaps take an interest in our pictures. I shall be happy to show them to you."
And so, with the occasional support of Melchior's arm, I began a tour of the house.
The pictures indeed were a sufficient reward— seascapes by Willem van der Velde, flower portraits by Willem van Aslet, tavern-scenes by Adrian van Ostade ; a notable Cuyp ; a small Gerard Dow of peculiar richness ; portraits— the Burgomaster Albert van der Knoope, by Thomas de Keyser—the Admiral Nicholas, by Kneller— the Admiral Peter (grand-uncle of the blind Admiral), by Romney— and so forth. My guide seemed as honestly proud of them as insensible of their condition, which was in almost every case deplorable.
By and by in the library we came upon a modern portrait of a rosy-faced boy in a blue suit, who held (strange combination) a large ribstone pippin in one hand and a cricket bat in the other— a picture altogether of such glaring demerit that I wondered for a moment why it hung so conspicuously over the fireplace while worthier paintings were thrust into obscure corners.
Then with a sudden inkling I glanced at Uncle Melchior. He nodded gravely.
"That is Fritz." I pulled out my watch. "I believe," I said, " it must be time for me to bid your brother good-bye."
"You need be in no hurry," said Miss Wllhelmina's voice behind me. "The last train to Aber has gone at least ten minutes since. You must dine and sleep with us to-night."
I AWOKE next morning between sheets of sweet-smelling linen in a carved four-post bed, across the headboard of which ran the motto STEMMATA QVID FACIVNT" in faded letters of gilt. If the appearance of the room, with its tattered hangings and rickety furniture had counted for anything, my dreams should certainly have been haunted. But as a matter of fact I never slept better. Possibly the lightness of the dinner (cooked by the small handmaid Lobelia) had something to do with it; possibly, too, the infectious somnolence of the two Admirals, who spoke but little during the meal, and nodded, without attempt at dissimulation, over the dessert. At any rate, shortly after nine o'clock— when Miss Wilhelmina brought out a heavy Church Service, and Uncle Melchior read the lesson and collect for the day and a few prayers, including the one "for those at sea"— I had felt quite ready for bed. And now, thanks to a cool compress, my ankle had mended considerably. I descended to breakfast in very cheerful mind, and found Miss Wilhelmina alone at the table.
"Uncle Peter," she explained, "rarely comes down before midday; and Uncle Melchoir breakfasts In his room. He Is busy with the accounts."
"So early?"
She smiled rather sadly.
"They take a deal of looking after, I assure you."
She asked me how my ankle did. When I told her, and added that I must catch an early train back to Aber, she merely said, "I will walk to the station with you, if I may."
And so at ten o'clock— after I had bidden farewell to Uncle Melchior, who wore the air of one interrupted in a long sum of compound addition— we set forth. I knew the child had something on her mind, and wondered how long she would take in disclosing it.
Once, by a ruinous fountain where a stone Triton blew patiently at a conch shell plugged with turf, she paused and dug at the mortared joints of the basin with the point of her sunshade ; and I thought the confidence was coming. But it was by the tumble down gate at the end of the chestnut avenue that she turned and faced me.
"I knew you yesterday at once," she said. "You write novels."
"I wish," said I feebly, "the public were as quick at discovering me."
"Somebody printed an 'interview' with you in ——'s Magazine a month or two ago."
"There was not the slightest resemblance."
"Please don't be silly. There was a photograph."
"Ah, to be sure."
"You can help me— help us all— if you will."
"Is it about Fritz?"
She bent her head and signed to me to open the gate. Across the highroad a stile faced us, and a little church, with an acre framed in elms and set about with trimmed yews. She led the way to the low and whitewashed porch, and pushed open the iron studded door.
As I followed, the name of Van der Knoope repeated itself on many mural tablets before she paused, almost at the end of the south aisle, and pointed. I read
Sacred To the Memory of
FRITZ OPDAM DE KEYSER VAN DER KNOOPE
A Midshipman of the Royal Navy
Who was born Oct. 21st, MDCCCLXVII.
And Drowned By the Capsizing of H. M. S. Viper off the North Coast of Ireland On the 17th of January, MDCCCLXXXVI.
A youth of peculiar promise who lacked but the greater indulgence of an all-wise Providence to earn the distinction of his forefathers (of whom he was the last male representative) in his Country's service in which he laid down his young life.
Heu miserande puer.
Si qua fata aspera rumpas
Tu Marcellus eris.
"Uncle Melchoir had it set up. I wonder what Fritz was really like."
"And your Uncle Peter still believes—?"
"Oh, yes. I am to marry Fritz in time. That is where you must help us. It would kill Uncle Peter if he knew. But Uncle Melchoir gets puzzled whenever it comes to writing; and I am afraid of making mistakes. We've put him down in the South Pacific station at present— that will last for two years more. But we have to invent the gossip, you know. And I thought that you— who wrote stories—"
"My dear child," I said, "let me be Fritz, and you shall have a letter duly once a month."
And my promise was kept— until, two years ago, she wrote that there was no further need of letters, for Uncle Peter was dead. For aught I know, by this time Uncle Melchoir may be dead also. But regularly, as the monthly date comes round, I am Fritz Opdam de Keyser van der Knoope, a young midshipman of Her Majesty's Navy; and wonder what my affianced bride is doing; and see her on the terrace steps with those butterflies floating about her. In my part of the world it is believed that the souls of the departed pass into those winged creatures. So might the soul of those many pictured Admirals— but some day, before long, I hope to cross Skirrid again and see.
________________
14: Mutiny on the Inchcliffe Castle
Guy Gilpatric
1896-1950
The Saturday Evening Post, August 27 1938
ON A DAY not long ago, two old gentlemen met for lunch in a private room of a London club. After a prolonged scowl at the menu, one of them ordered bran wafers and a cup of barley water heated for three minutes to 110 degrees, while the other, casting prudence to the winds, demanded the scrapings from four slices of whole-wheat toast in a wine glassful of the juice of the upper halves of raw Monmouthshire carrots. There was a slight delay in obtaining these delicacies to specification, in the course of which they sent for the club secretary, the secretary spoke to the manager, the manager snarled at the headwaiter and the headwaiter garroted the chef. Finally fed, our two old gluttons sat back and, over their pepsin tablets, talked of the momentous matter which had brought them there.
At 3:15, they called for their cars and left the club. At four, it was whispered at Lloyd's that Lord Forthdale, chairman of the White Crown Steamship Line, and Mr. Virgil Hazlitt, managing director of Clifford, Castle & Company, Ltd., had been seen together. At 4:30, rumors at the Baltic Exchange had it that the biggest shipping combine of the decade was imminent, while at the close of business all Leadenhall Street was saying that the merger was signed and sealed. By nightfall, the news had traveled eastward even unto those grimy Thames-side regions where great ships, home from their pastures on the Seven Seas, lie penned like drowsing cattle in the docks.
Now, on at least one of these vessels, the tidings were received with consternation and wrath. She was the S.S. Inchcliffe Castle, of the Clifford & Castle cargo fleet, and around the table in her stuffy little saloon her officers sat discussing the smoked kippers, the news, and its bearing on their futures, with a common and profound pessimism.
"But wot's the sense of it, that's wot I want to know?" sulked Mr. Montgomery, the mate. "Why, the White Crown's a swank, 'igh-clarss passenger line! Besides their ferry across the Western to New York, they run cruises for millionaires, with a bleddy great public barthtub in every ship and the mates orl singing soprano. Wot the 'ell do they want to merger with us for?"
"Yus, and wot's to become of we poor chaps when they do?" demanded Mr. Swales, the second. "Oh, mark my words, gempmen! Whenever any of these combines and mergers 'appens, there's orlways no end of shifts and shake-ups, and poor blighters like us with twenty years' service getting the sack! Well, where's the social justice there? Where is it; yus, where is it, I arsks you?"
"How do I know?" retorted Captain Ball, irritably. "Really— ker-hem— I mean to say, you needn't beller at me like I'd stole it, Mr. Swales! Now, hold on. I'll call in Jessup and he can tell you exactly what he heard ... Steward! Steward! Just give us that story again, will you?"
Jessup, a wizened little man whose nose twitched like a rabbit's, flicked the bread crumbs from the table with a limp dishrag, which he then stuffed into the pocket of his greasy white jacket.
"Welp, captain and gempmen, sirs, I can only tell yer wot Missus O'Halloran told my missus and my missus told me. Veronica O'Halloran, of course, is charlady in our owners' offices and sometimes, when she's giving Mr. 'Azlitt's brarss door 'andle a bit of a rub-up, 'er ear gets so close to the key'ole that she can't 'elp but 'ear wot's being said inside. Welp, according to Veronica, this 'ere deal with the White Crown people 'as been cooking for a long time. The itch 'as been that the White Crown gempmen are no end proud of their reputation for running their ships very smart and navy-like, their motter in Latin being Hic, hoc, quid; spit-and-polish disciplinus,' or some silly tosh to that effeck. Anyway, they was afraid that joining up with a 'ard-bitten tramp line like us might damage their ruddy prestige in the passenger business."
"Humph, fancy that, the stiff-necked snobs!" said Captain Ball... "Go on, Jessup!"
"Welp, it seems that today old Mr. 'Azlitt and old Lord Forthdale went out at noon, chewed up a stewed cat 'ead together, and now the 'ole thing's settled. A lot of our ships will be laid up orlmost immejiately, the freights to be carried by the White Crowners, and there'll be a big dust-up generally."
"Yus, our ships laid up and us laid orff!" groaned Mr. Montgomery. "Blyme, gempmen, there's a ruddy fine prospeck to look forward to, I don't think!"
Mr. Glencannon, the chief engineer, crashed a horny fist upon the table. "Foosh!" he snorted. "It's the most ootrageous piece o' skulduggery e'er peerpetrated! But as lang as they're laying up our ships, dinna ye think they'll at least be decent enough to find us jobs aboord their ain?"
"Yus, wot a 'ope!" sneered Mr. Montgomery. "And anyway, wot a fine sight a lot of 'airy-chested chaps like us would make, working on them fancy passenger packets! Mess jackets and epaulets every night for dinner, dancing the Rotten Apple with the passengers, and do let me pour you another swill of this delicious rum, my dear Lady Gallstone! Oh, my eye!"
"M'm, well, if I could only get the job, I wouldn't be afraid of the social end of it," said Captain Ball, with finger and thumb dislodging a herring vertebra from the upper plate of his false teeth, considering it gloomily and then tossing it over his shoulder. "Although, of course, I spose getting stinko with the passengers every night would become a bit irksome after a while."
"Eh? What's that, captain?" demanded Mr. Glencannon. "Do ye mean to say that the possengers buy drinks for the officers? That— that they actually stond treat?"
"Indeed they do," said Captain Ball. "It's the custom in all passenger ships. Why, the captains and senior officers even draw an entertainment allowance to treat back with."
"Humph!" grunted Mr. Swales. "Well, without friends or influence to 'elp us get transferred, all we poor beggars'll draw will be the slack in our belts! Yus, draw and draw, until we 'ave to eat the ruddy belts to keep from starving!"
Mr. Glencannon rose, strode to the porthole and stood gazing out upon the pattern of masts, funnels and rigging etched in black upon a sky aglow with London's lights. Then, champing pensively on the bristles of his walrus mustache, he went aft to his room, collected his cap and a bottle of whisky, and descended the gangway into the gloom of the Limehouse Commercial Docks. Instead of heading for the main gate on Torchbasket Road, however, he cut across the dockyard toward the Blackwall Basin side. As he walked, he muttered.
Emerging from the shadows of ships, cranes and cavernous goods sheds where the echo of his footfalls set furtive rats to scurrying, he was dazzled by the scene which suddenly confronted him. For there, lit up like an amusement park, loomed the mighty bulk of the Malaita, flagship of the White Crown fleet. She was wearing a single plume of steam which swayed gently above her in the dank night breath of the Thames, and in the glare of floodlights on the dock and electric clusters slung along her glossy black sides, tens, scores and hundreds of robots were toiling. Off to the left, an endless procession of stewards lugged quarters of fancy prime beef and mutton up a gangway into a loading door; nearer, another battalion bore crates of choice dressed pheasants, kegs of Colchester oysters, baskets of Boulogne lobsters which creaked their joints and rattled their nippers in lively indignation, and ice-packed boxes of the silent but succulent soles of Arcachon. The men moved swiftly, purposefully; despite the humble nature of their labors, all were spruce, clean and military.
"A-weel," mused Mr. Glencannon wonderingly, "it's all vurra businesslik' and all vurra painfully neat!" He glanced down at the verdigrised buttons of his uniform jacket and with his cuff endeavored to erase the traces of snuff, egg, lubricating oil, gravy, porridge and pipestem drippings which decorated the breast of it. "H'm!" He turned his attention to another parade of stewards who were transporting cases of drinkables. "Clos Vougeot ... Château d'Yquem ... Château Lafite ..." As he read the names his face fell. "Dearie me, I'm no' so sure that possenger work is going to agree with my liver! Ye'd think that on a feerst-closs cruise lik' this, they'd tak' alang something tastier to guzzle than the nosty wines o' Fronce! Swith, I canna believe it! They must use it for cooking, or to issue to the crew!" He patted the bottle in his pocket to reassure himself, stepped aboard the Malaita and inquired for a Mr. David MacCrummon.
To his amazement, the first five men he asked stood to attention, saluted, and politely regretted to state that they had never heard of Mr. David MacCrummon. The sixth, however, was an officer so trim and tidy that, had he only been using a sextant, he might have stepped out of one of the White Crown Line's own advertisements. This gentleman eyed him suspiciously, consulted a notebook and directed him to the boat deck.
Feeling like a beggar in a palace, Mr. Glencannon strolled through carpeted corridors, tapestried salons and gilded ballrooms; he ascended stairways from the balustrades of which bronze nymphs in the buff seemed to gaze with scorn upon his maculate person.
"A-richt, ye bross-nosed houris!" he told them. "My rags are royal raiment compared to what ye've got on, which isn't enough to mak' a pair o' Sunday breeks for the poet Burns's louse! Foosh to ye one and all!"
Arrived at last upon the boat deck and stepping gingerly, so as not to sully the shuffleboard courts freshly stenciled on the planking, Mr. Glencannon moved forward in the shadows of the towering funnels. Beside the skylight of the main saloon he descried a familiar figure engaged in dismantling the motor of a ventilator blower.
"MacCrummon!" he exclaimed joyfully. "Foosh, dear lad, so clean do ye look in yere braw white overalls, I scarcely reecognized ye!"
Mr. MacCrummon paused in his labors and considered the visitor without enthusiasm. He put down his wrench, selected a larger one, weighed it in his hand and then exchanged it for a hammer.
"There!" he said. "Noo, what do ye want, Glencannon?"
"Want?" repeated Mr. Glencannon, beaming expansively. "Want? Indeed, what more cud I want, David, than the pleasure o' seeing ye here so spruce and grond, after all the hard times we had together in the auld Paxton Merchant? Do ye mind the time in Copenhagen when we derailed the tromcar, and that nicht in Hong Kong when something ye drank made ye drunk and ye bit the heel clean off the Chinamon? And then at—"
"Sh-h-h!" Hammer upraised, Mr. MacCrummon was upon him. "Shut up, ye gowk!" he hissed. "Do ye want to get me fired?" He glanced fearfully over his shoulder, saw only the Malaita's deck and breathed a sigh of relief. "A mon can't be too careful, on these domned ships!" he explained. "Swith, Glencannon! What with one thing and another, ye've got me all onstroong!"
"Haw, weel, I've exockly the reemedy yere puir nairves crave!" chuckled Mr. Glencannon, dragging the bottle from his pocket and letting the floodlights play full upon its label. "Look, MacCrummon; it's Duggan's Dew o' Kirkintilloch, that which no invalid, be he prince or porpoise, cud—"
"Hide it! Quick mon! Put it awa'!" rasped Mr. MacCrummon in renewed panic. "Ho, domn it all, Glencannon! How often must I warn ye that the discipline here is stricter than in a monkastery?"
"But, guid heavens!" said Mr. Glencannon, aghast. "Do ye mean to tell me that a drap o' whusky is forbidden ye, e'en as a tonic?"
"Weel"— Mr. MacCrummon's eye watered somewhat as it strayed toward Mr. Glencannon's pocket— "at least on deck it is. Er"— he licked his lips— "e'en doon in the privacy o' my ain room, Colin, we'll have to be vurra discreet, with no clinking, gurgling or loud belching."
"Ah, noo I understond ye!" said Mr. Glencannon, winking knowingly. "Ye're supposed to tipple only with the possengers and befuddle them into running up colussal bar bills, is that it? Weel, then, twull be a dooble honor, indeed, to drink the health o' the chief engineer o' the Malaita surroonded by the free-hond oil paintings, the priceless porcelains and all the luxurious deluxes o' his ain luxurious quarters!"
"Chief? Weel—" Mr. MacCrummon preceded him down the companionway. "Pairhops, I'd better confess to ye, Colin, that I'm no' exockly chief o' the Malaita—that is, not yet! Ye see, in a ship o' this size, it's no' lik' in a tromp. Here, we have the senior chief engineer, Muster MacAllister, and four ordinurra chief engineers— to wit, Mussrs. MacBain, MacPherson, MacSnaith and MacArdle. They are assisted by eight second engineers— viz. Mussrs. MacAnstey, MacColquhoun, MacGregor, MacFiddy, Mac—"
"Oh, just give me the roond numbers," Mr. Glancannon interrupted, "and indicate, roughly, where ye, yersel', fit in."
"Weel, all together, there's eighteen o' us, and it so hoppens that none o' the others hoppens to be junior to me." Mr. MacCrummon led the way along a linoleumed passage so narrow that his guest was obliged to proceed edgewise to avoid bruising his bottle. "Here," he said, opening a door, switching on a light and waving Mr. Glencannon into a room rather more spacious than a dog kennel. "Do ye step in, Colin, and mind yere shins."
"Weel, it's vurra snoog and cozy, I must say," observed Mr. Glencannon, squeezing himself into the bunk, so that Mr. MacCrummon could close the door. "In fact"— he brought out the bottle and set it upon the dresser— "in fact, it's an ideal spot for just such a confidential talk such as I'm plonning to have with ye, MacCrummon."
"Eh?" Mr. MacCrummon's eyes narrowed warily. "Confidential talk?" He removed a toothbrush, a comb, a razor and several cigar butts from a tumbler and filled it to the brim with whisky. "Confidential talk? I—I hope ye're no' intending to rake up some o' the auld debts and differences that were so lang ootstonding betwixt us, Colin!"
"Oh, perish the thocht!" Mr. Glencannon assured him, piously. "'Let bygones be bygones' is my byword! Why, bless yere fulthy soul, MacCrummon, if ye're willing to meet me halfway in the same Christian spirit, I willna write to yere owners and to the Cardiff police, infoorming them who set fire to the Royal Penarth Hotel on the nicht o' New Year's Eve, 1922, nor will I e'en teelegroph the two wives ye've got in Glesga aboot the one ye've got in South Shields!"
Mr. MacCrummon went pale. He downed his whisky at a gulp. "Come!" he croaked hoarsely. "What d'ye want o' me, Glencannon?" The tumbler clattered as he set it upon the dresser.
Mr. Glencannon took it, polished its rim with his necktie, filled it, then emptied it before replying. "Weel, no doot ye've heard aboot the White Crown Line taking over C. & C. That means I'll be needing a job. And that, MacCrummon, means that ye'd domn weel better find me one!"
"I?" Mr. MacCrummon was still gasping. "I— find ye a job? But— where? And how?"
"Where? Why, richt here with the White Crown Line, o' course! And as for how— weel, I leave that to yere ain weel-known ingenuity!"
"B-but domn it, mon, the Malaita's off on a three months' cruise! We're sailing feerst thing in the morning!"
"So's the Inchcliffe Castle."
"Weel, then! There's no time!"
"There's still tonicht— and I dinna suppose I'll be needing the job before three months, anyway. Oh, come, ye puir alcoholic; wet yere whustle and sharpen yere wits! I vurra weel ken that if ye wangled yere way into a berth with the White Crown, there must be cairtain inside tracks and tricks aboot it! Merit canna count, because o' merit ye have none— nor can it be blackmail, because in yere ain sorra case, the pot is blacker than any kettle! Weel, what's the secret, then? Drink up and speak up! Dinna merely hiccup!"
Mr. MacCrummon reached a trembling hand for the bottle and consumed direct. Then he shuddered and sat gazing miserably at the ceiling.
"Glencannon," he said at length, "ye're a hard mon, a vurra hard mon, and I'm vurra weel aware that ye're in a position to do me dirt. Therefore, I fronkly confess that I got my job through having a friend at court— no less a friend than Muster Mackenzie MacDool, engineer superintendent o' the whole domn White Crown Steamship Company, Limited. Moreover, to save mysel' from ruin, I guarantee to introduce ye to him this vurra nicht!"
"What?" Mr. Glencannon leaned forward incredulously. "Ye— ye'll introduce me to the White Crown engineer superintendent himsel'?"
"Aye," Mr. M'acCrummon consulted his watch. "I've got a date to meet him in less than half an hour in the pub across from the dockyard gate in Torchbasket Road. But noo, look, Glencannon; let's arrange it. I'd better go in feerst and sit doon with him, d'ye see? Then, in aboot ten minutes, ye can hoppen in as though by occident and I'll beckon ye ower to our table. The rest will be up to you."
"Hoot!" exclaimed Mr. Glencannon, joyfully. "Why, once I've talked to Muster MacDool, once I've impressed him with my pairsonality, inteeligence and talent, the whole thing will be as guid as settled!"
"Oh, noturally!" agreed Mr. MacCrummon, evincing signs of relief. "Why, I'll e'en put in a guid wurrd for ye! As for the other engineers here on the ship— weel, I feegure ye can square them for twenty poonds the lot."
"Eh?" said Mr. Glencannon, dismayed. "Ye mean I'll have to stump up twenty poonds for— for bribery?"
"Ye will if ye want to hold the job," declared Mr. MacCrummon. "They consider it as their perquisites. There must be ten poonds for Muster MacAllister, the senior chief; five for Muster MacAnstey, the senior seecond, and, say, twa-poonds-ten apiece for Mussrs. MacDonough and MacLeith, the senior third and fourth, respectively. O' course, if ye'd care to give me the money, I cud arrange all that for ye."
With a grimace, Mr. Glencannon counted out the bank notes. "It's a domnable extoortion," he said, "but as lang as it's customarra, I gracefully submit. Besides, ye can domn weel bet yere boots I'll extoort it back, and more, once I'm working for the company!"
"Aye, o' course ye will— o' course ye will! Er—" Mr. MacCrummon hesitated, blushed and then grinned sheepishly. "But, Colin! Colin, lad! Ye— ye really shudn't have threatened me as ye did, auld mon! Why, I'd glodly have done it for sweet friendship's sake and— and— weel— here!"
Mr. Glencannon grasped the proffered hand. "Davey!" he said, his voice vibrant with emotion. "Dear auld Davey! Ah, twull be grond, grond to be shipmates with ye again!" They looked into each other's eyes, eyes that were strangely moist, and what they saw there was more precious, far, than gold.
"Come!" Mr. MacCrummon recalled himself brusquely. "I'll just get oot o' these overalls and then we'll go ashore."
As Mr. Glencannon watched him change into his spotless, well-tailored uniform, he became more than ever conscious of the sad condition of his own.
"See here," he said, "I ken what sticklers yere owners are for neatness, and I fear that meeting Muster MacDool dressed shobbily as I am micht spoil my chonces. Cud ye no' let me wear yon boiler suit, Mac? It's spick and spon, and if I slip it on richt ower my unifurrm, twull look as though I'd just knocked off work for a minute and stepped across to the pub for a quick one."
"A guid idea," approved Mr. MacCrummon. "Besides, twull give Mister MacDool a favorable impression o' yere diligence. Noo, let's see— yes, Colin. I can let ye have the suit for ten shillings."
"Ah, whurra, whurra!" complained Mr. Glencannon. "I plainly see that the next three months, until I tak' ower my new job, will be a season o' penury, famine and parching theerst!" He climbed into the overalls and glanced down at himself approvingly. "Lead on, MacCrummon!" he said. "My appearance does credit to the White Crown Line already!"
ii
WHEN Mr. Glencannon was awakened by the Battle of Jutland being refought within his skull, he was surprised to find the Inchcliffe Castle underway and the sun high in the misty heavens. He dragged himself up to the porthole just long enough to recognize Sheerness and the coast of Sheppey; then the guns of the entire German High Seas Fleet thundered into action at the center of his brain pan and he relapsed, cringing, to his pillow. For a moment he was conscience-stricken at not having been at his post in the engine room when the ship left port; then he recalled the previous evening's conference and lay back with a happy chuckle. "Foosh to the engine room! Foosh to this rotten auld pigsty! Foosh to the whole Clifford & Castle fleet! Three months from noo, I'll be senior chief engineer o' a palatial White Crown floating palace, for Muster Engineer Superintendent Mackenzie MacDool gave me his promise true, which ne'er forgot will be-e-e, and for bonnie Annie-e-e Lau-r-rie-e-e, I'd— But foosh! Nobody osked ye to sing, and ye're no' in yere best voice anywa'!"
He reached out of the bunk, retrieved a bottle which the angels had left beside it, and downed a dollop to dull the pangs of his migraine. "O' course," he mused, "due to Muster MacDool's habit o' mixing straight whusky with his whusky, the expenses o' the evening were terrific. But they turned oot to be a vurra shrewd investment. Haw, haw, haw! When yon pairsimonious MacCrummon hears that he'll have to sairve under me as my junior subordinate, he'll domn weel wish he hadn't sneaked off so airly on the flumsy pretext o' having forgotten his wallet!"
He rose, took another snifter by way of a stabilizer, and then, very carefully, shaved. "Neatness! Neatness is the White Crown trodition!" he reminded himself, stropping his razor and shaving again. "From noo on, Glencannon, ye'll have to brush yere teeth each day, whether they need it or no'!" Pausing from time to time to treat his headache, his blood pressure and his fallen arches, he scrubbed his nails, slicked his hair across his bald spot, shaved and, finally, shaved. "There, noo!" he announced briskly, "Muster Colin Glencannon, the eeminent senior chief engineer, is ready to be o' sairvice to the White Crown Line!" He glanced in the mirror for a final inspection of his turnout and was surprised to note that, through some oversight, he had neglected to put on so much as a stitch of clothing.
Now, this omission was by no means as glaring as it would have been upon the average person, for the reason that Mr. Glencannon was almost completely covered with a magnificent matted growth of reddish-brown shag. Far from considering this as superfluous, he had worn it proudly since adolescence in lieu of underclothing, appraising its cash replacement value at something over thirty shillings per annum, to say nothing of the laundering and maintenance costs it saved him. In addition, he was not unaware of its aesthetic value in concealing certain scars, scales, wens, warts, callosities, varicosities and hobnailed footprints which occurred here and there upon his otherwise flawless husk. It was, he realized, not merely useful, economical and ornamental but out-and-out phenomenal— a pelt of the fabulous sort which fur trappers yarn about over their campfires on the frozen tundra, which laid the foundation of the Astor fortune, and made the Hudson's Bay Company what it is today. Although fully alive to the fire hazard it presented, Mr. Glencannon wouldn't have traded it for garments of Cathay's sheerest silk, Erin's milkiest linen, Caledon's softest wool or Muscovy's most regal ermine.
Still, except in the tropics, it had never been his custom to go about his official duties clad in his thatch alone; and so, with a final admiring look at it and the mental resolve to give it a brisk whisky rub to fluff up the nap and brighten its coppery tints, he took his new overalls from the hook, stepped through the legs of them and shrugged his way into the upper part. Instinctively, his fingers groped for the buttons; then he remembered that the overalls were buttonless and closed with a new type of patent fastener.
"Ho, vurra proctical; vurra ingenious!" he murmured approvingly. "Weel, we live in an age o' unexompled efficiency! The aeroplane, the wireless, the corkscrew— indeed, what wonders hath God wrought!" He grasped the little brass fastener tab between finger and thumb and yanked it briskly upward. Simultaneously, a frightful torment assailed him from umbilicus to Adam's apple, as though he had committed hara-kiri with a red-hot ripsaw. He uttered an ear-piercing scream, "Spuntaneous combustion!" and beat his breast to smother the flames. But—there were no flames, and each beat stung like fresh asps pressed to his bosom. He realized, then, that the patent fastener had gripped his foliage with all its myriad teeth! Frenzied, he fumbled for the tab. He found it, yanked it— and screamed anew. The treacherous contrivance had jammed! He was caught, held, locked— a prisoner in a torture cell of his own overalls!
"Help!" he bawled. "Ossossins!" Then, bent double and hugging himself in a manner calculated to produce the maximum slack in hide and hair, he backed through the doorway and lurched stern-first along the deck, mowing, gibbering and shrieking horrid curses whenever in his blundering course he collided with railings, stanchions or astounded members of the Inchcliffe Castle's crew. His sole impulse was to flee the agony which goaded him, and in spite of his retrograde course, his speed was considerable.
Alarmed by the commotion, but prepared for any eventuality, Captain Ball appeared upon the lower bridge, shoving the butt of an automatic pistol into his mouth with one hand and a set of false teeth into his hip pocket with the other.
"Ker-hem! Oh, my, my! Crampth!" he announced, weighing up the situation at a glance. He reached within the porthole, dropped the pistol into a tumbler filled with pinkish liquid in the rack over his bunk, and installed his teeth with the clicking precision of the guard fixing bayonets at Buckingham Palace. "Poor chap's got cramps plain as day— see how he's all bent double? Yes— er— I mean to say, no! It's cholera and it's took him in reverse. Still, though, it might be beri-beri or even the D. & T.s ... Mr. Montgomery! Mr. Montgom-er-er— oh, there you are! Well, I mean to say, don't just stand there gawping! Shake a leg, can't you, and succor him before he bashes his brains out or something?"
The mate scurried down the ladder and joined the group of deck hands and firemen pursuing Mr. Glencannon around the ship. The sufferer's cries for assistance were heart-rending, but he savagely fought off his would-be saviors whenever they managed to overtake and grasp him. At length, spurred on by Captain Ball's stentorian commands, Mr. Montgomery tackled the engineer below the knees and brought him down with a thud. He lay balanced on the small of his back, curved up at either end like the rockers of a hobby horse.
"Oh, now, now, Mr. Glencannon— such language!" Captain Ball came puffing through the crowd. "I mean to say, just what seems to be the little difficulty, what?"
The engineer ceased his clamor long enough to point toward his chest. "Tropped!" he croaked, tragically.
"Eh? Trapped? Trapped by how? H'm— Mr. Montgomery, it seems there's something wrong with his buzzom... Pulmonary trouble; yes, yes— see the unhealthy flush he's got? Just strip that boiler suit off him and we'll have a look!"
Mr. Montgomery stooped, seized the tag and gave it so lusty a jerk that Mr. Glencannon was brought to his feet like a puppet on a string. There was a pain-maddened bellow, the "thwuck!" of knuckles against a jaw, and the mate lay crumpled in the scupper, mumbling protests about the bombing of civilian populations. Wild-eyed, Mr. Glencannon stood hunched with his back against the fiddley, plucking at his breast and breathing through nostrils distended like hawsepipes. Suddenly, Captain Ball hurled his bulk upon him and felled him to the deck, pinning him with a leg scissors and a hammerlock.
"Steward!" he panted. "Jessup! Nip for'rd to the galley and fetch me a carving knife, somebody! It's these overalls have bit him, don't you see? I've... Whoa! Lie still, blast you!... I've got to operate!"
When the knife arrived, Captain Ball thrust it through the overalls under the fastener and sawed his way southward.
"There!" he announced, detaching the bristle-clogged strip of teeth and waving it aloft like an Indian brandishing a scalp. "Why, 'pon my word, it's that sprouty it looks like the feather boa I remember one time in my youth the late Mrs. Langtry caused such a sensation wearing at Ascot. Mrs. Langtry— ah, there was a woman, gentlemen! The Jersey Lily was what all the foremost wits of her time used to call her, on account of she coming from the Isle of Wight and her name being Langtry... Get it? Ha! Well, on this particular day, just as—"
His reminiscence was drowned by a booming hail from out of the mist— the voice of an electric loud-speaker. Wheeling, Captain Ball beheld a great ship sliding slowly past the Inchcliffe Castle, her plates a-tremble and her wake a-seethe with angry whirlpools as her propellers churned full-astern to take the way off her. He saw her brass-bound officers peering down at him from her lofty bridge and the pallid faces of her passengers lining her tiers of rails.
"What's going on there?" thundered the electric voice. "D'you need assistance?"
Captain Ball scowled up at the intruder and expanded his paunch to its utmost. "No!" he retorted in a roar that put modern science to shame. "And what's more, what's going on on this here ship is going on on this here ship because I want it to go on on this here ship. So go on on to hell out of here and stop interrupting me!" He turned to the company. "Why! Ker-hem! Ker-hapf! Did you ever hear such churlish insolence! No, never! Well, as I was aboot to say when them boors butted in, it seems that on this particular day, the Jersey Lily had bet fifty quid on a horse named—"
"Foosh!" With a snort like a boiler letting go, Mr. Glencannon sprang to his feet and stood staring at a face framed by a humble porthole low in the liner's side. Although the face was surmounted by a starched white cap of the sort worn by cooks, scullions and lesser kitchen menials, there could be no doubt about it being that of Mr. Mackenzie MacDool. Even as the truth bore in upon Mr. Glencannon the loathsome MacDool thrust a dishpan through the porthole and from it dumped potato peelings which in a trice were snatched by the Malaita's escort of mewing, screaming gulls.
With a fearful oath, Mr. Glencannon dashed forward along the Inchcliffe Castle's deck in pursuit of the liner. As he mounted the foc'sle head, his mutilated overalls fell from his torso and draped themselves about his hips. A broad, bald streak gleamed whitely down his middle, cleaving the coppery shag like the pathway through the Red Sea where walked the Children of Israel.
"MacCrummon!" he bawled, shaking his fist at a figure at work dismantling a ventilator blower on the boat deck. "Hoot, MacCrummon! Hoot, ye puling Dunvegan gowk! Step to the rail, I dare ye, and listen whilst I speak me mind to ye! If I—"
Suddenly, clutching the slipping overalls, Mr. Glencannon stilled his tirade. He felt the overalls experimentally. He thrust his hand into their right rear pocket, and a smile downed upon his countenance.
"Yoo-hoo! Davey!" he shouted again. "That wallet o' yere's that ye left hame so conveniently last nicht! Have ye got it safe and soond, auld mon?"
He saw Mr. MacCrummon grin, nod, and pat his right hip confidently. Then he saw him stiffen, drop his wrench and clap both hands to his rear.
The Malaita's engines were rung to full-ahead now, and she was rapidly sliding away. As she faded into the silvery morning haze, Mr. MacCrummon was still patting himself. Patting front, back, sides. Patting frantically. Patting vainly!
Humming a snatch of lilting song, Mr. Glencannon strolled aft to his room, his glorious pelt aripple in the North Sea breeze.
Two hours later, the newspaper presses in London's Fleet Street were rumbling out the story which rounds out our own:
MYSTERIOUS DRAMA OF THE SEA
MUTINY, MURDER FEARED IN STRANGE
EVENTS OFF THE NORE
"PIRATE CRUISE" PASSENGERS WITNESS
TRAGEDY ON TRAMP
Shortly after 10 o'clock this morning, the 25,000-ton S.S. Malaita, of the White Crown Line, was proceeding down the Thames Estuary on the first stage of a three months' "pirate cruise" to the West Indies and South American ports, when she overhauled the S.S. Inchcliffe Castle, 3500 tons, Messrs. Clifford, Castle & Co., Ltd., owners. To passengers, officers and crew of the Malaita, it was at once apparent that all was not well aboard the smaller vessel. Screaming with terror and evidently suffering from wounds, a man was being pursued around the decks by a band of cutthroats spurred on by a burly ruffian on the bridge. The fugitive was overtaken and, according to horror-stricken eyewitnesses, disemboweled on the Inchcliffe Castle's deck.
The Malaita was at once brought to, but Captain Darnley's offer of assistance was spurned with abuse and profanity by the ringleader of the supposed mutineers. Nine of the Malaita's passengers, most of them women, are confined to their cabins, prostrated from shock, and it is understood that several more have asked to be landed at Cherbourg this afternoon.
A wireless request to the Inchcliffe Castle for details of the drama brought only a brusque denial from Captain John Ball that any trouble had occurred. A similar hostile reticence was maintained at the London offices of the Inchcliffe Castle's owners.
Asked to confirm rumors, current in the City yesterday, that the White Crown Line was combining with Clifford, Castle & Co., Ltd., Lord Forthdale issued an emphatic denial. "Although such a step was at one time contemplated," he said, "the incidents on the Inchcliffe Castle today definitely preclude its consummation. For over seventy years, order and discipline have been the very foundation stones of the White Crown Line. Our reputation and traditions are too precious to jeopardize."
_________________
15: The Siamese Cat
Raoul Whitfield
1896-1945
Black Mask, April 1932
SADI RATAN looked up from his desk and smiled at Jo Gar. The police office was hot, the streets of Manila were hot. Tropic heat had been fierce during the past few weeks; it would be fierce for many more. But the Filipino police lieutenant did not seem to mind heat. His brown face was handsome and his dark eyes seemed alert and unwearied. He said in an amused tone:
“You were surprised, Señor Gar, at my sending for you?”
Jo Gar dabbed at his face with a large handkerchief, put it in a pocket of his duck suit. His gray-blue eyes smiled a little.
“I was surprised at your request for me to come here, Lieutenant,” he corrected quietly.
The police lieutenant waved his left hand a little airily.
“We are very busy,” he said. “That escape of the Chinese from Bilibid Prison— the disappearance of the English woman. Several small but annoying robberies. Yes, we are very busy.”
The Island detective got his stubby-fingered hands in the pockets of his duck coat and said nothing. Sadi Ratan inspected a fly-specked ceiling and the slowly swinging fan. Then he said:
“Knowing that you had not been retained by John Collings in the matter of the search for his wife, and knowing that you would not be interested in the search for the two escaped prisoners or these minor store hold-ups— I thought of you for another matter.”
He paused and smiled. Jo Gar smiled back at him and lighted a brown-paper cigarette. He said:
“With your fine efficiency you will capture the escaped convicts quickly. The English woman has a habit of disappearing; she will return shortly. I am sure you can pick up the store thieves, Lieutenant.”
Sadi Ratan frowned slightly, then smiled again.
“Of course,” he said. “But I regret you have not been retained in any of these instances.”
The Island detective inhaled and wondered what the lieutenant of the Manila police was getting at. There was very little good feeling between them; it was the first time Sadi Ratan had sent for him. Jo said:
“Business cannot always be good.”
The police lieutenant made another gesture with his left hand. “An American named Brail— Walter Brail— has been in to see me. He has been in Manila only a week or so. He is wealthy and wanders about the world. An unfortunate thing has occurred. He has lost a cat.”
Sadi Ratan looked down at a paper before him and tried not to smile. Jo Gar’s eyes were expressionless. He said nothing. The police lieutenant went on.
“It is a very unusual cat— he is much attached to it. A Siamese cat. He is very anxious to recover it, and that is not exactly a police matter. So I suggested you, Señor Gar.”
Jo Gar bowed very slightly. “It was kind of you, Lieutenant,” he said.
Sadi Ratan looked him in the eyes, smiling peculiarly.
“I told him that perhaps you would consider such an assignment below your dignity—”
Jo Gar shook his head. “On the contrary— I am a great lover of cats,” he interrupted. “Where shall I find this American, Lieutenant?”
Sadi Ratan’s eyes widened a little then narrowed. He said:
“He is staying on the Bay, at the Manila Hotel. The cat escaped from his screened porch there. There has been much searching, and he is advertising, of course. He will be glad to see you, Señor Gar.”
The Island detective nodded, still smiling. “It was very good of you to think of me,” he said. “I shall try to return the favor at some time.” Sadi Ratan gestured carelessly again. He looked at his wristwatch.
“You will go to the hotel tonight, Señor?” he asked.
Jo Gar nodded. “I shall go there immediately,” he said. “The name is Walter Brail— and the American has lost a Siamese cat.”
The police lieutenant’s eyes were serious. “That is so,” he said. “And the best of luck, Señor Gar.”
Jo smiled and bowed again. He went from the office and to the Escolta, Manila’s main business street. It was almost nine o’clock in the evening, and not too many people were about. The Island detective hailed a carromatta, climbed slowly inside. He spoke to the Filipino driver in his native tongue, settled back in the comfortable seat.
The driver shrilled at his pony. The distance was short, and though Jo Gar thought a great deal about Sadi Ratan’s mocking tone, and the idea of sending for him— he reached only a half decision. The police lieutenant had thought it would be amusingly insulting, when he had not been retained by those concerned in more important matters, to call Jo over and suggest his search for a cat. And yet, he felt there was something beyond that. He doubted that Ratan, who was not a fool, would bother with such a childish sort of humor.
He was smiling a little as he left the carromatta, and entered the hotel. In his not uneventful career as a freelance detective he recalled that this was the first time he had ever been concerned with a Siamese cat.
The suave clerk behind the desk smiled and then looked serious. “Mr. Brail is very disturbed,” he said. “He has created a great deal of worry in the hotel. He will be glad to see you Señor Gar. I will call him.”
Jo Gar nodded and waited. The clerk spoke to the switchboard girl and then motioned towards an enclosed phone. Jo went to it and when a heavy voice said: “Yes?” he said: “Señor Gar speaking, Mr. Brail. Lieutenant Ratan of the local police has told me you were interested in finding a Siamese cat—”
The heavy voice interrupted: “Ah— good, Señor Gar. I am glad you have come. Please come right up.”
The phone clicked. Jo went to the desk and the clerk smiled at him.
“It is two flights up, Number Twenty-eight— at the extreme north wing. Our finest suite. Shall I send a boy—”
Jo Gar shook his head. “I know the way—the opera singer who lost her bracelet occupied the same suite, about a year ago, I think.” The clerk nodded. Jo smiled and said: “Mr. Brail is traveling alone?”
The clerk said: “He has his valet— an English valet. There are just the two of them, and there was the cat.”
The Island detective nodded. “A fine cat?” he asked.
The clerk nodded. “Very beautiful,” he said. “I saw it in the basket. Beautifully marked— very large.”
Jo smiled and moved towards the broad stairs. The hotel was low and spread out, with fine gardens and a beach on the Bay. Ceiling fans circled silently, and stirred iced air. Jo climbed the stairs slowly, accustomed to the tropics and knowing the results of speed. The corridors were wide; on the second flight he moved along the north wing towards the suite that faced the Bay, hung almost over the waters of it.
When he reached the double doors he knocked. After a few seconds he rang a bell that made sound he could hear from the corridor. Out on the Bay there was the deep-toned whistle of a big boat. Jo rang the bell again.
Seconds passed. He rapped sharply on one of the wooden doors, with his knuckles. The padding footfalls of a hotel maid sounded from along the corridor, and the Island detective went towards the woman. He said:
“I have just talked with Mr. Brail, in Suite Twenty-eight, from downstairs. He asked me to come up. He does not answer the bell, or my knock.”
He followed the Filipino maid back to the double doors. She rang the bell several times, tapped on the door. She called in a high-pitched voice: “Señor Brail— Señor Brail—”
There was no sound from within the suite. The maid jingled keys on a ring and turned one in a lock. She pushed open a door and called again: “Señor Brail!”
Jo Gar walked past her through a small foyer and into a large, wicker-chaired living-room. He was half way across the room when the Filipino maid screamed. She screamed terribly— and ran towards the corridor. Jo Gar went over and looked down at the figure of the man. The man was lying on his back, with his arms and legs spread. His eyes were opened. There was blood on his lips— and his hands showed long, jagged streaks of red scratches. He was dead.
Jo straightened and looked around the room. His body stiffened as he glanced towards a wicker divan near the screened porch that hung over the Bay. The Siamese cat crouched motionlessly on the divan, its eyes focused on his figure. It was a dusty gray, huge for a cat. The black marking of its face and ears and the blueness of its eyes stood out in the reflected light from a table lamp. In the corridor the Filipino maid was still screaming, and there were sharp voices coming from below. Everything in the room was very motionless— Jo Gar, the body on the floor— and the figure of the Siamese cat.
Sadi Ratan stood just inside the living-room of the suite and frowned at Jo. The hotel clerk said:
“Mr. Brail left the hotel at about five o’clock. He returned at about eight-thirty— and a half hour before Señor Gar called. Perhaps not that long. He asked if his cat had been found, and said he’d sent his valet along the Bay front, to inquire at the houses. Then he went upstairs. Nobody called to see him, until Señor Gar arrived.”
Jo said: “That is, nobody announced that he was calling.”
The clerk shrugged. Sadi Ratan looked at the body, then at the medical man.
“Two knife wounds— one in the back of the neck— one to the heart. They caused the death.”
The doctor nodded. “Apparently,” he said. “The scratches on the hands and wrists look like cat scratches.”
Sadi Ratan glanced towards the Siamese, sleeping on the divan.
He frowned. Jo Gar said to the clerk:
“When did you last see Phelps, this valet?”
The clerk thought for several seconds. “Around four o’clock. He went out without stopping at the desk. He’s tall and very thin. He has a sad face.”
Sadi Ratan said: “It’s after nine-thirty, and he left at about four. That’s a long time to be walking around the Bay front, looking for the cat.”
The clerk looked at the Siamese. “How did it— get back here?” he asked.
Jo Gar spoke grimly. “The cat didn’t knife Brail in the neck and the heart. Brail spoke to me, say five minutes before I came into this room. That is, a heavy-voiced man spoke to me.”
The clerk said: “Señor Brail had a heavy voice.”
Sadi Ratan looked at Jo Gar narrowly. “He didn’t tell you over the phone that his cat had been returned, or had returned. Yet the chances are the cat was here then.”
Jo Gar shrugged. “Perhaps,” he said. “It is possible for a person to go down from the screen porch. There are vines that are strong. The suite below is not occupied. There’s another stairway and several ways out of the hotel. After I spoke to Brail, if it was Brail, I talked at the desk a bit. Brail might have been dying then.” Sadi Ratan said: “How about the cat?”
Jo Gar shrugged. “The clerk says the cat disappeared this morning at about ten o’clock. These Siamese can climb. It might have been wandering around on the roof. The roof was searched, but it might have been missed. The porch isn’t completely screened— the cat might have come back after Brail was murdered.”
Sadi Ratan said: “I want to see Phelps—I think Brail talked to you, and that the cat was here then. There is something very strange about this.”
Jo Gar smiled narrowly. “There is something very strange about most murders,” he said quietly.
The telephone at one end of the living-room made ringing sound. Jo Gar started towards it, but Lieutenant Ratan caught him by the arm.
“I will answer, if you do not object,” he said. “This is my investigation.”
The Island detective stood aside, shrugging. “I thought you had turned the case over to me,” he said slowly.
Sadi Ratan frowned. “A lost cat is not a murder case,” he stated. “This is a matter for the police.”
Jo Gar smiled a little more broadly. “I think you are correct,” he stated as the police lieutenant neared the telephone. “A very good matter, Lieutenant.”
The police lieutenant lifted the receiver. He listened for several seconds after he said: “Lieutenant Ratan speaking.” His body grew tense and he swore once, in Spanish. The Siamese cat uncurled itself and stood up. It jumped lightly from the divan and crossed the room, paying no attention to the body of Walter Brail. Jo Gar watched it closely, his eyes half closed. The room seemed to be growing hotter. Sadi Ratan said sharply:
“I will be there immediately— do not allow the body to be disturbed.”
He hung up the receiver, faced Jo Gar. His handsome face held a grim expression.
“Phelps is dead,” he said slowly. “His body has been found, along the Bay front, by some boys in swimming. He committed suicide and left a note. You will come with me, please, Doctor?”
The Island detective watched the doctor nod. Sadi Ratan looked at him thoughtfully.
“Would you care to come, also?” he asked.
Jo Gar sighed, shook his head. “I think not, Lieutenant,” he said tonelessly. “A murder and a suicide— it is most certainly a matter for the police.”
It was almost midnight when the Island detective went into Sadi Ratan’s office. The police lieutenant was slumped low in his chair, relaxed and smiling, he moved a palm leaf fan gracefully, so that wind struck his handsome face. Jo Gar closed the door behind him and stood near it.
“You appear pleased, Lieutenant,” he said.
Sadi Ratan nodded and gestured with the fan. “My men have captured the two escaped Chinese. The English woman has been found wandering beyond the city. And we have the murderer of Walter Brail. Things become quiet again.”
Jo Gar said: “You have Brail’s murderer?”
The police lieutenant nodded and took time in speaking. He was enjoying himself.
“The valet, Phelps, was the murderer,” he said in a satisfied tone. “It was all very simple.”
Jo Gar looked at his stubby, browned fingers. “Most murders are very simple,” he agreed.
Sadi Ratan continued to smile. “Phelps had been with Brail for almost ten years. He wrote in the note he left that he has hated Brail for the last three of them. He did not show his hatred. He hated Brail because he would not give him money, back him in a small business he wanted to start in London. Every year for the past three or four years Brail had promised to let him go, back him in this business. But he never did it. Phelps hated to travel, and Brail was traveling most of the time.
“A month or so ago Brail told the valet that he was leaving him ten thousand dollars, in his will, and that he could start his business after Brail’s death. He joked about it, showed Phelps the clause in the will. And the valet knew that Brail would never back him in his business while he was alive. He hated him all the more— Brail was in good health and younger than Phelps. The valet thought about murder— he first thought about it in Shanghai. In the note he stated he almost went through with it ten days ago, in Nagasaki. He wanted that ten thousand dollars. Tonight he murdered Brail. And when he realized what he had done— he shot himself. He wasn’t the type who could kill and live, that was all.”
Jo Gar said very softly: “So?”
Sadi Ratan smiled a little. “He deliberately let the Siamese cat loose. He wanted to get Brail along the Bay front in some deserted spot. But he decided Brail was suspicious, would not go. He followed Brail here, knew that he had reported the loss of the cat to the police. At first he thought he would wait. Then he decided the missing cat would make things more difficult for the police. He returned from the supposed search and when Brail stepped away from the phone after talking to you, he stabbed him twice. He went down the vines, below the screened porch and was not seen. But he couldn’t stand being a murderer. He wrote this note— and shot himself.
Jo Gar looked at the polished floor of the office.
“You’ve compared the handwriting with other writing of Phelps?” he said slowly.
Sadi Ratan nodded. “Naturally,” he said, still smiling. “We went right back to the hotel and got to work. We found a copy of Brail’s will, and the clause leaving the ten thousand to the valet was there. We compared handwriting of the last note— it was written hurriedly, of course, almost scrawled. But it is Phelps’ handwriting. Simply a murder for money, of greed. And Phelps was too weak for such a thing. He used the cat to attempt getting Brail from the hotel, in some deserted spot, searching. But that didn’t work.”
The lieutenant of police smiled and shrugged “So— you won’t have to worry about the Siamese cat, Señor Gar, after all.”
Jo Gar smiled a little. “On the contrary,” he said very quietly. “I think I shall have to worry very much about the Siamese cat.”
Sadi Ratan straightened in his chair. He narrowed his dark eyes. “Why?” he asked.
Jo Gar’s eyes were expressionless. “Because the valet did not murder Brail. Because the valet did not leave the note you found— and because I do not think Phelps committed suicide,” he said tonelessly.
Sadi Ratan stared at him, his mouth slightly opened. He rose from the chair grimly:
“I am aware that you have been right several times in the past, Señor Gar. You have also been fortunate. But when you say what you have just said, in the face of the evidence we have—”
He broke off, gesturing widely with his arms. Jo Gar said quietly:
“You wished to amuse yourself, Lieutenant— and you thought you were insulting me by suggesting that I should search for a lost cat. There have now been two deaths. And because one appears to explain another, you eagerly accept any evidence that comes along. I do not accept your evidence.”
The police lieutenant said angrily: “The case is closed. We have the motive, the manner— and the confession. You have not been retained—”
The Island detective grinned. “I am retaining myself,” he interrupted. “My reward will be obtained in a way familiar to you, Lieutenant. I shall be amused at you.”
Sadi Ratan swore in Spanish. A nasty smile twisted his handsome face.
“The press will be amused— Señor Gar does not agree with the police and will hunt down the murderers of both Walter Brail and his valet,” he mocked.
The Island detective inhaled smoke from the Filipino cigarette.
“The press has been amused before,” he said quietly. “But not at me.”
Sadi Ratan shrugged. “Again— I wish you luck,” he said. “A simple case has been closed. The cat has returned. You are not satisfied— shall I tell you why?”
Jo Gar said: “Please do.”
The police lieutenant continued to smile. “You are disturbed because I suggested you hunt for the Siamese. When I suggested it you did not show it, Señor Gar. And the murder gave you the opportunity to be first on the scene. When it was cleared up so easily, by us—”
He smiled more broadly, bowed slightly. Jo Gar smiled back at him.
“By a pencil scrawl on paper,” he corrected. “That is what bothers me, Lieutenant. It is cleared up so easily.”
Sadi Ratan sighed. “You prefer the mysteries of the Siamese cat, perhaps,” he said mockingly.
Jo Gar watched a thin curve of smoke from his cigarette, his eyes expressionless.
“Perhaps,” he agreed, and went from the office to the quiet of the hot Escolta.
In the morning the Island detective read in papers printed in several languages that Winton Phelps, English valet of Walter Brail, wealthy and eccentric American, had murdered for money to be left him, and had then, half mad with regret for what he had done, shot himself to death. The police had his confession note—the facts checked with a will found in Brail’s baggage, the handwriting was that of Phelps.
A Siamese cat had been lost by Phelps in an attempt to lure his master to a deserted spot, but Brail had been murdered in his hotel suite. Another item in all of the papers stated that it was believed by the police that Señor Gar had been engaged to search for the lost cat, which always traveled with the eccentric Brail, and that Señor Gar had stated he did not accept the police theory of murder and suicide.
Jo Gar smiled and breathed softly: “Always this Siamese cat— Sadi Ratan is much amused. He is not concerned with the fact that having murdered and escaped, having the ten thousand dollars left to him, this Phelps killed himself. And so quickly, after writing such a note. And Lieutenant Ratan is amused with the cat, yet he does not think too much about it.”
It was a reeking hot day, but the Island detective spent the morning moving about Manila, on the outskirts. He talked with two Chinese, and with a Malay who had a savage appearing Siamese cat. He asked many questions. After a light lunch he went to his home and had a siesta. At four he rode to the police station and received permission from a Filipino sergeant to look at photographs. It was almost six when he had finished, and Sadi Ratan was coming in as he went out. The police lieutenant grinned at him.
“You called to see me?” he asked.
The Island detective shook his head. “I have been looking at pictures,” he stated.
Sadi Ratan widened his dark eyes, brushed dust from his well-fitting khaki uniform.
“You found the one you sought?” he asked.
Jo Gar nodded. “I think that is so,” he said.
Lieutenant Ratan chuckled. “Was it of a cat?” he said gently.
The Island detective smiled back at Ratan. The lieutenant of police continued to chuckle and went inside of the police building. Jo Gar walked slowly in the direction of the Manila Hotel. At the desk he asked for Cummings, the director. Cummings was a short, red-faced man; he came to Jo’s side with a frown.
“I’ve been away— just got in this morning. Up at Baguio, keeping cool. Terrible thing— the valet killing Brail. Terrible for the hotel.”
Jo Gar nodded. “Unfortunate for Brail also,” he said quietly. “You heard that Brail had a Siamese cat he was very fond of, perhaps?”
Cummings nodded. “Of course,” he replied.
The Island detective nodded. “Who is taking care of the cat now?” he asked.
Cummings frowned. “The floor maid,” he said. “She said she wasn’t afraid of it— I think she said she’d had one before at some time. So we turned it over to her until we get word from Brail’s relatives in New York. Terrible thing.”
The Island detective nodded his head thoughtfully. They moved towards some palms and Jo said very softly: “Sadi Ratan is easily convinced, Mr. Cummings. I do not believe that the valet murdered Brail, nor that he committed suicide.”
The director blinked at Jo. “You don’t think— that the police are correct—”
Jo Gar shook his head. “The theory of the valet losing the cat to get Brail away from the hotel is weak. He must have had many chances to murder Brail, in more or less deserted spots. And if Phelps had stabbed Brail to death— then he committed suicide too soon after the crime. Also, I cannot quite see a man with the courage to murder not going through with what he started. And then, there is the Siamese cat.”
Cummings said: “What about it?”
Jo spoke tonelessly. “I have asked questions about the breed. They are savage, part monkey. At times they are very affectionate. Blood excites them—they are extremely nervous. Apparently I talked with Brail from downstairs here, within five minutes of the time he was stabbed. When we entered the suite he was dead. The Siamese cat was on the divan, and not the least bit disturbed. There were scratches on Brail’s hands and wrists.”
Cummings said: “Well?”
Jo Gar sighed. “I do not think Brail spoke to me on the telephone. I think he had been dead some little time— long enough for the cat to have gotten over its nervousness. If the cat had been in the room when Brail had been struck down it would have still been excited when I entered the room. If it had come in after the murder, the body and the blood would still have been having an effect.”
Cummings sucked in a deep breath. Jo Gar said very quietly:
“But the Siamese was almost sleeping— it was not at all excited.”
The hotel director half closed his eyes. “Well?” he said again.
Jo Gar shrugged. “The one who spoke to me as Brail was Brail’s murderer. Brail was dead at that time. He had been dead for some little time. As I went upstairs— the murderer escaped.”
Cummings said: “How about the scratches on Brail’s hands and wrists?”
The Island detective frowned. “According to the statements Lieutenant Ratan has been giving to the press they were caused in a struggle. Fingernail scratches— of Phelps. He states that Phelps’ nails were quite long, and several were broken. I disagree with him, but I do not think they were cat scratches.”
Cummings said again: “Well?”
Jo smiled faintly. “Phelps was shot through the mouth. The gun muzzle was very close— but that does not mean it was suicide. I think he was murdered by the same ones who murdered Walter Brail.”
The hotel director said: “By the same ones?”
Jo nodded slowly “Ones,” he repeated. “I do not know the motive. But I could make a guess. In my own way.”
The hotel director looked at Jo Gar narrowly. They had known each other over a period of years, and there were things that Cummings remembered.
“If I can help, Señor Gar—”
Jo’s eyes were slitted on the broad stairs beyond the palms. They were more almond-shaped than usual.
“I would like to look over the suite again more carefully,” he said. “The Siamese cat is now in the hotel?”
Cummings nodded. “The maid has quarters here— the cat is in her place, at the rear of the hotel.”
Jo took his eyes away from the broad stairs. “I would like the maid to bring the Siamese to the suite,” he said. “But first I should like to call Lieutenant Ratan. He might be interested.”
Cummings grunted. “He told me that you were a fool, and that the case was finished.”
The Island detective smiled tightly. “It is very likely that what he meant was that if I had been a fool the case would now be finished,” he said softly.
When Sadi Ratan came into the living-room of Suite Twenty-eight he stopped and stared at Jo Gar, then at Hernandez. Jo smiled and gestured towards Hernandez.
“I asked the Señor to come here so that the Spanish papers could have the story,” he said. “You do not object?” His tone was expressionless.
Sadi Ratan grinned at the newspaperman. “Not if it is an amusing story,” he replied.
The Island detective spoke a little grimly. “I think you will like it,” he said. “There is a cat in it.”
He nodded to the hotel director who went to the telephone. Jo Gar said:
“I have just one request— I should like to do the talking, and I shouldn’t like anyone to show surprise at what I say. I think we’d better be sitting down and taking things easy, as the Americans say.”
They seated themselves. Cummings came away from the phone and said:
“She will be right along.”
Less than a minute later there was a rap on the half-closed door that led to the corridor. Jo said:
“Please come in.”
He was smiling as the maid entered, holding the Siamese cat in her arms. The cat regarded them stolidly; the light was fading and its eyes were very blue. Jo Gar looked at the maid and said:
“Just set the cat down and let it wander around, please.” She said:
“Si Señor,” and did as instructed. The Siamese did not move around much; it stayed close to her and watched the others in the room. Jo rose slowly, still smiling.
“You are not frightened of the cat?” he asked the maid.
She shook her head, a very faint smile on her lips. She was dark haired, medium in size. She was good looking for a Filipino girl, slenderer than most of them. Her English was very good.
The Island detective said: “You are not frightened— of this one?”
Her dark eyes widened. The smile had gone from Jo Gar’s face.
“Of this one?” she repeated slowly.
The Island detective nodded. “This one has seen a man murdered,” he said very steadily and softly. “It has seen blood on the man’s—”
He stopped as the Filipino maid raised a hand towards her throat. She said in a choked voice: “No please—”
Jo Gar turned his head back to her and pointed towards the floor. He spoke loudly, huskily.
“Walter Brail’s body was lying about there— when I came in. The cat was on the divan. Brail was dead— there was blood on his lips. A knife wound in the heart and in the neck—”
He let his words die, went towards the slot on the floor where Brail’s body had lain. The room was very quiet; he could hear the swift breathing of the maid, behind him. Cummings was breathing heavily, too.
Jo Gar turned slowly. He walked a few feet towards the maid, then stopped. “You screamed last evening— when you saw the body. You did not go near the body. All you saw was a figure lying on the floor. Yet you screamed, again and again. You ran down the corridor screaming—”
The maid spoke in a broken voice. “I was— frightened. I felt— that he was dead— lying there—”
Jo Gar moved nearer her. “You are not afraid of a cat. A cat that belonged to a dead man. A cat that was in this room when the man was murdered, knifed—”
She said in a strangled voice: “I’ve had— Siamese cats— before—”
Sadi Ratan spoke in a protesting voice. “What is it that you want to know, Señor Gar?”
The Island detective paid no attention to Ratan. He moved closer to the maid, his gray-blue eyes very small and his lips pressed together in a straight line. When he parted them he said very grimly: “You are the sort of woman who screams again and again when she sees a body lying on the floor— and yet you are not at all afraid of a dead man’s cat. A strange breed of cat—”
There was fear in the girl’s eyes. She raised her browned hands, pressed palms against her face. Jo stepped forward quickly, caught her wrists in his hands. He said sharply:
“Your fingernails are very short— I think a doctor would say they had been cut very recently.”
The maid pulled herself away from him. She swore fiercely, in a half Spanish, half Filipino dialect. When she had finished Jo Gar slipped right-hand fingers in the right pocket of his duck suit.
“And I do not think— that your nails were clipped short, last evening,” he said slowly.
The maid’s eyes were staring into his. Sadi Ratan muttered something that was not distinguishable to Jo. The maid said brokenly:
“I didn’t— do it— I didn’t! I know you think— I killed him. I didn’t!
I knew when you sent for me—”
Her words trailed off. She turned and started towards the door that led to the corridor. Jo Gar said sharply:
“Wait!”
She stopped, faced him slowly. The Island detective took the Colt from his pocket, held it low at his side. He smiled coldly at her.
“I saw you ten days ago— a Sunday at a cock fight. You were not alone. The face of the one you were with interested me. I thought I had seen it before. I remembered that face— and a half hour ago I saw it again. Photographs of it have been sent around the world. You were with Pedro Savon— a very clever forger, thief and murderer—”
The maid screamed shrilly loudly— the one word: “Pedro!”
There was the crash of a gun from the corridor door, and as Jo’s body swung to one side something crackled on a far wall. A figure came into the room, swaying from side to side. Jo Gar dropped to his knees, saw the Siamese cat streak across the floor. Savon’s gun crashed again. The cat screamed and seemed to leap from the floor. Jo Gar squeezed the trigger slowly— his Colt crashed.
Pedro Savon fell forward, struck the floor heavily. His gun spun from nerveless fingers. The maid cried out and ran towards the motionless body, but Sadi Ratan blocked her way, gun in his right hand. Jo Gar stood up, went over to Savon. The man was unconscious— the bullet had clipped him over the right ear. It was not a deep wound. The maid was fighting to get to his side. Cummings said grimly:
“Is he dead, Gar?”
Jo shook his head. “A doctor can save him, but what is the use? He won’t talk— we might just as well let him die here—”
The maid pulled herself free from Ratan’s grip. She said bitterly: “No— don’t let him die— this way! I’ll— talk!”
The Island detective said: “Good—fast, please.”
She spoke hoarsely, in a strained voice. Her eyes were on the man on the floor.
“Pedro went to Phelps, the valet. They drank together. Phelps hated Brail because he would not give him money to back him in the business. The business he wanted to start, in London. Pedro knew Brail carried a large sum of money and jewels. He offered to share with the valet. I met Pedro here in the Islands— I love him. We wanted to get away from here, and Pedro swore no one would be hurt.
And then— Phelps lost his nerve. He said he would not rob Brail. He threatened to go to the police. Pedro said we must work fast—I let the Siamese cat out, hid it in my quarters. Pedro wanted Phelps out of the way and knew that Brail would make him hunt for the cat. We were searching Brail’s luggage when he surprised us. He tried to fight, and I held his hands— while Pedro struck him—with the knife. The scratches— he got them then—”
Her voice sank to a whisper. Jo Gar said quietly:
“And then—”
She said: “Pedro answered your telephone call. We got away— I had to work very quickly, washing my hands. I had brought the cat in when we came to search the rooms. We were going to leave quickly, on one of the big boats. The cat was excited, at first. But it grew calm before I let you in. Then I ran out, screaming. I couldn’t stand the sight of the body. And I didn’t know until hours later— that Pedro had murdered the valet. He was afraid he would go to the police. We had not taken anything, but Pedro knew Phelps would tell of the plans—”
She paused, and Jo Gar said: “Pedro forged the note?”
She nodded. “He knew about the will— and the clause in it. He said the police would find the will, and believe. Phelps had told Pedro many things, but he lost his nerve—”
Jo said: “Let her go, Lieutenant—”
Sadi Ratan stepped to one side and the maid dropped on her knees beside Savon. Cummings said:
“The cat’s dead— one of this Pedro’s bullets got it.”
Jo Gar looked at Sadi Ratan with narrowed eyes. He smiled a little.
Hernandez muttered:
“This is— a piece for the paper!”
The police lieutenant frowned. Jo Gar said slowly:
“It does not matter— but I was sure the Siamese would not have been so calm, if the murder had been committed as I was on my way up. Or unless it had been in the room— even longer than she says it was. But I was not far wrong.”
Cummings grunted. “I’ll call a doctor,” he said.
“I would say you were just about right, Señor Gar.” Sadi Ratan breathed softly: “The note— the gun beside Phelps’ body— the clause in the will—”
Jo Gar sighed. “You were so willing to be convinced, Lieutenant,” he said very quietly. “So willing that you could not, naturally become interested in such an amusing creature as— a Siamese cat.”
_______________
16: The Captain's Chronometer
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THE CAPTAIN had come home with honors; that is, he had saved the ship and a very valuable cargo under his care by sheer bravery and indomitable energy, and been presented with the chronometer by the combined owners in token of their appreciation of his labors. That pleasing memento he carried in his pocket, enclosed in a little chamois leather cover to keep it from dust and wear. It was a ship chronometer, and therefore not meant for use on land or carrying in the pocket, but the captain was proud of his present, and especially of the flattering inscription engraved on the back of the case, and had carried it home to show to his wife and family, and any friends he might meet during his short stay.
His ship was at Tynemouth, but his home was in Leith Walk, and about a week of his furlough had gone when he one forenoon met an old friend, and with that gentleman entered a big and respectable public house in Leith Walk to drink and have a chat over old times.
The place was divided into boxes by wooden partitions about six feet high, so customers, though enjoying a certain degree of privacy, could never be certain that their words were not being listened to by others in the adjoining compartments.
Captain Hosking and his friend were too much overjoyed at meeting to think of that, and chatted away in the loudest tones, while a nimble little thief named Tommy Tait, seated at the other side of Uie partition, swallowed every word. One of the topics was the recent storm and the dangers through which the captain had successfully struggled, and, as a natural result, the chronometer was brought out and displayed to every advantage. The heads of the two friends were close over the valuable present, when that of Tommy Tait cautiously rose over the partition.
"It must have cost a good round sum," said the friend, as he returned the chronometer, and it was carefully encased in the chamois leather cover and returned to the captain's vest pocket.
''Sixty pounds at least," returned the captain, proudly, "perhaps a good bit more. I know they wouldn't give me a shabby present."
Sixty pounds! Tommy Tait's mouth fairly watered as he prudently withdrew his head, and rubbed his hands in gloating anticipation. Such a prize had not come in his way for many a day. But would the captain be an easy victim to manipulate? There was the rub. Had Tommy Tait's line been one of violence he would have had not the ghost of a chance against the captain, who was six feet two in his stockings, broad in proportion, and strong as a lion. But Tommy's was the delicate art of the pickpocket, and had the time been night instead of day, and the captain only sufficiently befogged with drink. Tommy would have felt as sure of his prey as if the chronometer already lay in his clutches. Everything was against him. The captain was drinking only lemonade, and had the look of an exceedingly wide-awake customer besides; the sun was shining brightly, and the streets, he knew, were crowded with passengers. Tommy uttered a few imprecations under his breath, coupled with a wish that all temperance captains might come to a bad end for creating extra risks and dangers to hard-working fellows like himself. Still the chance was there and must not be missed, and what was a thief worth if his genius could not rise to an occasion like that?
The captain was going towards Edinburgh, as Tommy learned from the conversation,while the friend was going to Leith. So much the better. Tommy would have one pair of eyes the less to trouble him. He waited patiently till they had talked their fill, and then followed them out of the shop. They stood for five minutes at the door; but that interval Tommy filled ingeniously up by lighting his pipe at the bar. Wheft the friends fairly parted. Tommy lost all interest in the barman and his dogs, and abruptly closed the conversation and left. As tlie captain moved on before him with firm and giant-like strides Tommy's heart sank within him. He was a bit of a coward, and he felt certain that if he bungled, and got into the clutches of that powerful man, he would not have to wait long for a sore punishment. Sea captains are accustomed to administer law for themselves, and Tommy's body tingled all over at the very thought of those boots and fists playing about his diminutive person.
The captain wore a pilot coat, the top button of which was fastened. The chronometer, as Tommy knew, was in the right hand pocket of the vest, with no chain or guard attached. There was both a watch and chain in the opposite pocket, but that was only of silver, and had no attraction for Tommy.
The captain gave no chance till Greenside was reached. There a tobacconist's window had been done out with fountains and grottoes, and real flowing water, as a Christmas decoration, and the crowd around it attracted the captain, and drew a sigh of profound thankfulness from the breast of Tommy Tait. The captain was amused and interested, and pressed closer; Tommy helped him diligently. Looking hard at the window and laughing consumedly. Tommy got his fingers under the pilot coat and touched the chronometer. The absence of a chain was a sore trial to his skill, but at length he got the chamois leather cover between his fingers, and had the whole out and into his own pocket like lightning. But, alas, the thing had been so roughly done that Tommy was actually ashamed of his own clumsy work. He felt that the captain had started suspiciously and looked him full in the face, and he concluded that it was time to go. He moved off as unconcernedly as possible for about twenty yards, when the thrilling shout of the captain fell on his ears, and almost stopped the beating of his heart—
"Hi! you! thief!— stop thief!"
Tommy heard no more. Whatever he lacked, he could run with great swiftness, and that wild cry and the thought of the powerful limbs of the man who emitted the words made him put on his most desperate pace.
He dived for the Low Calton, in which he managed to burrow successfully, while the crowd, led by the captain and a policeman who had joined, ran on and did not halt till the foot of Leith Wynd was reached. Not a trace of the fugitive was to be found, and the captain, quite breathless with the race, exclaimed, resignedly—
"Oh, what a fool I've been! Well, that's the last I'll see of my chronometer."
The policeman, by a question or two, elicited the fact that the captain had got a good look at the thief, and promptly advised him to go up to the Central Office and repoi't the case, assuring him that it was by no means uncommon when a case was thus quickly reported, for us to recover the stolen property in a few hours. This friendly exaggeration sent the captain up to the Central, when it became necessary for me to tone down his hopes a little. By the description given of the thief, I recognized Tommy Tait unmistakably, for Tommy had certain peculiarities of ugliness about his figurehead which, once seen, were always remembered, and I firmly assured the captain that I could easily lay hands on the nimble pickpocket in an hour's time, but as to recovering the watch, that was altogether a different matter. I could not pledge myself to that.
"Why, it's the chronometer I want," exclaimed the bluff seaman, looking quite aghast. "I'll give twenty pounds this minute to the man that puts it into my hands safe and sound. What do I care for the blessed thief? Though you got him and gave him twenty years on the treadmill, that wouldn't do me a bit of good."
"There's a chance of getting the chronometer, too, if we get the man," I quietly observed. "Just leave your name and address, and all particulars, while I go and see if I can lay hands on Tommy."
I fully expected that I should get Tommy at some of his usual haunts, and return within the hour, but I was giving Tommy credit for far less ability than he possessed. I chanced to know his favorite hiding-place, and went to that direct. He was not there, and had not been near it for days. All his haunts were tried with alike result. Then, a little annoyed, I "tried back," and discovered the entry and common stair in the Low Calton in which he had burrowed while his pursuers rushed by. Two boys had seen him there, and they testified that he had turned back towards Greenside as soon as it was safe to venture forth; and from that point all trace of him disappeared. I hunted for him high and low, for days on end, in vain; and what added to my mystification was the fact that Tommy's relatives and acquaintances were as puzzled and distressed at his disappearance as I could possibly be.
At first I thought it possible that he might have left the city, but in a day or two had reason to believe that such was not the case. Tommy never went farther than Glasgow or Paisley, and as he had not been heard of or seen in either of these places a queer thought came into my mind. Could it be possible that Tommy had wandered into bad company, and got knocked on the head— in other words, murdered— for the valuable treasure he carried? I note the strange suspicion, not because it turned out to be correct in regard to the loss of Tommy's valuable life, but because the treasnre lie carried was to bring him trouble quite as unexpected as his disappearance had been sudden. While I had thus been hunting in vain, and Tommy's friends had been almost mourning him as dead, and even ungenerously hinting that I had a hand in his slaughter, Tommy was enjoying the sweets of a well-earned repose in—of all places in the world the last I should have thought of— the Infirmary! he had got hurt, then— run over with a cab or something— in his flight? Not at all. Seized with a fever, then? Neither. He was as sound in body and limb as myself. It was simply this. Before the chronometer had come in his way, Tommy, who was lazy and hard up, had gone to the Infirmary complaining of some imaginary trouble, which the doctor could not understand. His object was to get admitted as a patient, and have a month or two's rest, and retirement from the uncertainties of the thieving profession— to be coddled up in bed. and tended night and day, and fed up with, wine and other delicacies too often denied to the most ingenious malingerer in prison. Tommy was one of those clever malingerers, but he preferred to practice the art in a place where he could at any moment gain his liberty by ending the distressing symptoms of disease.
That was the position. The thought of making the Infirmary his hiding-place came to him as an inspiration. In Greenside he caught a 'bus which took him up to the head of Infirmary Street for a penny. He just managed to get within the gate of the Infirmary when hewas seized with such a paroxysm of his trouble that he dropped almost insensible at the feet of the janitor. The house surgeon was summoned, and, as Tommy was too far gone to be removed with safety to his home, he was borne in an invalid's chair to the nearest ward, and then put to bed.
Close to the head of this bed, and below the sash of one of the windows, was a little sheltered cupboard, in which was stowed some of the other patients' clothing, tied up in bundles till they should be needed again.
Tommy's agony was never so bad but that he could look after the folding up of his clothes, and more especially of his trousers, in the pocket of which now reposed a gold chronometer worth at least £60. Such tender solicitude did he evince for these worn and shabby articles, that the attention of more than one person was attracted, and the surgeon sharply demanded whether he had not any tobacco concealed about the pockets, to which Tommy gaspingly replied that he never used tobacco or snuff— a pathetic lie. As soon as the clothes were bundled up and put away in the little cupboard, Tommy had a relapse, which occupied the surgeons and nurses for an hour at least, and effectually banished from their minds all remembrance of the little incident of the clothes.
Next forenoon, when the time arrived for the professors and students to make their round, it was found that Tommy's trouble had all settled in his back and neck, for in the one he had such dreadful pains that he could scarcely lie in bed, and in the other a chronic stiffness which a year or two's rheumatism could hardly have equalled. There was much grave consultation around his bed, and Tommy tried hard to learn the result of the deliberations, for he had a wholesome dread of being scarified on the nape of the neck with hob irons, or cupped on the shoulders, as he had been in the prison hospital for a similar attack; but all that passed was spoken in whispers, and sometimes in a language which Tommy did not understand.
Tommy was left ill at ease on two points. He feared some surgical appliance of a painful nature, and he had fidgetty feelings regarding the safety of his hard-earned chronometer. He never took his eyes oft the door of the little cupboard, except in sleep, and even then the lightest footfall roused him to wakefulness. Then there was a danger of some patient recovering and wanting his clothes, and taking out those of Tommy by mistake.
Tommy fidgetted himself almost into a fever over that possibility, the more so as he had on one side of him an evil-looking cabman, with a face as bloated as a Christmas pudding, who he was sure was a thorough rascal. In the bed on the other side was an innocent-looking Irishman named Teddy O'Lacey, who sympathized with him very heartily, and whom Tommy set down as a born idiot and simpleton.
He had no fear of the fool of an Irishman; it was the bloated cabman he watched and dreaded. After considering the whole matter. Tommy decided that the chronometer was not in a safe place, and that night waited till everyone in the ward was sound asleep, and the night attendant out of the way. Then he nimbly slipped out of bed, opened the cupboard, took out his clothes, and hid the chronometer under his pillow. He could there feel it with his hand almost constantly, and, if any nurses came to make his bed, could conceal it in his hand till they were gone. At all events he felt more comfortable with it beside him, and acutely reasoned that, even if it were seen, in its chamois leather cover it would excite no suspicion, as several patients had watches hanging by their beds or under the pillows.
Another day passed away, and all Tommy's fears had subsided. The professors ordered nothing but harmless physic, and the chronometer was safe under his pillow, so Tommy settled himself to the full enjoyment of his wall-earned repose. He slept soundly that night, and was so refreshed in the morning that he did not immediately think of his chronometer. After breakfast, when he did thrust in his hand, the treasure was gone! Tommy could scarcely believe his own senses. He grabbed wildly under the pillow, over the bed, under the sheet— everywhere; he even forgot in his sweat of mortal agony that he had a stiff neck, and stooped over the edge of the bed to see if haply it had fallen to the floor.
All in vain. The prize had vanished. Worse and worse, he dared not report the loss, for if the chronometer were hunted for and found, no matter who should be the thief, a police case would certainly follow, and Tommy get seven years at least. He looked around. The Irishman was peacefully sleeping, as was his wont; the cabman, on the contrary, was eyeing Tommy in a manner that convinced the latter of his guilt.
"You've got it then?" was Tommy's savage thought. "I'll see if I can't take it back from you. I always know'd that cabmen was thieves, but I hardly think they'll match a professional."
The day passed away, and the hour for visitors arrived, bringing Teddy O'Lacey's wife, who spent an hour with her husband, and was introduced to Tommy, and departed, hoping that he would soon be well.
Tommy paid little attention to her kind words, for all his powers were concentrated on the cabman. He watched the man till his very eyes became telescopic, and gloated over the fact that the scrutiny was evidently painful to the suspected one. After the gases were lit his patience was rewarded by seeing the cabman partially take from under his pillow something in shape of a watch enclosed in a chamois leather cover. The sight was too. much for Tommy.
He sprang out of bed, forgetful alike of pains in his back and stiiffness of neck, and pounced on the watch with a cry of joy.
"That's my watch, you plunderer!" he shouted, but tohis surprise the cabman resisted stoutly, and stuck to the watch, dealing Tommy at the same time several blows, which sent him reeling back on his bed.. The man was big-bodied and strong; such an unequal contest could never be maintained by Tommy; so he snatched up a kind of tin flagon, which stood handily near, and hurled it at the cabman's head, closing mp one od that patient's eyes and scattering the contents all over his bed. Up sprang the cabman, and the next moment Tommy knew what a real pain in his back meant, for his breast bone had nearly driven the spine out of him through a tremendous blow from his opponent. The din of the battle, the shouts and imprecations, and the cries of the other patients, brought a number of nurses and attendants to the spot; and at length the combatants were torn apart and some explanation offered. Each accused the other of being a dastardly robber in attempting to steal a watch.
The cabman stated his case, and proved beyond question that the watch he held was his own—a silver lever, with his initials engraved on the case. Tommy had then very little to say, except that he had been robbed of a watch, which no one had ever seen, and which was certainly not in his possession when he entered the Infirmary. On the whole. Tommy looked and felt rather foolish, and not even the sympathy of Teddy 0'Lacey, who warmly took his part, could quite convince him that he had not done a rash thing. This fear was confirmed when the house surgeon came round and audibly commented on Tommy's astonishing agility and freedom from pain during the encounter, and ended by saying—
"I'm afraid you're an impostor and malingerer, but we'll see to-morrow when the professors come round."
Morning came, and Tommy was sternly asked whether he would rise and put on his clothes and depart, or wait till a policeman was sent for to assist him from the place. With a deep groan Tommy chose to leave the building unaided. It cut him to the heart to make the decision, for had he not been robbed of the chronometer, and was he not thus putting himself further than ever from the thief? O'Lacey, the simple Irishman, almost wept in sympathy with him, and hoped they would meet again when Tommy was free from all such persecutions and wicked companions. They wrung hands pathetically, while the cabman, with a broad poultice on his eye, audibly wished that he might be present at Tommy's execution.
When this affectionate adieu was taking place, I was entering the gate of the Infirmary with no thought of Tommy in my mind, but intending to see a miserable girl in another part of the building. I wished to see this girl, with the chaplain by my side, and had to get that gentleman before going further. When this had been arranged, we crossed the quadrangle together, so intent on the subject of conversation that, when Tommy appeared before me, I look him full in the face without seeing him, and should have passed on had he but been as inattentive as myself. He made sure I had come for him, and dashed away down the steps towards the Surgical Hospital, A high wall surrounded the building, covered with iron spikes, and facing the High School Yard. A ladder left by some workmen stood near, and Tommy pounced on that as a godsend, bore it to the wall, and was up like a monkey before I could reach the spot. The ladder was short, and he had to reach up and grasp the iron spikes to hoist himself up. As he did so, the rotten and rusted iron gave way, and down he flopped at my feet with a sprained ankle, a broken leg, and many more pains and aches than he had simulated for the past few days.
He was carried into the building, and his leg set, and then I told him to be ready to accompany me as soon as he was able to leave the establishment. He would say nothing regarding the captain's chronometer, but one of the nurses chanced to speak of the battle, and his strange accusation against the cabman, and I gr.uJually pieced the facts together well enough to clear up all mystifications but one—that was —where was the chronometer?"
The cabman had it not; and every other patient and crevice in the ward was searched with a like result. I firmly believed that the chronometer had never been in the place, and that the charge against the cabman was only some eccentric ruse on Tommy's part to draw our attention from the real hiding place. I visited him occasionally during his stay in the Infirmary, and at length, when he was able to move, took him with me and had him charged with the theft. But here an awkward circumstance arose, apparently to defeat justice. Captain Hosking had gone off to sea again before my capture of Tommy, and was not returned, so that Tommy's identification could not be made. There was nothing for it but to remand him, when he kindly came to our help by confessing all that I have put down. But he insisted most religiously that he had been robbed of the chronometer during his sleep, and, as one of the nurses had been discharged on suspicion of having pilfered from a dead patient, I lost a deal of good time in ferreting after her. She proved to be innocent, having been out of the building on that particular night, and I was left as far from success as ever. A chance remark of Tommy's about the ''simplicity" of Teddy O'Lacey, drew my attention to that patient, and one day when I was in the building I walked to the old ward to have a talk with him. He was gone and his bed occupied by a new patient. I got an outline of his address, and began hunting for him in the West Port. While making this tour through one of the worst rookeries in the place, I met a Roman Catholic priest well known to me, and hailed him at once with the question—
"Do you know one Teddy O'Lacey?"
The face of the priest became grave in a moment, and he appeared to me to think well before he answered.
"Who are you after now? and what do you want with O'Lacey?" he slowly asked when he had done thinking.
He was a keen-eyed,intelligent man, beloved as much for his acuteness as for his benevolence, and I saw that his eyes were reading every line and expression of my face— much as I had seen those of an anxious mother do when I have asked for her son.
"Never mind what I want, but tell me where he lives," I laughingly replied. "I want to see him, if you will know."
The priest made no answer for a full minute.
"Mr. M'Govan," he said at last, with a tremor of deep feeling in his tones, "perhaps I know what you're seeking, and perhaps I don't. But answer me one question— do you believe me? can you depend on my word of honor as a Christian gentleman?"
"From my soul I can!" I warmly responded, grasping his proffered hand.
"Well, then, take my advice, and don't show your face in that land to-day. If you do, I think what you seek will be destroyed. Wait another day and I will try to help you all I can. The man O'Lacey has been very ill, and he believes it's the visitation of God, which I do myself," and he lifted his hat and looked reverently upwards. " Will you have patience for another day, especially- when I assure you, on my soul's salvation, that by going there now you will not get, and never see, what you're after?"
"I will," I answered, after revolving the proposition for a moment or two, and so we parted.
Next day a starch-box, wrapped in brown paper and addressed to me,was handed into the office. Inside, in many folds of paper, was the captain's chronometer, in its chamois leather cover, bright, beautiful, and perfect as when it left the maker's hands. Pinned to it was a paper,on which was badly written these words—
"A contrite sinner restores what was wickedly stolen, and lifts a mighty load off his mind."
I smiled, and though I made some inquiries after O'Lacey, they never came to anything. Tommy Tait was duly identified by the captain and sentenced to seven years' retirement, the captain getting back his chronometer, and saying and doing some handsome things on the occasion.
_________________
17: The Old Red Barn
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ALMOST at the outset of my first summer at Cobble Reef I discovered that among the inhabitants of the little Yankee fishing hamlet there was one well entitled to be defined as a Beauty. I saw her first at "mail-time" when the entire population of Cobble Reef can always be found at the post office.
She was about twelve then, I think, a shabby child-Beauty in an old green sweater, a brown skirt actually ragged, darned stockings of pink cotton, and torn canvas shoes; but these garments had the imparted grace of being shaped upon loveliness. At first sight this young girl was seen to be a creature beautiful no matter what she wore, a fact denoting an attribute requisite in all human beauty, I suppose; but she had a second.and more important attribute, the one that marks the difference between being beautiful and being a Beauty.
This second attribute, moreover, was simply her own consciousness of being a Beauty and thus more than merely beautiful— a consciousness that was an emanation from her, beating upon and fascinating the eye of any beholder. It was not at all what we ordinarily call self-consciousness, nor more akin to conceit than to shyness; the rather she seemed radiantly aware of being a precious cask of treasure and naturally to expect both recognition and privilege on that account. These she obviously had from her companions.
Remote from the great summer-tourist thoroughfares, Cobble Reef is salty, weather-beaten, sparse in human life and everywhere haunted by the sound of the sea and by loneliness. There were never more than a few Summer residents; but if these had been many I think none of them could have seen this young girl without staring at her, then wondering about her, and then asking who she was. Red Bar One forgot her shrewish mother in contemplation of Sally Pallafrey's rare beauty. Even her ragged garments had the imparted grace of being shaped on loveliness. Such was certainly my own natural and immediate procedure, and I made the inquiry of the one acquaintance I had in the place at that time, Jadd Meigs, who kept a conglomerate store opposite the post office and also acted as agent for the small cottage I had leased.
"Young Sally Pallafrey," he said. "Handsome as a fat halibut, ain't she! Old Loom Pallafrey's daughter. Lives in that big old house fallin' to pieces jest off the lane back o' your cottage. Crazy, Loom is. Ought to b'en named Loon instead O' Loom; but Loom was his mother's name, and the Looms and Pallafreys used to set up to be high-livin' people in the old days around here. You wun't see nothin' much o' Loom, likely; but his woman'll be lookin' by your cottage to sell gadden truck she raises. All they got nothin' like Sally. You'll see that when you 'see her."
I fulfilled Mr. Meigs' prophecy no later than the next day when Mrs. Pallafrey made her appearance upon the road before my ccttage, peddling vegetables. With Sally beside her, she was seated in a small, ramshackle, old dust-colored wagon drawn by what seemed little more than the necessary structural parts of an ancient bay horse, and near my gate she gave a slight tug at the reins, handed them to her daughter and descended. Then, carrying a basket, she approached the veranda where I sat writing.
She was something under forty, I thought—a graceful woman, strong, too, though with shoulders a little bent by hard work; and her face had more than the mere traces of its former comeliness. It was lined by habitual worriments, however, fretful and yet what is sometimes called "bold"; the large dark eyes were ruthlessly intrusive.
I made-some purchases of early vegetables from her basket; she said she would "be around" twice a week with produce from the Pallafrey Farm; then she looked sharply at the scribbled sheets of paper and the pencils upon my table.
"Heard you git a livin' by writin'," she said. "You do it by makin' up things fer the pitcher shows?"
"No, Mrs. Pallafrey."
"You do some kind o' writin' fer them other shows that they have in the' theater with women singin' and dancin'?"
"No; I don't."
Upon this, she seemed puzzled and also disappointed.
"Well, anyway," she said, "it wun't do no harm fer you to take a look at her; somethin' might come of it, and likely you might know some o' them people and tell 'em about her."
She turned toward the wagon and called:
"Sally! Sally, git down from there, run here and let this man take a look at you!" Then, when the instantly and complacently obedient child had reached the veranda, the mother continued: "Stand up here right before him so't he can git a good look at you. It might do us some good some day; you can't tell."
I was a little embarrassed; but Sally wasn't, not in the slightest. Her exquisite mouth was formed into a smile I was sure the brilliant eyes had often seen in flecked mirrors; she made a few deliberate lovely gestures and then did something that almost startled me.
Precisely as a dressmaker's model slowly turns and languidly walks to display garments upon her to the critical gaze of customers, so Sally pivoted and strolled for the better exhibition of her childish figure and its gracefulness. She took pains to give me a long view of her profile and also a "three-quarters view," looking back at me over her shoulder and bestowing upon me a full gaze from that posture of the head, then a downward side glance through descending lashes.
"She can sing and dance to a piana or fiddle or any kind o' music you'd be a mind to mention," the mother said, during this performance. "Sings like a bird jest natural and without the lessons she'd ought to have give to her. Dances the same way without nobody ever showin' her how. Mr. Steuerbridge that runs the Cliff House over t' Green Habbuh and sees all them shows the summuh people git up, Mr. Steuerbridge, he was here and he ssee'her dancin' and singin' with tuh three the other girls to a-mouth organ Wes' Meigs was playin', 'front the schoolhouse. Mr.: Steuerbridge, he said he never see no: better; said he never see as good.
"Said she ought to be in the pitchers or go onto the:stage. She could, too—guess you can.see that fer yourself— she could if she could git the trainin' she'd ought to have and git some way to let them people that runs them shows find out about her."
Mrs. Pallafrey interrupted herself to utter a short, shrill peal of contemptuous laughter; then added, as if in explanation,
"Guess she ain't goin' to git nothin' she's entitled to, long as she's got a father too-stubbun to let her have none of 'em or act like half a man!"
Her voice had: become more than a little shrewish, which I easily suspected was its habit when she spoke of her husband, or to him, and, after I had said something appreciative of Sally, and the mother and daughter had gone, I was conscious of a vaguely sympathetic feeling for Mr. Pallafrey— a feeling that increased during subsequent interviews with his wife when she brought vegetables to my cottage. She was a woman obdurately garrulous, and when she found me at my work upon the veranda, as she usually did, she seldom let me continue it within less than half an hour. She had but the two themes, her daughter and her husband, and, when discourse upon the latter absorbed her, I was able to guess that she pleased herself, or perhaps relieved herself, by repeating almost verbatim to me the most recent naggings applied directly to Mr. Pallafrey. My self-defensive custcm was to respond with meteorological observations only; I think I must have said, "Well, so long as this northwest breeze holds, you'll have fair weather to go on with your rounds in, Mrs. Pallafrey," several hundred times during those first three summers of mine at Cobble Reef. It was not until my fourth season there that I incautiously and a little goadedly, one morning, took up the defense of a man— an unfortunate man, I had grown sure— upon whom so far as I knew I had never set eyes. His wife's most vehemently reiterated complaint of him was of his "stubbunness."
"Guess maybe you might 'a' heard the old provvub 'stubbun as a mule,' " she said, that morning, with her accustomed discomfiting shrillness. "Show me a mule that's the least mite stubbun alongside o' Loom Pallafrey! If a mule had a daughter, you think he'd show as much devil's stubbunness towards her as Loom Pallafrey does towards his? Sixteen year' old, she is, and ought to be where She'd have everybody starin' at her; but he ain't so much as give her the money fer a trip to Boston, where she could see what a city looks like and a city could see what she looks like! Ain't never b'en to Boston myself, fer that matter, 'cept before I was fool enough to marry that man! If I didn't wear my life out raisin' this gadden truck to sell, Sally wouldn't have a shred to her back nor so much as a roof over her head! House and land and even that devilish old barn where he spends his days and nights, it'd all 'a' b'en sold fer taxes long ago if I hadn't wore my life out with this truck raisin' and peddlin'. Lets me do it and expects me to stand by and see Sally denied what she's got a right to! Thought I was marryin' somebody, I did, when I took Loom Pallafrey; thought I was goin' to git up somewhere in this world! Now I got to stand by and see my daughter that's a flower jest run to seed and turn to weeds, same as I did, 'count o' him bein' too stubbun to let her have her rightful oppatunities!"
"Dear me," I said. "Mrs. Pallafrey, you seem not to understand that in order to refuse to give a thing it's necessary first to possess it. The village doesn't attribute to your husband the character of a miser but the contrary. I've heard that in his youth he was accounted more than liberal with money and that he—"
"Throwed it all away!" she interrupted fiercely. "Guess he did! Run away from college where his father put him, sailed all over the world, come back here after his father died, took the money that was left him and went travelin' again, throwin' the dolluhs around every which way; then come back home again and saw me and got me to be fool enough to marry him, when it was all spent and I didn't know it! Sally was jest barely born when he begun goin' out to that devilish barn and commenced his stubbunness. But dun't you tell me I be'n astin' him fer sixteen year' to give her what he ain't got; he's got it and I know he's got it, and so would you if you knew as much as I do!"
"But Mrs. Pallafrey, I've been told—"
"I know what you b'en told! B'en told how he scrapes around the clam flats to git a little bit o' ready cash. D' I say he had actual money? No, I didn't! What I says, I says he's got what'd make money a-plenty to give Sally the oppatunities she's entitled to! What he's got in that devilish barn ain't money but it could be made into money 'cept fer his stubbunness."
Her complaints of her husband were so often coupled with hints of some persistent engrossment of his in the "devilish barn" that I had long since made a natural inference.
"But Mrs. Pallafrey, if he's working on an invention—"
"D' I say 'twas any invention?" she asked sharply. "When d'you hear me say that's what he's got out there?"
"Well, what has he got there, then?"
But here her expression became stonily exclusive.
"That's as may be or may not be," she said, and reverted in general terms to Sally's deprivations, becoming as usual exhaustive upon that subject.
Certainly she was exhaustive to me and I sighed heavily with relief when she had gone; yet I think it was then that I became aware of a curiosity about the character of Mr. Pallafrey and what preoccupied him in that old red barn.
The structure itself was a familiar blot upon the landscape revealed by two of my upper windows, and I passed it almost daily in my coastwise strolls. Mrs. Pallafrey's horse and wagon were not kept there, but in an unpainted stable of later construction attached by a covered passageway to the sorrowful old fdrmhouse. The red barn stood lonely in a field of rank grass, weeds and granite ledges, and it exhibited a singular feature: the whole upper ridge of the shingled roof had been removed to give place to a flat skylight. My cottage is upon a high ledge; from the upper windows just mentioned I had seen the glassy twinkle of the Pallafrey barn's flattened roof, and had estimated what amount of leakage the skylight must shower down upon the interior in a northeaster.
"Leak? My Orry, guess it does!" Jadd Meigs said, when I spoke to him of my surmise. "Built that skylight on the barn hisself, Loom did, and it must suit him; it's b'en there uppuds o' sixteen year'. Jest like crazy Loom Pallafrey to put a skylight on a barn! Never did do nothin' the way nobody else in the world would. My Godfrey!"
Then, somewhat to my surprise, Mr. Meigs inquired: "What you think he's got in that barn? You b'en livin' right in that neighbahood goin' on five summuhs now. What you think he's b'en makin' in there all this time?"
"I? I haven't an idea."
"You hain't? Well, it beats anythin' I ever knowed or knowed tell of in these parts! He's crazy, yes; but it ain't no customary craziness, as you might say. What I mean, it ain't the natural kind: a person in a reg'lar way o' bein' crazy wouldn't go padlock hisself in a barn with a skylight every day, year in year out— yes, and a good many nights, too. What's he git at the spress office over t' Green Habbuh? Packages! Even the spressman over t' Green Habbuh dun't know what's in 'em. Must be somethin' Loom sends away fer and buys with the money he makes by the clammin' he does now and then— I bet his woman ain't likely to give him a penny she gits out o' gaddnin'! She might know what he's got in that barn; guess she dun't know too much and wun't say what she does know. As fer Sally, the other young folks say she claims she dun't know no more 'bout it than they do theirselves. Guess she tells the truth, at that! Well, suh, it's suttinly a queeriosity."
"Yes," I assented; "it seems to be. What do most of the people who know him best think he has in the barn?"
"People who know him best?" Mr. Meigs repeated satirically, and laughed. "Ain't nobody knows him best! Loom dun't have nothin' to do with nobody here nor no talk with 'em. B'en keepin' that barn padlocked and barred all this time and with the windows blocked up. Hain't nobody never got in there, either, not that there's b'en tell of. Couple o' boys sneaked out to Pallafrey's one Halloween; pried out a board and peeked in with a flash light. Guess they was too scared to see anything; anyhow, they run all the way home and nobody hardly believed what they said. Said they see a snake with wings on it— one of 'em said he thought 'twas a pitcher of a snake with wings on it, but the other said 'twas a real one. Now what in the name o' goodness could anybody make out o' that?" Here Mr. Meigs spoke in a confidential tone. "Listen here! He ain't never give nobody no satisfaction when they ast him a question; but it might be different with you, 'count o' you bein' in kind of a peculiar way o' life yourself, as it might be, and the nearest neighbuh he's got, besides. Why dun't you ast him what he's got out there?"
"I? I've never even seen the man."
"What!" Jadd cried. "Why, you're the only livin' soul he ever has a thing to do with! See you settin' talkin' with him on the rocks out front your cottage, myself, last night 'long 'bout moonrise."
"Good gracious!" I said. "So that's Pallafrey!"
I couldn't easily have been more surprised than by this information that a casual acquaintance I had made during my first summer at Cobble Reef was with the projector of mystery. I'd been fishing from the rocks one day, and, turning a cornering edge of low cliff, came upon a fellow fisherman of my own unadventurous kind. He was long, thin, gray, with the fine type of New England face probably best to be defined as Emersonian— a thought-worn, pensive man in appropriately shabby apparel— and I supposed that, like myself, he was a summer sojourner in these parts. He had responded with quiet amiability to my greeting; we spoke of fishing and the weather, and I passed on. Subsequent meetings of the same kind had. taken place during that summer and the next; but in my third season at Cobble Reef, when we met from time to time, our conversations enlarged in topic and we sometimes fished together for several hours, with accompanying desultory talk of a friendly but impersonal nature.
So impersonal and general was this talk, indeed, that although we had formed an agreeable friendship I never even wondered what the man's name might be and remained under the vague impression that he was a stranger in Cobble Reef. During this fourth season our meetings had been somewhat more frequent; nevertheless, on the evening before the revelation of his identity I was rather surprised to see him walking along the road that passed my cottage.
I joined him; we sat upon a ledge over the sea, watching the rise of the moon and talking of its supposed craters, until my companion rose rather abruptly and said that he should be "getting back." Then I perceived for the first time that his quarters must be somewhere not at all remote; but no faintest suspicion entered my mind that he could be Mrs. Pallafrey's long-berated husband, "crazy Loom Pallafrey," Pallafrey who had kept a secret under a skylight for sixteen years— and still kept it there!
...I walked back to my cottage after my interview with the storekeeper, and, by coincidence— my thoughts being fixed upon the Pallafrey family— I encountered Sally by the way. She was strolling toward the rocks with a companion, a loutish big youth of the village, Lem Begley, and their state was visibly one of mutual absorption, not to say affection, their arms being linked in a manner that permitted a clasping of hands.
Aware of my observation, Sally said "H'lo!" indifferently, in the village manner, not detaching her hand from Lem's as they walked on toward some selected nook among the rocks. Their condition was too plainly that in which lovers encase themselves away even from the closely surrounding world and maintain embraces upon park benches or in railway trains, dealing death to romance in the breasts of the disregarded spectators.
An emotion so little reticent as young Sally's visibly was could not long remain unknown to people about her; I wondered how it would fit into the ambition of her mother and what Mrs. Pallafrey would say to it. Mrs. Pallafrey herself informed me upon the point the following morning; she had been saying a great deal to it already, with an agitation that repeated itself as she talked to me.
"Tryin' to be as stubbun-crazy and crazy-stubbun as her father is! Spent half the night cryin' and abusin' me 'count o' what I done to that lummix when I caught 'em dawdlin' up the lane after moonrise, and her not home fer supper at all! Give him a good slappin', I did, 'fore I got through with him! Drug her home and told her I'd chain her up in the house like Mrs. Klebber done her half-wit son if I ever caught her with Lem Begley again. Every time I s' much as said his name, she'd squawk like I was murderin' her! As if I didn't have trouble enough, my Godfrey! without her tryin' to take up with Cobble Reef trash and ruin the last chance 0' what I b'en workin' my life out fer ever since the day she was born! If this ain't a hell's old world I dun't know any!" She concluded her outburst with that passionate cry; then, to my astonishment, put out both her hands in a gesture of appeal to me. "Listen! I b'en fair to you in all my dealin's; I never made a cent off o' you that you didn't git good value fer it. Why wouldn't you be avillin' to help me?"
"I? What in the world could I——"
"Yes, you could!" she vehemently interrupted. "Sally's got it bad! It's took and come on her 'count of her age, that's all; but when it takes a-holt on some girls like that they dun't know what they do! They think they're actin' o' their own will; but they jest might's well be a dead fish run in and out by the tide, and when the spell's over and they come to, maybe with a baby and maybe with a no-'count lummix of a man like Lem Begley to cook and wash fer and take orders from, they better be a dead fish! As sure as there's a spire on the church, I'd rather take Sally over to the sand pit and shoot her, and I told her so a hunderd times last night! Think you can reason with a girl in that stew? No more'n you could reason a man with two broken legs to git up and run. She's got to be cured of it same 's if 'twas t'buckalosis, and they ain't no cure fer what she's got 'cept jest one. That's to be took away and have somethin' put in her mind that wun't leave no room in it fer that bigfoot, gruntin' lummix. You know any other cure fer what she's got 'cept the one I say?"
"No, I'm afraid not; but—"
"But nothin'!" Mrs. Pallafrey cried. "What I b'en toilin' and moilin' and waitin' fer all these years? You know, I guess! You think she hain't b'en waitin' fer the same thing? Well, she has! She's knowed every minute of her life there was somethin' big waitin' fer her away from here if she could only git to it. Knowed 's well 's I do she's wuth her weight in gold to them big show people, if she could git a mite o' trainin' and give them jest one peek at her. Now she's jest at the age when it'd be her. last chance to git the trainin', 'cause if it didn't come now it might be too late, and here, right at the minute when it's got to come or never, she gits this moo-cow sickness! What'd cure her of it and what'd take that big-foot's place in her mind if I could git her away from Cobble Reef? Why, jest that very same thing her and I b'en waitin' fer all her life; it'd come straight back on her if I could git her fur enough away from big-foot and show her the chance to git what she's entitled to. 'Tain't goin' to cost you nothin' to help me do it."
"But Mrs. Pallafrey—"
"But nothin'!" she cried again, and the roughness of her manner and her words carried no offense. The crisis in the poor woman's emotions was but the projection of the crisis now arrived in her life and her daughter's; in her conviction both she and Sally desperately stood to gain all or lose all upon the next turn of affairs. "I got to git that money now," she said.. "There ain't but two ways, and one of 'em's got to do the work. It'd be all right if Loom'd die— I b'en breakin' my back a good long time keepin' up twelve thousand dolluhs insurance on him— but the trouble is, Loom dun't die! The time's come when he's got to open up his barn and you got to help me make him do it. Wait! Dun't say, 'But Mrs. Pallafrey,' to me again."
"But how in the world could I—"
"You could wait till I tell you, couldn't you?" she inquired. "Listen! I didn't never cal'late to tell you what's in there, 'cause I thought you'd be more likely to be one o' them that'd pay admission to git in to see it if you didn't know s' much 'bout it. That's the way the money'd be made— sellin' tickets fer admissions to git in to see it. There wouldn't be a soul in miles around but'd pay as high 's a dolluh to see what's in that barn; then take all them summuh people up and down the coast, they'd come here in their automobiles, cause they'll go anywheres to see queeriosities. Jest look at that old Rimmick house on the Green Habbuh road and how they pile in there to goggle at them antiques and queerios, payin' seventy-five cents a head. Why, soon's it gits talked about that Pallafrey's barn is open at a dolluh a head— I wun't charge 'em a cent less!— look what I'd take in 'fore Labuh Day! Look at Mel Burgess and Lon Perry: took thutty-five dolluhs in jest one Sunday up t' Long Beach with nothin' on earth but a dead shark in a tent! If a dead shark's wuth that much to look at, how much you think people'd pay to git a good peek at the pitcher in Pallafrey's barn?"
"Picture!" I said, staring. "You're telling me that your husband has been working for sixteen years on a picture?"
"You wait! I ain't tellin' you too much and I guess maybe I couldn't if I wanted to, 'cause I hain't got the powers. 'Sides that, I hain't never see it but tuh-three times in a hurry, when I got track o' where he hid the keys; but I got sense enough to know it's one o' the biggest queeriosities in the world. You ever hear of a pitcher up'ards o' two hunderd feet long? Guess not! Cut out the whole inside o' that barn, he did, and the pitcher runs round all four sides of it 'cept jest where the front doors is. You ever hear of a pitcher a man kep' paintin' on fer sixteen year', and the only other lick o' work he done in all that time was clammin' to git money fer paint and brushes? Guess not! Why, there's people in this neighbahood that'd pay a dolluh jest fer the infamation it was paint and brushes in them packages he's b'en walkin' to Green Habbuh fer all this time! Got all the sailcloth the pitcher's painted on right at the start, he did. Guess you got the idea by this time what I want you to do, hain't you?"
"No," I said, although I did vaguely and uncomfortably begin to understand what she wished me to do. "No—no; I can't say I—"
"You do, too!" Thus, abruptly and passionately, she once more cut short my defensive murmurings. "You know what I want! He ain't had two words with nobody 'cept you since fore he begun that pitcher. You're the only livin' soul on this earth he ain't shied away from if they s' much as looked at him! You could do it! You could git him to turn that pitcher into money that'd save—"
"No, no! I can't possibly think of it!"
"You can!" She leaned toward me, shaking a forefinger warningly at me; her eyes, staring into mine, were strange and bright. "You be careful! How do you know what you might be doin' to somebody if you said you wouldn't do it? You can't tell! Dun't you refuse me; dun't you do it! You give Sally her chance. You let her live and let me live by gittin' that man to do what he'd ought to, at last. You say you will! You promise me! Promise me!"
Her voice had become hoarse; her whole body was shaking and tears shimmered across that strange bright stare of hers. A man and helpless, I said that my effort would of course be of little avail; that it would naturally be one bringing great embarrassment upon myself; but that I would try to do anything I could to help her— I consented to open the subject with Pallafrey.
Upon this, she oddly gripped my elbows with her hands, a gesture of gratitude and also of most premature relief, I thought; and then, she turned and strode out to her old gray wagon. I looked after her as she sat, stoop-shouldered, driving down the stony road, and my thoughts concentrated upon the uncivilized ruthlessness with which she had extorted the promise from me. I had thought Mrs. Pallafrey a pathetic sort of nuisance, slightly interesting as a pastoral specimen of the type more common in the city— the mother disappointed by her own failure to dazzle and determined to enjoy a vicarious life, emanating bedazzlement by proxy from the brilliant career of a daughter— and I was naturally aware that specimens of the type will sometimes go to lengths in obedience to the inward driving. What now made Mrs. Pallafrey suddenly more interesting to me— terribly interesting, for I realized that she could be terrible— was precisely what forced me to be a participant in her affair; I realized the lengths to which she was prepared to go, and I couldn't take the chance of a responsibility, through inaction, for Pallafrey's being poisoned.
After all, I thought, why shouldn't she have her way? Pictures are usually painted with an accompanying idea, even with an accompanying hope, that people will some time look at them; and she wasn't far out of the way in feeling that a painting sixteen years in production and of such dimensions as Pallafrey's would be regarded by a great many people as a curiosity worthy of admission fees. There was a plausibility, too, in her thought that he might listen to the suggestion if it came from a friendly acquaintance.
If he wouldn't and held out, a nervous conscience might later impel me toward the rôle of "angel" for Sally as a last resource; but this would be a philanthropic pose in a cause for which I had no real sympathy. I couldn't well afford it; besides that, I had an entirely heartless disinclination to pay for Sally's "trainin' " and her exhibition to "big show people." I bestirred myself, therefore, to devise a means of bringing the matter before Pallafrey as decently and yet as diplomatically as possible.
But it was he, not I, who brought up the subject and thus opened the way for me. For several days I haunted the sprayed rocks without encountering him; then, on a windless, still evening, as I came out to the veranda after dinner, a long and meager figure appeared against the panel of sky above the steps and I recognized it as Pallafrey's.
He responded rather absently, I thought, to my greeting, declined to smoke but accepted a chair, and for some moments we sat looking out over the sea. Then he asked abruptly, "What made you take to writing?"
"Good gracious!" I exclaimed. "What makes anybody take to it?"
"Yes," he said gravely. "That's what I mean. It's the same as asking why children make mud pies, isn't it?"
"I've often been afraid so!"
"No," he returned, refusing to echo this proffered lightness of tone. "Beethoven made music, Donatello made statues and Velasquez made pictures for the same reason that children make mud pies. The important thing is to know that reason."
Here Pallafrey seemed to peer at me through the dimness. "I felt I'd have to talk to you about it. You may have heard that usually I don't talk to anybody about anything?"
"Well, I— I— ah—"
He turned his face from me and again looked out over the sea.
"There's no need for you to feel any embarrassment," he said quietly. "I think you couldn't well have been in Cobble Reef very long without hearing that I'm insane. I think that even your purveyor of vegetables—"
"No. No, indeed!" I said hastily. "Mrs. Pallafrey never—"
"I think so, sir," he interrupted, with the same undisturbed, quiet gravity.
"I came here tonight to tell you that I know why you write and why children make mud pies and why I do what I do. I discovered it more than sixteen years ago, and I've never told anybody. One reason for my silence has been that my discovery wouldn't make any difference to anyone or to anything anyhow; and another has been that I haven't happened to be in contact with anybody who'd be interested enough to understand. Meantime, I haven't thought of anything else and therefore haven't had anything else to say; so I've said nothing. I could hardly say anything of real importance to your purveyor of vegetables, for instance, could I?"
Again, in my embarrassment, I was able to produce no coherent reply.
"Well, I—"
"Never mind," he said. "It's necessary to speak of her; but I can't bring myself to give her a better definition, and I might as well mention that I am not lacking in a kind of gratitude to her. In a fashion, it's to her that I owe my discovery; I shouldn't have made it if I hadn't first made the horrible one. that I'd married her. You see, I'm obliged to be personal with you because I couldn't easily avoid divining how personal with you she's been."
"My dear Mr. Pallafrey!" I exclaimed. "Please be as personal as you like."
"Yes; it seems to be needful," he said. "I'm sixty this month; I was past forty when I had the shock that set me to thinking— I mean the shock of discovering that I'd bound myself for the rest of my life to a dreadful intimacy with a clump of shapely flesh, a mechanism operated only by the terrible heritage we call instinct. I'd been such a mechanism myself during the process of that binding; but I would be one no more! I asked myself why I had been a mechanism. I had not made myself one; I had not made myself at all. Something or somebody external had produced the mechanism that was I. Well, there's evolution; it was easy to trace the mechanisms that had produced me— to go back to the first animal life in slime and behind that to the gases of the suns. It was plain, of course, that I was an incomparably higher form of mechanism than my ancestral ones in the slime; evidently, then, evolution would go on producing higher and higher forms infinitely. The word 'infinitely' meant something startling: it meant the produced mechanisms would cease to be mechanisms; would ultimately become gods. With this, I began to think of two other matters— eternity and art. It was 'natural for me to think of art, and I'd spent a year at Julien's in my middle thirties; the word 'infinitely' compelled me to think of eternity. Our thoughts are habitually naive; we usually think of eternity as all before us, the future, instead of what's infinitely behind us as well; but I succeeded in comprehending the eternity of the past. You'll bear in mind, will you, though, that I was thinking of both eternity and art?"
"Yes, Mr. Pallafrey; I'll try to."
"Do you remember the important thing Camille Flammarion said of eternity?"
"I'm afraid not."
"Flammarion said that since eternity stretches infinitely into the past it follows that all things to be accomplished in the eternal future must already have been accomplished in the eternal past. In brief, everything that can happen has happened. Flammarion was not the first to see this immense truth, and I am not the first to see that a man a million years hence will have become a god. Very likely I'm not even the first to see that inevitably, in the eternity of the past, gods were evolved. What did they do after they became gods? I asked myself. Well, I couldn't be sure what all of them did; but in art and in the making of mud pies by children I perceived what one of them did. He made this universe. You see how art proves that?"
"No," I said. "I've never thought of art as a proof of anything."
"Haven't you?" He turned toward me and began to speak with more emphasis. "Art proves man's impulse to create; evolve him high enough and he'll create not a statue but a universe. Such a god necessarily projected this universe out of himself; his very impulse in creating it must have gone into it, so that all the life in it would itself have the urge to create life. That urge, so irresistible, produces in its own likeness the urge to create likenesses of life— art, I tell you— the Venus of Syracuse and the mud pies in a child's back yard! You may call the mud pies decoration, 'self-expression,' interpretation of pies, comment upon pies, or revelations of pies; but I tell you they are a revelation of the god, because they are produced by a part of the universal creativeness he put forth when he created. Now, follow me! A million years or more of the eternity of the future will lift a man into a god— a god with that creative urge— and you see what he will do? He will project his own universe."
"But it's an endless chain, Mr. Pallafrey," I protested. "It's—"
"It's a chain of gods, then; not of pitiful mechanisms," he interrupted quickly. "Let me tell you what happened to me when I decided that I'd been a mechanism too long— and too horribly! I said to myself, 'I will at least be a god in little! I will unleash the creative urge that comes to me from the god; I am too weak a god to project a universe— I will project the likeness of a world. It will be only a likeness; but it will be my creation, and I shall be its god!' You understand what I did?" "Well, I've heard that you—"
Once more he interrupted me.
"Ah, you've heard! You've heard from your purveyor of vegetables that I began to paint a picture and have ever since gone on painting it! She'd call it a 'picture,' of course, and so might you, for all I know, if you saw it! Let me tell you that to me it is a world. What world? Why, this one, since I'm so little of a god that I can only make mine in the likeness of the one the god put me on! But no doupt he, a great artist as I am a little one, did the same thing and projected his universe in the likeness of the one in which he himself had evolved. Do you suppose I don't guess from her interminable, racking chatter that she's been to you about this world of mine? She's asked you to persuade me to put it on show, hasn't she?"
Rather breathlessly I seized the opportunity he thus made for me.
"But Mr. Pallafrey, it's not such an unreasonable idea. I'm sure you've painted something of immense interest, and after all, if one's expressed a great idea, imparting it to others is more or less an obligation."
"Is it?" He rose from his chair, and his voice was louder than it had been, and harsher. "Hasn't your own writing yet taught you how little and to how few you can 'impart' anything? Do you think I can 'impart' my world to Jadd Meigs? You haven't the faintest idea of what I've painted!"
"No; I confess I haven't."
"Then let me tell you it isn't the world that Jadd Meigs sees! Let me tell you it's a hideous world, because it's the world as it is— frightful as all things are frightful when they're in early process of construction. Aren't half-built houses ugly? Aren't embryos? I tell you my world shows the mechanisms of rich women posturing to make other rich women envious of jewelry, with germs already dragging worms after them into the smiling mouths; it shows millionaires waist-deep in opening graves and blowing yellow bubbles; it shows communists clutching for power, with the bullets already entering their breasts; it shows men worshiping themselves for the little engines they have built to hurry and deafen themselves with; it shows crowds screaming at one another, fighting to spill wine from the casks and to save it; it shows murder for the sake of sacred images, liquid fire in the laboratories, lovely children devouring dead animals— ah, I'll tell you no more of what it shows! As little of a god as I am, I'm too decent a one to let my embryo world be known as it is! If I had made a universe instead, one that turned out completed gods— a great celestial thing all beauty and—"
He broke in upon himself with a shout of protest. "Never! 'You ask me to exhibit my dreadful world for the sake of sending out a shapely mechanical doll to exploit its own shapeliness? Never!"
His agitation had so increased that, realizing I dealt with a man not normal, I said, "Now, now, Mr. Pallafrey! It's nothing to let yourself get upset over. It's for you to decide, of course; I only meant to suggest that you think the matter over. You might conclude that, after all, it may have a beneficial aspect."
"I might?" he said in a gentle voice, suddenly quieted. "Do you think so?" Then he startled me by uttering a bitter laugh, passed me and descended the steps; but paused to speak from the path below.
"As I knew she'd been to you I thought it incumbent upon me to offer you an explanation. I see you don't understand. No! Don't say you do!" His long arm lifted and waved in a gesture to check my protest. "No; of course you don't understand. I'm not finding fault with you for that, mind. You mustn't think I'm so stupid as to blame mechanisms for being mechanical. Even the weakest of the gods isn't weak enough to blame anybody for anything. But I think there's an impression I could leave with you. You won't understand it and I'm not asking you to understand it; it's only an impression I'd like to put upon your thoughts. It's this: a god who could make only the terrible fetus of a world that I've made would destroy it ten thousand times over before he'd let it be seen! Don't you know that the god who projected your world would hurl the other planets upon it and disperse it into fire and dust if this were all he could make of it? I tell you—' But here, aware that he was once more being betrayed into unseemly vehemence, he cut himself short.
"I mustn't trouble you," he said mildly. "I've really never meant to trouble anybody. Good night."
I could only echo his farewell as he turned and merged with the darkness of the unlighted road. The "impression" he had wished to leave upon me was deep enough to make me uneasy, heaven knows! Mrs. Pallafrey had as much chance to make money by exhibiting the undiscovered moons of Jupiter as she had to get her heart's desire out of the red barn. Moreover, she wasn't the kind of irresistible force that lets an immovable body remain in its path; she would do something about it, and, under stress of the Begley threat to her long ambition, she would do it soon. I was assailed by the fear that I ought to act to prevent a tragedy; yet I couldn't say to Mrs. Pallafrey, "Don't poison your husband, especially as you probably won't get the insurance money if you do!"
As a matter of fact, my distressed imagination dealt more with axes, which appear in the legendary lonely murders of that strip of coast as the favorite instrument in final scenes of domestic emotion. I did Mrs. Pallafrey an injustice; she was not so maladroit, and I could not have proved, nor can I prove now, that she did what she did. She set the red barn on fire the second night after Pallafrey had come to my cottage. I had seen neither of them in the meantime; but of course she had discovered from him that my feeble effort with him had been of no avail. Probably she hadn't counted much upon my persuasion, but had pressed me almost as a forlorn hope that should at least be tried before she chanced the desperate step. This step, however, was taken with a success that seems ironic, since she made one vital miscalculation.
I'd gone to bed, had read there for half an hour, then had extinguished the lamp and begun to drowse, when I heard the moderate but annoying clangor of the bell in the little schoolhouse belfry, half a mile away. Becoming pettishly aware of a pinkness upon my eyelids, I sat up, found the room aglow from the two bright windows that looked toward the Pallafrey barn, and I understood what Mrs. Pallafrey had done.
AT COBBLE REEF there is no piped water; when I reached the desolate rosy field a dozen shouting villagers were trying to form a line to the distant pump behind the farmhouse, though they might as well have passed thimbles as buckets from hand to hand. The whole fabric of the barn seemed to be just fire— a great flame lashing up at the dim smoke high overhead.
"She's gone!" a fisherman said, as I ended my run and stood panting beside him. "Them old dry pine planks might jest as well b'en soaked with kerosene. Burned like it right from the start!"
To my mind, his reference to kerosene was just then a grotesque coincidence. Some yards away Sally was jumping up and down, screaming, her hands held over her eyes, while her mother ran from one man to another, gasping imploringly,
"Save him! My Godfrey, ain't nobody goin' in there to save my husband? Ain't nobody even goin' to try to save him?"
"Loom's in there, all right," the fisherman rumbled to me. "See him myself jest when I clumb the fence. She was out in the lane yellin', 'Fire! Fire! Fire!' and I see him come out the house on a run, a-wavin' his arms but not makin' a sound. Them front doors was already on fire, but looked to me like he jumped right straight through 'em! Maybe eases her some to make that to-do 'bout savin' him— by Orry, there ain't much left o' Loom to save, by this time!"
He was mistaken. At that moment Pallafrey was still alive, and, even as the fisherman spoke, was revealed to us. A section of the barn wall fell outward, and through the aperture in the flaming shell we saw a dreadful figure, itself aflame, in passionate action, dragging at a great violent-colored strip of canvas that was miraculously not yet blazing. I saw that the figure dragged this last strip not away from the hottest blaze but toward it, and, beholding that final spasm of effort, I comprehended Mrs. Pallafrey's miscalculation.
She had thought that her husband would die to save his picture; she would never understand that he destroyed himself to make sure that the last shred of it should perish. He succeeded, and so served her purpose as well as if she had known his motive; Pallafrey went down, flaming in the flame of the final vestige of his world....
One afternoon last spring, not long before my day of departure for Cobble Reef, I went to a "talkie theater" to see and hear Salda Palafrida in "Moths of Flesh," which the billboards proclaimed "the mightiest effort of her supreme career." Of course I knew beforehand that Salda Palafrida, at some point in the development of "Moths of Flesh," would undress, her undressing having been profitably a pleasure to her enormous "public" in all her previous mightiest efforts; but I was not prepared for the setting of "Moths of Flesh." Salda Palafrida must have chosen it herself, and for some of her scenes must have carried her company, her director and other equipment to Cobble Reef, that very spring. The undressing took place just out of reach of the slapping salt water and upon the very ledge where I had first beheld Salda Palafrida's father pensively fishing. When Salda came out of the water, in the "talkie," she was in a poetic frame of mind. She wrapped herself, so to speak, in a shawl of gauze, extended her beautiful arms and addressed the ocean.
"O sea!" she said. "Sea of my Dreams, I have lost the Man of my Dreams, my Dream Boy. O sea, if you were a god you would give my Dream Boy back to me again!"
Listening to Sally's canned voice and its tinny raptures when the ocean, thus implored, promptly displayed the lost lover swimming ashore from a wrecked seaplane, I thought of a deity unlike this obliging one— yet, except for the other that was in my thoughts, there would have been no Salda Palafrida at all, but only a stoop-shouldered Mrs. Lem Begley wielding a hoe, most probably, a few hundred yards from where Salda now clasped Mark Carroll to her silken chest.
It was for this happy and flamboyant atrocity, then, that Pallafrey, poor god in little, had been made to perish in the conflagration of his world! But I remembered what he had said to me that last time I ever saw him:
"You mustn't think I'm so stupid as to blame mechanisms for being mechanical. Even the weakest of the gods isn't weak enough to blame anybody for anything."
__________________
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