He came out into the paddock like a man in a dream, did not even see the waiting Hillcott, who followed him through the crowd and out into the road, where the car was waiting. Hillcott spoke no word; one glance at Garry's face had told him all he wanted to know. He swung himself up by the side of the driver; the car turned and made for London.
Warned off! Garry repeated the words a dozen times without fully realizing what they meant. He had heard them before, but they had applied to odd and unpleasant people, the Hipplewaynes of life.
Warned off! Social death! Men he knew would cross to the other side of the street to avoid the embarrassment of meeting him. The secretaries of his clubs would write politely, asking him to put in his resignation. A score of hospitable doors would be closed to him. Life, as he understood life, was ended.
He only dimly sensed at that moment the enormous tragedy by which he had been overtaken. He was blotted out, as much an outcast as a leper. It almost seemed as if he had been deprived of his citizenship and was a man of no country.
He was too shocked even to resent the part which Wenda had played, too bitterly hurt for resentment. This was the end of things. He was one of the living dead; must be born again in a new social sphere, create new friends and keep from them the story of his past; take a new name perhaps Did Hipplewayne do that?
It was amazing that such a thing could happen, that here: that here in lawful England three men should have the power to sit down and make him taboo; and yet that was what had happened. He did not resent this either; it was part of the game. He knew the rules; they had been broken in intention and there was nothing for him to do but to stick it.
He hardly noticed the passage of the miles, and was driving through the suburbs of London almost before, as it seemed, the journey had well begun.
He drove to an hotel. He had to see his lawyer and he sent Hillcott down by train to Sunningdale. He learned for the first time that Molly was back in London; she had returned that morning.
How Hillcott secured these items of information he had never discovered. Possibly it was servants' gossip. Hillcott was very friendly with the pretty housemaid at Welbury.
"Where is she staying?" he asked.
"Search me," said Hillcott. And then: "Here, Captain, why didn't they let me go in and give evidence?"
"What?" said Garry, startled out of unpleasant thoughts "You give evidence?" He smiled. "Haven't I enough trouble?"
"I could have told them something," said Hillcott.
"They've probably heard it before," said Garry. "Now, off you go to Daneham. I'll be down late tonight. You'll find Mr Dory there," he said, as a thought occurred to him. "Ask him to wait."
So Molly was in London! He winced at the thought. The news would have to be broken to her before she read it in the papers. He called, up Wenda's flat but had no answer. Then he tried the hotel where the Pannifords sometimes stayed and learned that Molly had just left for the country. If the country meant Ascot, he would see her that night.
The room he had overlooked Hyde Park. He looked out over the browning foliage of the trees and by one of those curious coincidences which are part of the laws of chance, he saw Wenda and had no difficulty in recognizing her companion. They were pacing slowly along a gravelled path, she and Henry Lascarne, talking earnestly and he guessed that he was the subject of the conversation.
He had a brief and not too pleasant interview with his lawyer, settled up the question of the land sale and gave him instructions to go on with the disposal of Daneham Lodge.
"It's disgraceful that you weren't allowed to be represented by counsel," said Fenton.
"Stuff!" said Garry. "If you allowed lawyers at these inquiries they'd never end and the wrong man would always get the verdict."
"What are you going to do?" asked Fenton curiously.
"Get away out of the country grow oranges in California, or cattle in Alberta."
Fenton considered this soberly.
"I know a man who has a ranch for sale—" he began.
"Don't be silly," interrupted Garry. "I was speaking figuratively. No, I shall go on to the Continent, and in the years ahead you will meet a strange, old-looking gentleman in rusty black, babbling about Rangemore and Ascot, and you'll know it is poor old Garry Anson who has gone off his head!"
He drove down to Ascot leisurely. There were so many things to do, most of them unpleasant. He had to see Molly—facing realities, he put his worst trial first. He had to clear up affairs at Daneham and leave that pleasant place, never to return.
Chapter 18.
Molly had arrived at Welbury half an hour before her sister-in-law. All that day she had been trying to get in touch with Garry and had called up the house from London half a dozen times, only to hear that he was out. She had learned only that morning that there was trouble over the running of Rangemore; a man she knew had told her on the journey between Paris and Calais. And she had arrived home in a state of apprehension.
Wenda came back with a face of gloom, pleaded a headache and retired to her room. Henry, who came down with her, was absolutely uncommunicative.
The girl began to get frightened, rang up Daneham Lodge again and to her joy was answered by Hillcott.
"Hillcott, where is Captain Anson?" she asked breathlessly.
"In town, miss. He's coming down tonight."
"What is this in the newspapers, about there being an inquiry into the running of Rangemore?"
Hillcott did not answer for a moment; when he spoke it was with the directness of his class.
"Yes, that's right, miss—warned off."
She could only stand, speechless.
"Hillcott…it's Miss Molly speaking—what did you say?"
"Warned off, miss."
"Not Captain Anson!" She almost, walled the words.
"Warned off," said Hillcott again, with a choke in his voice and she heard the click of the receiver as it was hung up.
She could not comprehend, dared not believe. Hillcott might be drunk. He was especially sober when he came back to the room where John Dory was sitting, a paper on his knees. He made some rough attempt to tidy up the table, and then suddenly, flinging down the newspapers in his hand:
"I'd like to have had a word with 'em! They wouldn't let me go in—blimey, they knew something!"
John Dory looked up from his paper and surveyed the servant gravely.
"I expect they were a bit afraid of you," he said, but Hillcott was impervious to sarcasm.
"So they ought to have been!" There was a tremulous note of pride in his voice. "I've had to deal with real judges! And I've got 'em in a trance!"
John nodded, a smile in his eyes.
"I'll bet you did! When they came round I suppose you got the usual?"
Hillcott considered this.
"A bit of time, but it was all me own."
He walked down to where Dory was sitting.
"Do you know what I'd have said to the stewards?"
John put down his paper with a sigh.
"You'd better tell me, or I'll be guessing wrong," he said.
Hillcott struck an attitude designed to be dramatic.
"I'd have said: 'I understand human nature, and if you believe a—'" he gulped "—'a lady like that before a man like this, you want your 'eads shaved.'"
John Dory passed his hand over his shining pate and shivered.
"It must be a rather unpleasant sensation," he said. "Anyway, they wouldn't have given you a medal for that."
He picked up the newspaper, stared at it for a long time without reading a line, and then:
"Where did you say you left Captain Anson?"
"Hyde Park Hotel," said Hillcott. "He said he'd be down by ten."
Dory frowned, as though it were he who was recalling the unpleasant memories of the morning.
"How did he take it?" he asked.
Hillcott smiled.
"Like I used to take it—smiling! I used to say to the judge—he came a little closer and grew confidential—I used to say to the judge, 'You can't 'ang me.' and that's true—they can't 'ang you."
John chuckled.
"But they can mess you about, eh? That's true."
"Jockey Club?" said Hillcott scornfully. "Why, there ain't a jockey that's a member of it! They wouldn't join it! They're going about under false pretences all the time."
He heard the tinkle of the bell and went resentfully forth. It was Molly.
"Hillcott," she quivered, "what you told me just now—it isn't true…is anybody here?"
"Mr Dory."
She came quickly into the room and there was agony in her eyes.
"Is it true?" she asked in a low voice.
There was no need for her to be more explicit; he knew exactly what she was talking about.
"I'm afraid it is."
He looked round for Hillcott; but Hillcott had not returned to the room.
"How dreadful! What will it mean?"
John Dory shrugged his shoulders.
"He'll probably go abroad," he said.
She caught a quick breath.
"You mean that he'll have to resign from his clubs and all that sort of thing?"
The burly bookmaker nodded and patted her gently on the shoulder.
"Well, that's rather dramatizing the situation, but yes. It's desperately unpleasant and that's putting it mildly. Here, young lady, you sit down."
He caught her by the arm and lowered her gently to the settee. Her face was white, her lips colourless. But she shook off his hand impatiently.
"But how could they? The horse won—or nearly won."
John nodded.
"Yes, but unfortunately Garry wrote a letter—but anyway, you know all about that."
She looked up quickly.
"A letter?" she said in surprise. "You mean about the race…but he didn't write that the horse was not trying to win?"
"I'm afraid he did," said Dory.
"But he must have been mad!" she gasped.
Somebody showed them the letter. That was it, then—some friend of his, to whom he had written, had betrayed him! It seemed almost impossible that such a thing could happen, but she knew something of human nature. Was it Hipplewayne, she wondered? But Hipplewayne had never been a friend of Garry's, and anyway he was not a man with whom Garry could have had any confidences.
"To whom did he write?" she asked.
John Dory looked at her in amazement.
"Don't you know?" he asked incredulously.
She shook her head, her confused mind ranging the circle of mutual acquaintances for the culprit.
"He wrote it to Lady Panniford."
"To Wenda?" Her voice was little above a whisper. "She…she didn't show the letter?"
Again he nodded.
"Was she there today? Is that where she's been—to Doncaster? She didn't give evidence?"
She was half crying.
"Oh, she couldn't!"
"Have you spoken to her?" asked John.
The girl shook her head wearily.
"No. She's been in her room, resting, since she came back. I knew she'd been in the country somewhere—she told me that, or rather, sent a message to that effect."
"How did you come to know about this?" asked John.
He poured out a glass of port and handed it to her. She sipped it before she realized what she was doing, then passed the glass back to him.
"No, thank you."
"How did you know about it at all?" he asked.
"I saw a paragraph in the evening paper, saying there was an inquiry into the running of the winner of the Ascot Stakes," she said. "I'd heard something about it on the way from Paris. Then, when I got here, I got on the telephone to Hillcott and he told me. You're absolutely sure about Wenda?"
He was perfectly sure. He explained that he himself could not go before the stewards and that he had invented an appendicitis.
"There wasn't much I could have done for him if I had been there—I might have made the case look a bit blacker."
She sat there, clasping and unclasping her hands, her head shaking helplessly.
"I can't—I can't believe it! I simply can't believe it. It's like a horrible dream. What has he done to her that she is so malignant?"
"What has she done to him?"
There was a meaning in his voice. She looked at him quickly.
"What do you mean?"
"That's my experience," said John Dory. "There's no surer way of making some people hate you than by lending them money or doing them a good turn. They loathe to be under any obligation."
Too well she knew that Garry had done Wenda many a good turn; but at the moment she was incapable of logical thought.
She heard the whirr of a car outside and sat up. The front door opened and closed, and she heard the sound of Garry's voice and went blindly to meet him. She gripped him by the coat, incapable of speech, her white, tear-stained face eloquent—too eloquent for Garry's peace of mind. He caught her in his arms.
"Shut up and don't be silly!" he said tenderly.
Hillcott was behind him, an interested, almost cheerful spectator.
"Get me a drink."
Garry led the girl to the sofa and sat down.
"Dry them blinkin' eyes," he said gaily and with his handkerchief mopped the tears from her cheeks. "Molly, you ought to be ashamed of yourself."
It was a long time before she could speak coherently.
"Oh, Garry, you won't do anything stupid, will you?"
"Shoot myself or something?" he chuckled. "Not likely."
He looked round at John.
"How's the appendix. Look at him, Molly! He had an operation today. That was the only laugh I got at the inquiry."
"How could they, Garry?" she quavered.
He held her at arm's length and looked at her. There was a gay tune whistling in his heart; all the burdens and problems of the day had by magic smoothed themselves away.
"Now, darling, they were very fair," he said, "very unimaginative and very English. It was all very dull! They couldn't go behind the letter; and that was the beginning and the end of it."
"I can't think about Wenda," she said.
"You're a fortunate girl," he said dryly. "I wish I couldn't."
"Garry, what have you done to her?"
"Ach! Don't let's talk about it."
He reached out his hand for the drink which Hillcott ha brought to him.
"What's this, Hubert?"
"The stuff that mother likes," said Hillcott. "If ever a man had an excuse for a souse, you've got it."
"You haven't," said Garry, and pointed to the door. "I don't want one."
Garry looked round the room curiously. It was as if it were not his own, a strange room in a strange house.
"Does anybody want to buy a nice cottage, with or without Hillcott?" he asked.
Molly looked at him in consternation.
"Oh, Garry, you're not going to sell Daneham?"
Garry waved his hand extravagantly in the manner of an auctioneer.
"Pleasantly situated amongst pines, gravel soil, four aces of old-world garden, etcetera, etcetera."
She would have bought it. It was on the tip of her tongue to say so, and such was the perfect sympathy between them at that moment that he could read her thoughts.
"No, you don't want to be saddled with a place like this," he said. "But I shall have to do something."
"What do you want to do?" asked Dory, lighting a cigar.
"There's only one thing I'd like, and I've never wanted so much to do it—to be on the top of a stand and watch the field come into the straight. I'd like to go back on everything I've said and sleep in some place where I could hear horses kicking at their boxes in the night. That's what I want to do. What I shall do is to go abroad somewhere—a villa in Italy—delightful! No horses, no—"
He felt a lump come in his throat and laughed at his own weakness.
"I think I'm being immensely, sorry for myself."
He heard the tinkle of a bell and looked round.
"Who the devil's that?"
Then Molly remembered.
"It's probably Henry Lascarne; he came over with me."
"Good Lord! You shouldn't have left him outside."
Garry flew into the passage. It was the opportunity the girl wanted.
"Mr Dory, do you mind if I see Garry alone for a minute?" she said in a low voice.
He understood, was foolishly pleased and when Garry returned, holding an embarrassed Henry Lascarne by the arm, was thinking out a good excuse to leave.
"What the devil do you mean by staying outside?" demanded Garry.
Lascarne cleared his throat.
"I'm very sorry about this business—" he began, and even Garry's gesture did not stop him. "Wenda's terribly upset—isn't she, Molly?"
"Why ask me?"
She was showing the nearest approach to anger that Garry had ever seen; her voice trembled, the colour came back to her face.
"I don't really know what it means," Lascarne ambled on. "Something pretty awful, isn't it?"
Here was John Dory's excuse. He strolled across to where the lank young man was standing.
"Do you play rummy?" he asked.
Henry gaped at him.
"Cards? No, I'm not very good at cards."
John sighed patiently.
"Would you like to see Garry's stamp collection?"
Henry considered this. He wasn't really interested in stamps, and said so.
"Nor in goldfish?" asked John and then, grabbing the alarmed Lascarne by the arm: "Come along," he said, "I'll show you my appendicitis!"
The door of the dining-room closed on them. The amused Garry turned to the girl.
"You're not to worry about this business, Molly. I know you can't help worrying. I can't either. But at any rate make it the minimum of worry. You mustn't think about it. I'll clear things up, then I'll get out."
She was close to him now, her head sunk.
"Garry, there's something I want to say to you," she said in a low voice. "I don't want you to go to Italy…or anywhere, amongst strangers…with nobody to look after you I mean…without taking somebody with you…Not anybody you love very much, but somebody you like, who can do things for you and won't bore you…You know…?"
He caught her face gently between his two hands and lifted it.
"I mean…you haven't got to be…in love with them," she went on breathlessly, "or think you're going to spoil their lives and say no because of that…What would spoil their lives would be leaving them to fret and worry. Do you understand?"
He understood; his eyes told her.
"I knew you would. You're probably hating me for this…I've given you something new to worry about. But I've got an idea, Garry, it isn't the first time a woman has proposed to you, is it? I'm not being sympathetic, Garry, or—or noble, or anything like that; I'm being selfish and taking advantage of…well, you know…to get something I want."
Garry looked at her, and the love in his eyes was balm and stimulant and everything she wanted at that moment. Without a word he kissed her, walked with her to the door and stood waiting till she had vanished into the night.
That would be worth a fight, something worth battling for, something to give an incentive to the slackest of men.
He heard John come back into the room, but scarcely noticed him, heard his flippant and wholly imaginary message from Henry.
"What's the matter, Garry?"
"Nothing…only I've just found something worth living for." And before John could ask the question which he had no intention of asking, he poured himself out another drink. "Well, it's been a very interesting day," he said, in a matter-of-fact-voice.
"What decided it? Was my statement any good?"
Garry grinned at this.
"About as good as a pain in the neck! You nearly got me warned off without Wenda's letter. Why the devil did you back the horse with people who couldn't show the records of the bets?"
Dory groaned.
"I've explained that so many thousands of times—Garry." Garry, who was sitting at the writing-table, looked round. "How's the old bank balance?" asked John carelessly.
"What little there is is good," smiled his friend.
John did not know of the legacy that had come to him. He had found no opportunity of telling of his good fortune; indeed, the matter had only been definitely and irrevocably fixed the previous week.
"I suppose you're pretty well squared up on your winnings and the sale of your horses, with a balance on the right side?"
Garry nodded.
"Thank the Lord for that!" said John. And then, as a thought occurred to him: "Have you touched the little nest egg?"
Garry looked at him in amazement. He had forgotten all about the money that Wenda had held.
"The money you put aside," said John.
Garry shook his head.
"No, I haven't touched it."
"Is it all right?" asked John.
"Of course it is," said Garry loudly.
"Who holds it?"
"My dear fellow, I wish you wouldn't ask questions."
Garry's anger surprised himself. The question aroused too many unpleasant ghosts for his happiness.
"Sorry I asked you," said John soothingly.
There was a long silence.
"Don't forget I owe you five and a half thousand—I took eleven to two to a thousand pounds for you on the Leger. You remember I told you?"
Garry shook his head.
"You wicked old devil!" he said. "You invented that on the spur of the moment because you think I'm broke. Well, I'm not. No, I'm not going to take money from you."
John Dory protested.
"I said if the horse was all right on the day of the race I'd back it for you."
"You never mentioned any horse," said Garry; "and the winner of the Leger has been second favourite for a month. No, you're not going to make me a present of five and a half thousand—God bless you for the thought!"
"Make you a present!" John laughed hollowly. "Don't be silly! Whoever heard of a bookmaker making presents?"
And then, as Garry continued to smile and shake his head, he threw up his hands in despair.
"Why did this happen?" he asked irritably.
"Let's forget it," said Garry.
"Is there nothing I can do—"
"There's nothing you can do," said Garry. "I'm warned off. You can't warn me on again! Warned off! It's like a nightmare. It'll be in The Calendar—'The Stewards of the Jockey Club held an inquiry into the running of Rangemore in the Ascot Stakes, and, having heard the evidence, warned Captain Garry Anson off Newmarket Heath and all the courses—'"
"Shut up, for God's sake!" said John harshly. "It was my fault. I made you back the darned thing."
"Your fault? You're drunk!" said Garry. "No, it was the letter. Wenda swore she never had the second note. That settled me. Fine old English gentlemen, they couldn't disbelieve a lady." He drew a long breath. "I'd have given something to have had a criminal judge on that inquiry!"
"Do you mind if I ask you something?" said John, after another interregnum of quiet. "This isn't a case of spite because you're—well, because you've dropped her?"
Garry shook his head.
"No, that would be easy to understand. But she was never mine to drop. We have never been anything but the best of friends. No, John, this is a case similar to the one you told me about—it's hatred because she's played me a dirty trick, hates herself for doing it and hates me worse because she hates herself."
Dory stared at him. Suddenly he understood.
"Your money!" he said. "She had it and she's gone back on you!"
"No!" said Garry loudly.
"She had it—she was the person who was holding it, and when you asked her for it she turned you down!"
"She lost it," said Garry, "Don't let's talk about it; it's very unpleasant—"
"Lost it!" scoffed Dory. "She never lost anything in her life! When she loses she doesn't pay—she's on the back of my book for six hundred."
"Your book?" said Garry incredulously. "You mean she owes you six hundred pounds?"
Six hundred pounds was a modest estimate, as John Dory knew, but it was sufficient to open Garry Anson's eyes.
"Her name is Mrs Never-pay," he said bluntly. "She's a monkey woman."
Then, seeing his friend's expression.
"You know how they catch monkeys, don't you? They put a bit of fruit in a gourd with a narrow neck; the monkey puts in his hand—I mean his paw—grabs the fruit, and his fist is so big that he can't get it out. He hasn't the sense to drop the fruit, and he's caught. He won't let go—she won't let go! She's got your money—phew!"
He strode tragically to the table, picked up an empty whisky decanter and looked at it thoughtfully.
"She must be a remarkable creature." Garry was speaking half to himself. "The pluck of it—to say: 'I've got your money and I'm not going to give it to you.' Could you do that?"
John turned with a start.
"No, but I've known backers do it," he said feelingly. "Can I have another drink?"
"Surely. Ring for it. And all these years to pretend! Well, John, there's the enemy." He slapped his knees and rose to his feet. "What am I going to do?"
"What have you done?" asked John.
"I threatened to sue her. Of course I couldn't have done that. But she probably got into a panic and sent the letter to the stewards. That's the only explanation I have for her behaviour."
John was looking at him thoughtfully.
"There was nothing—how shall I put it?—between you?" he asked tentatively.
Garry laughed.
"That's a pretty original phrase! No, she's a—well, whatever she is, she's a virtuous woman. I don't believe that Liverpool story of Willie's. If I'd only taken the number of that banknote!"
"Do you think it's gone back to the bank?" asked John.
Garry considered this.
"Why shouldn't it? She could easily have rubbed out the message."
Another possible solution came to Dory, who placed no great value on the reform of ex-criminals.
"Do you think our friend Hillcott slipped it out of the envelope?"
"Hillcott? Rubbish!" said Garry scornfully. "No, I trust my old burglar pal. Besides, I saw it in her hand."
That hundred-pound note puzzled him. Knowing Wenda as he did now, he had been baffled by her attitude. She was a woman to whom money meant so much more than it meant to any other person he knew. That she should have burnt it was unthinkable, and he had at the back of his mind a dim conviction that she had made no attempt to pass it again into circulation.
"I was probably a fool not to call Hillcott as a witness before the stewards," he said, sitting down at his desk.
"That's what I say."
It was Hillcott's smug voice. He had come in, as was usual in his case, without knocking, without making his presence known. Hillcott was not above acquiring first-hand information on most subjects by any means which suggested themselves to him.
Garry looked at him for a long time thoughtfully. It was extremely doubtful if the stewards would have accepted Hillcott's unsupported statement that he had given the note into Wenda's hands, particularly as she had already conveyed to the turf authorities the man's doubtful antecedents. But there was another possibility…
"Hillcott, do you remember my writing a letter on the back of a banknote on the first day of Ascot?" he asked.
Hillcott nodded. He remembered the circumstances very well, had retailed the story, not to Garry's housemaid, whom he loathed, but to his cronies who, curiously enough, comprised the household staff of Welbury Hall.
"Yes. I lent you the pencil," he said.
Garry's eyebrows went up.
"Of course you did!"
Fumbling in his pocket, Hillcott produced two inches of dingy wood.
"Here it is—the very one!"
He held it up for inspection.
"I've had it for years. In fact, I've marked my shirts with that pencil for four years."
John stared at him.
"Marked your shirts with it?"
"On the collar," explained Hillcott. "You know what happens to a shirt at the laundry, don't you? You send out a new shirt and get back an old camisole."
Garry Anson reached out his hand and took the pencil.
"And you mark them with that pencil?" he said slowly. "Let me see it."
"They don't cost much," said the informative Hillcott. "You can buy 'em for sixpence. I pinched that one from the milkman."
Garry wetted the end of the pencil, rubbed it on his finger and gasped.
"Well, what do you think of that?" he asked breathlessly.
John walked across, examined the blue mark on the finger and was still unenlightened.
"What about it?"
"A copying pencil," said Garry slowly. "Do you see?"
Hillcott smirked.
"That's right—indelible." he said. "That's why it's lasted so long."
The full significance of the discovery dawned upon John Dory.
"Good Lord! Then the message on the back of the note wouldn't rub out!"
That was the thought that filled Garry's mind. He had neither seen nor handled a copying pencil since he was a child, but his thoughts flashed back to a certain incident when le was a schoolboy and had marked a library book, to his own undoing.
"If she couldn't rub it out," he said slowly, "the note has not gone back to the bank."
He heard a gasp from Hillcott. The tremendousness of the man's conclusion had rendered him speechless and he was making ineffectual and grotesque signs.
"What's the matter with you?" asked Garry, in astonishment.
"If it's not gone back to the bank," Hillcott found his voice, and a very hollow voice—"I'll bet you it's in that tinpot safe of hers!"
"Safe?"
Garry knew Welbury House very well. He had never seen a safe there and indeed there was very little that either Willie or his wife had that was of such value that it could be put behind closed doors.
"What safe?" he asked.
"She's got a safe in her room," said Hillcott, almost tremulously.
"In her bedroom?"
The little man nodded.
"That's right, in her bedroom."
"How do you know?" demanded Garry sternly.
Hillcott was visibly embarrassed.
"I've seen it," he said.
Garry ran his fingers through his hair, bewildered.
"You've seen it? You mean you've been in Lady Panniford's bedroom?"
Hillcott inclined his head gravely. It was, he felt instinctively, not a moment for jest.
"The 'ousemaid showed me round the 'ouse," he said "Lady Panniford wasn't there."
"I should hope not!" said Garry indignantly. "Well?"
"I seen it," said Hillcott. "Mind you, I've seen that sort o: thing before—hundreds of 'em, you might say thousands of 'em—jag jog jig jug!"
Garry stared at him. John Dory was momentarily suspicious.
"What do you mean by that?" asked Garry.
"Bag beg bog big," said Hillcott.
The two men exchanged glances. John nodded.
"I'm afraid he has looked upon the wine when it was red," he said.
"Are you drunk?" demanded Garry.
Hillcott closed his eyes wearily.
"I wish you meant it," he said. "No; I'm talking about the safe. It's a Weiler. There's hundreds of 'em in country houses They're fireproof and rainproof. A burglar doesn't have to open 'em, he just breathes on 'em."
He gave an illustration; it was annoying to John, who stood nearest to him.
"They're easy, are they?" asked Garry.
"Easy?" said the scornful Hillcott. "They're not easy, they're childish! They're combination safes. Jag jug jig jag, bag beg bog big, sit sot set sat—"
A light dawned on Garry.
"I see what you mean—a combination safe of thee letters."
Hillcott nodded.
"You've only got to try thirty combinations and you're bound to get it open. You can always hear when you've struck the first letter—it makes a sort of little click. A feller I know used to take a stereoscope—one of them things doctors have to listen to your chest—"
"A stethoscope," suggested Dory.
"Something like that. You put it against the safe and you can hear when you've found the first letter. Personally, I can hear it without."
"Did you ever open one of these in your professional career?" asked John.
Hillcott smiled pityingly.
"You might as well ask me if I've ever opened a cupboard door. Yes, I've opened a dozen, but I never had the luck to find anything in one."
A long silence followed, Garry looking thoughtfully at John.
"That's all right, Hubert," he said. "Bring some more whisky."
Hillcott was visibly disappointed. The conversation had taken a most interesting turn; he thought events might have developed on fascinating lines. He picked up the empty decanter and strolled out. He did not close the door—Hillcott never closed doors or any other avenue of vicarious information. Garry crossed the room after him, pulled the door shut and came back to where John was standing.
He knew all that his friend was thinking; there was no need to go into any elaborate preamble.
"What do you think?" asked Garry.
Dory pursed his lips.
"It's a pretty desperate idea," he said.
"It's a pretty desperate situation," said Garry.
"Is she staying here the night?"
Garry nodded.
"Is Willie here?"
"I don't think so. I have a dim recollection that somebody said he was in London, or had gone to London. Lascarne, of course, is staying there—he's the only man in the house, and what a Hercules!"
He dropped into a deep chair. John could almost see his mind working.
"What was it Molly called her?" he mused. "Hoarder! I think I understand Wenda a little. She could no more destroy that hundred-pound note than I could smash a looking-glass."
"Do you think it would be there, in the safe—wouldn't she keep it at her bank?"
Garry shook his head.
"I don't know. I shouldn't imagine she'd take it to the bank—Good Lord, of course she wouldn't! She's told me half a dozen times that she wouldn't keep money in a bank vault. She has an idea that the manager has a duplicate set of keys and goes down and examines the contents of all the deposit boxes. Wenda has queer ideas about people."
Garry bit his lip thoughtfully.
"I don't know…I don't even know which is her room. But Hillcott does!"
"Are you sending him to—um—do the job, if you'll excuse the expression?"
"Good Lord, no!" scoffed Garry. "Send Hillcott? That'd be a dirty trick."
"No more than she deserves," suggested John.
But Garry was not thinking of Wenda's fine feelings: his mind was on Hubert, who had had two convictions and would certainly get penal servitude for the next.
"I don't suppose he'd do it, anyway," said John.
"Do it!" Garry laughed. "He'd jump at it. It's any odds that he's spied out the land already. It would be second nature to him."
"If you don't send Hillcott you'll do it yourself?"
Garry nodded. The idea was already taking definite and exciting shape in his mind.
John Dory drew a long breath.
"Well, I'm not a very good burglar—" he began.
"You're a bookmaker," said Garry, "which is the next best thing!"
"—but I'm very good at holding ladders."
John Dory was trying to be cheerful and made a dismal failure of it. At a signal from Garry he rang the bell and Hillcott came back with a full decanter.
He moved at his leisure, anticipating the demand for information which was coming to him. He lingered long enough for Garry to make the plunge.
"Hillcott." He called the man over to him. "Which is Lady Panniford's bedroom?"
There was a mysterious look of scepticism in Mr Hillcott's eyes.
"Don't you know?" he asked. "In the left wing, looking towards the lawn. It has two casement windows; there's a little dressing-room built out in front. There's a gardener's ladder hanging against the potting shed—it's easy!"
"What did I tell you?" breathed Garry. "He's reconnoitred the house from roof to basement!"
Hillcott purred, then suddenly felt he had to justify himself.
"It's a matter of habit, you see—not that I ever thought of doing anything wrong, Captain. I'd no more dream of going wrong—"
"Your sentiments do you credit, Hillcott," interrupted Garry. "Where is the safe located?"
"It's in the wall, between the bed and the window," said Hillcott eagerly. "You put your hand round the window to open it."
He stepped back and looked at Garry.
"I could work out the combination in five minutes—I used to know 'em by heart."
He looked at John Dory furtively, then at his employer.
"Do you want me to do a bust?" he asked in a hoarse whisper.
"A bust?"
Hillcott waggled his head impatiently.
"Well, a burglary, to use a more vulgar expression."
Garry chuckled.
"No, Hubert, bless you! I'll do all the busting that's necessary."
He walked quickly to his desk and sat down, pulled out a sheet of paper and unscrewed a fountain pen.
"Come over here; I want to get this right. Come along, John, you're in this too. Anyway, now that the totalisator's come you'll have to learn a new trade."
He drew a rough sketch plan from memory.
"Roughly, here's the front of the house," he said.
Hillcott, leaning over his shoulder, prompted him.
"There's another bedroom there," he pointed. "There's the landing, and that sticking out bit is the dressing-room or bathroom. There's the window—there's another one there. There's the bed—a very nice bed, too, though personally I like a bed to be a bed and not covered with cupids and whatnots."
Garry sketched the marvellous bed.
"And there's the safe." Hillcott pointed. "Put an 'e' against it for 'easy'. It's about so high from the floor." He indicated his throat. "You can't see it; there's a little picture that hides the door of the safe."
"A picture of what?" asked Garry.
"Young women," said Hillcott. "It's farcical—they've got no clothes on. The frame works on a hinge—it opens like that." He waggled his hand to and fro.
"Supposing she's got a gun?" said John.
"Don't be silly!" said Hillcott outrageously. "If she had a gun she'd only shoot herself. Women can't use firearms, as all the world knows. Now, listen, Captain, I could do this job for you sweet."
Garry shook his head.
"No, you're not going near the place."
"It's not a job for an amateur," said Hillcott.
"I'm not an amateur, I'm a professional bad man," said Garry grimly. "Now tell me where that ladder's kept?"
It was kept, as Hillcott explained, in a potting shed behind the hedge, and he drew Garry's attention to the fact that he had not drawn the hedge.
"Now, Hillcott, you know nothing about this."
"Naturally," said Hillcott complacently.
"You're not coming into it at all."
Hillcott smiled.
"Don't worry about me; I know how to talk to a judge."
"I know," agreed Garry. "That's what I'm afraid of. If anybody goes to prison it will be Mr Dory or me—probably both."
John blinked hard.
"That'll be very interesting."
"You won't go to prison," said Hillcott. "If you do, ask to be sent to Parkhurst; the food's better."
John Dory lit another cigarette; his hand was shaking slightly.
"What is it like at Brixton? I'd rather be in town."
Hillcott, who had very little sense of humour, accepted the inquiry literally and was explaining the relative values of prison dietaries when an idea struck him and he turned to Garry.
"I know what you're going after—that hundred!" And, when Garry nodded: "I'll go and watch and see when the lights go out," he said.
"Now listen, Hubert! You'll stay here with the housemaid and establish an alibi. Ask her to sit up with you."
"I'd sooner do six months!" said Hillcott loudly.
"You're out of this, Hubert—you understand?"
"What do we want in the way of clothes?" asked John.
The novelty of the situation was brightening up an otherwise dismal prospect.
They would want, explained Hillcott, rubber overshoes and gloves, preferably thin gloves to work in. Gloves were an essential part of the burglar's equipment: they left no fingermarks. And a small torch was necessary. There was one upstairs, he remembered. And also a pair of thick socks.
"To put on your feet?" asked the interested John.
"Put 'em on the top of the ladder, so that you don't make a noise against the brickwork. But for the Lord's sake don't forget to bring 'em back—they've got your name on!"
"Do we want a jemmy?"
Hillcott made faces to express his derision.
"A jemmy! Why, a paperknife ain't necessary! I'll go and see if I can work out the combination—jag jug jog jig, beg big bog bag, din dun don den…"
"Look at my hand," said Garry, when he had gone. It was trembling.
"That's not too good," said Dory.
"I'll get over that in a minute," said Garry. "It isn't the fear of burgling a house, it's the thought that I can go tomorrow to Garth and Innsbrook and stop that notice."
"Tomorrow? When is The Calendar published?"
"In the afternoon."
"The warning-off notice will be there—"
"It won't!" Garry almost shouted the words. "If I have to kill somebody it won't!"
Then came Hillcott, unbidden, carrying in his hand a little red pocket book. For a moment Garry thought that it might contain some secret instrument for the accomplishment of his purpose.
"I forgot all about this," said Hillcott.
"What is it?" asked Garry curiously.
The man was turning the thing over in his hand, rubbing off against his cuff the dust that covered one side of the book; a reprehensible practice of Hillcott's, but one which Garry was prepared for the moment to overlook.
"Do you remember old Lascarne—" he began.
"Mr Lascarne—yes," said Garry. "I don't have to exercise my memory very hard. He was here tonight."
"Do you remember old—Mr Lascarne losing this, the week he was here at Ascot?"
Garry frowned.
"Why, of course. You looked for it and couldn't find it. I'll give it to him tomorrow. Where did you find it?"
"In the cupboard under the stairs."
As Hillcott handed the book across, something fluttered to the floor.
"What's that?"
"A bill," said Hillcott.
Garry looked at him sternly.
"I suppose there's nothing in this pocketbook you haven't read?"
"Nothing at all," said Hillcott. "Otherwise"—this with great unction—"how was I to know it was old Lascarne's?"
Garry opened the bill and looked at it uncomprehendingly. It was an hotel bill—a Liverpool hotel—and it was made out to Mr and Mrs Sundridge. Even then he did not understand. And then dimly he remembered the scene in that very room on the morning of the first day of Ascot, and Willie's accusation, and Wenda's indignant denial. Here was the bill…in Henry Lascarne's pocketbook.
"Well, I'll be—" began Garry.
For the moment he forgot the projected burglary.
Chapter 19.
Fate had given him a tremendously powerful weapon, a weapon he would not scruple to use if the occasion arose.
Under the direction of Hillcott he equipped himself for the evening's work. Hillcott refused to be left behind; he, also, was a holder of ladders and might be—probably would be—invaluable on the field of action.
The thin gloves were most difficult to come by. Garry ransacked his bureau to find two pairs. Eventually Hillcott got them from the cook—two pairs of cotton gloves, one white, one a genteel grey. They had been bought in Ostend.
"It's funny, you wouldn't think the old girl had ever been out of England, would you? She went on a two days' excursion—"
"Spare me details of the cook's follies," said Garry.
He tried on the gloves; they were too big but would serve. Hillcott had found a couple of electric torches and there were rubber goloshes in plenty. Garry reduced the lights in the study to one and then they crept out into the garden.
The easiest way would be through the garden itself, which adjoined Welbury; but Hillcott counselled the road.
"There's nobody about at this time of night," he said. "The village copper goes home at nine. His wife's expecting a baby. The patrol sergeant went by a quarter of an hour ago—I saw the light of his bicycle."
They walked in single file along the dark road. On the right, midway between the two houses, was a narrow lane; as they passed, Garry threw up the light of his torch, more to test it than for any other purpose.
"Don't go flashing that about," began Hillcott sharply. "Is there anything there, sir?"
Garry had stopped. Parked in the lane he had seen a car.
"That's a pretty big fellow," he said. "Come and have a look, John."
It was not only big but new, an Italian car of imposing performance, with an enormous radiator that glittered in the rays of his torch. It was brand new; the paintwork shone like lacquer. It could not have come from the makers' hands more than a few days before. Throwing his torch on the speedometer, Garry saw that it had covered less than a thousand miles.
"Who on earth leaves a brand new Isotta in a dark lane with all its lights out?" he asked. "Who's got an Isotta round here, Hillcott?"
Hillcott had never seen, it before, could not even guess its ownership. Garry was puzzled. He walked round the machine; three large suitcases were strapped on the roof grid. There was a heavy overcoat on the driver's seat.
"That's odd," he said, and came back to the main road.
Before he had time to discuss the mystery of the car he saw a figure walking slowly towards it. He was in the middle of the road, and recognized the shape and movement of it.
"You two get back and try the garden entrance," he whispered. "I'll go on. I think he spotted me."
"Who is it?" asked John.
Garry signalled him to get back and he himself went on, lighting a cigarette. Lascarne stood in the middle of the road, waiting for him. He wore a light overcoat turned up to his ears, for the night was chilly.
"Hullo! Taking a stroll?" he asked. "I'm just off to Ascot."
"I thought you were spending the night here."
"Don't be absurd, my dear fellow. I couldn't stay the night—Willie's in town. I'm walking over to collect my car at Ascot. I say, I'm terribly sorry about this business."
"I think you said that before," said Garry.
For the moment he had forgotten 'this business', and he certainly had no wish to be reminded of Stewards and Racing Calendars and the consequences of his Ascot indiscretion.
"Wenda's terribly upset. She's gone to bed."
"Willie's in town, is he?" asked Garry, more to change the subject than from any interest in Willie's movements.
"Yes; he's coming down tomorrow. What are you doing out so late?"
It was a bold question, coming from Henry. Mr Lascarne was, as a rule, entirely incurious about other people's business.
"Good for the figure, Henry, a little walk after supper."
He passed on, but Lascarne's voice brought him back.
"I say—" he was awkward and embarrassed "—I hope you don't mind me saying this…but if things aren't going too well with you—I mean financially—you can—er—call on me for anything you want—I mean…money…"
He was so embarrassed, so obviously sincere, that Garry warmed to him. Henry Lascarne was the last man in the world he expected would offer him help; it was another of those curiously unexpected things that happen in real life.
"That's terribly good of you, Henry; but really, I don't want money."
"I know I'm not a friend of yours," Lascarne stumbled on. "I mean, I'm not exactly—"
"I know what you mean." Garry patted him on the shoulder. "I'm awfully grateful. But honestly, I'm rolling in wealth."
He would have gone on, but Henry again interrupted him.
"I mean, I'm not giving you something for nothing. I should charge you interest and all that sort of thing, because it's business."
Garry's laugh stopped him.
"Don't spoil it, Henry. I'm leaving you with a feeling that you're a generous old soul and you insist on representing yourself as a usurer."
Henry puzzled him; but then he realized that Henry had always puzzled him.
He was nearing Welbury House when he heard the sound of a car coming towards him and wondered if it were the new one he had just passed. The noise it made, however, was familiar. The car slowed as it passed him and he saw its tall light disappearing into the drive of Welbury House. Here was a new complication, for he had recognized the car as Willie's.
Going ahead cautiously, he turned into the drive and had another surprise, for he found the car parked on the grass verge in the shade of a big chestnut. The radiator was hot. Why had Willie left it here? There was a big stable yard into which it was usually driven.
Garry went farther along, keeping a sharp look-out for the man, but did not see him. The house was in darkness. Wenda's room he could now distinguish, thanks to Hillcott's plan. There was no light in her window or in the lower part of the house.
Willie had a room in the farther wing, with a private entrance. Garry moved noiselessly to the far wing, but found no evidence that the owner of the house had reached his apartment. He went on to the lower garden and here he found John Dory and Hillcott and held a whispered council of war.
"It almost looks as if Panniford had come down from London to collect something and he's going away immediately. He's left his car in the drive near the gate."
"Everybody's leaving cars about tonight," said Dory irritably. The adventure was getting on his nerves.
"We've got to take the risk, anyway," said Garry. "Where's that ladder?"
They found it after a brief search. It was chained to the wall, but then, as Hillcott explained in a whisper, ladders are very often chained to walls without really bothering the people who needed them. With the aid of an ingenious instrument he carried, he wrenched out the staples and the three men lifted the ladder to the ground. Getting it through the complications of a kitchen garden, through the lych gates, around peculiarly acute angles of walls, was a difficult and hair-raising business. Hillcott seemed to have the eyes of a cat. He went ahead, with one hand steadying the end of the ladder, which the two men carried and, thanks to his guidance, they were able to reach the lawn without mishap, though John Dory had twice blundered into a frame, happily without hurt, for the glass lid of it was raised.
There was still no sound from the house and no sign of life or movement. Hillcott drew the socks on to the end of the ladder and himself raised it and placed it gently in position. One of the casement windows was ajar. Again he repeated to Garry the exact location of every article of furniture in the room.
"Up you go," he whispered and Garry began the ascent.
His heart was beating wildly; he was almost sick with excitement; his mouth and throat were dry; the hands that gripped the side of the ladder were trembling. Worse than this, his legs were curiously powerless; he could hardly drag his feet from rung to rung.
Half-way up he stopped to get breath and to gain resolution and quietude of mind, then, he continued to the top, pushed open, the casement, lifted the catch noiselessly and, with his head whirling, groped one leg into the room and gently lowered himself to the floor.
There was, in this room of Wenda's, a curiously lovely fragrance that was so faint as to be almost imperceptible, yet so distinct as to overpower him. He stood in the shadow of the curtains listening. There was no sound but the loud thumping of his own heart. At that moment he would have given all he possessed to be safely in his own study.
And then there came to him a realization of what it would mean to him if he found what he had set out to find and that thought steadied and nerved him.
Still no sound. He put out his hand gingerly and groped along the wall. Presently he found the outline of a picture frame. He pulled at its edge, as Hillcott had directed. It swung back like a door and beneath he touched a cold steel knob.
He listened again; there was no sound. Wenda was sleeping heavily. It was odd to think that she was here, within reach of him, the woman who had betrayed him, who had lied him to ruin, sleeping peacefully…It was unbelievable, unrealizable.
He threw a pinpoint of light from his torch on to the dial beneath the knob of the safe and began working out combinations, listening for the clicks which would tell him he had found the first letter. Hillcott's hearing must have been more acute than his, for he heard nothing. He tried twenty combinations and was growing desperate. Then, suddenly, a voice said:
"Who's there?"
It was Wenda. He stood still, hardly daring to breathe.
"Who's there?" asked the voice again, and he heard the creak of the bed as somebody moved.
He edged nearer to the window, when suddenly came a click and a flood of light. Wenda, her dressing-gown wound round her sat on the other side of the bed, staring at him.
"Garry!" she gasped. "Garry!"
He saw her eyes go swiftly to the bolted door, then they came back to him. Then they fell upon a little clock on a shelf near where he stood. He noticed mechanically that it was an alarm clock and that the alarm hand was pointing at four. Why did Wenda want to wake at four, he wondered vaguely.
"Good God! Garry! You! What are you doing here? You've been trying to open my safe!"
It brought his mind back to his objective and to his own position. He felt uncomfortably foolish.
"Yes, I've been trying to open your safe."
It was a futile rejoinder, but there was no other that suggested itself at that moment.
"What do you want?" she asked.
What did he want? Even that important detail had gone out of his mind.
"Money," he said.
Her brows met.
"Money?"
He nodded.
"A certain hundred-pound note."
He was feeling more sure of himself, less of a fool.
"Oh, I see," she nodded. Then the corner of her lips curled. "I never had it. I'd forgotten that little fiction of yours…how ridiculous!"
"It doesn't make me laugh," said Garry.
There was a little pause; he saw the colour coming back to the pale face. It was not embarrassment but anger which moved her.
"Get out of here before I call somebody."
She reached for the telephone. Garry could afford to smile.
"It's all right, my dear; you needn't bother to phone—the wires are cut. I have forgotten nothing." He pointed to the wall. "Open that safe."
"Are you mad?" she gasped.
"No, I'm very sane. I want that safe opened and I want to see what's inside it," he said.
He was cool enough now. She had lost the first round of the fight, and knew it.
"If you don't get out of here I'll call Willie," she said. "It is monstrous—"
"I shouldn't call Willie if I were you. It is much easier to open the safe. Just think how foolish I shall look if the thing I expect to find there isn't there at all!"
Again she looked at the door and now her manner changed.
"Oh, Garry. don't be a fool! You're drunk! just imagine how ridiculous you'd look if I sent for the servants and a policeman. Whatever induced you to do a stupid thing like this? Come over and see me in the morning—and talk things over."
Garry shook his head.
"I'll talk things over here and now. By morning that note will be burnt. It would break your heart, but you'd do it. I want a hundred-pound note with a message written on the back."
He could speak with assurance, almost with certainty. He knew now that the note was there, would have wagered his life on it. Wenda would never have parleyed if the safe had been empty. She was fencing for time, could even in her rage simulate the old attitude of geniality and friendship. How much of a simulation it was she showed him immediately, when her tone changed.
"I'll see you dead before I give it to you!" she breathed, and his heart leapt.
"A word will open this safe. Give me that word," he said.
She was clasping and unclasping her hands, her bright eyes never leaving his.
"Oh, Garry, don't be so melodramatic! Now go home and be sensible."
"I want to search that safe," said Garry, "and I'll not go until I do."
"Then you'll stay here until I send for the police," she said furiously.
His answer was to strip his gloves and throw them on the bed.
"Send for them. I'm sorry now I cut the wire."
He looked round the room. It was quite a charming room. Hillcott had said so, and he was a man of taste. Wenda did not hide her fury now; she almost sprang towards him.
"You beast…you…"
"Will you open the safe?"
"I'll be damned if I will!" she breathed. "You should have sent Hillcott to do this work—he wouldn't have wakened me. I should have left it to the alarm clock—"
"What's happening at four this morning?" he asked.
She drew back as though she had been struck.
"I—I don't know what you mean," she faltered.
"I notice your alarm clock is set at four."
"I never use it…it's been like that since I had it."
He lifted the clock and was about to turn the hands when she snatched it from him.
"How stupid you are! Garry, you're behaving like a man in a play."
She looked towards the safe.
"You don't imagine you'd find anything here, do you? I paid the note into the bank."
"Did you rub out the message?" he asked.
"Of course I did."
No simulation now. She was being quite frank to all appearance.
He shook his head.
"The message was written in copying pencil and it couldn't be rubbed out—I suppose you discovered that for yourself."
"Will you go?" she said. "If Willie knew you were here—"
"Call him," he suggested and she took hold of herself, checked the exasperation that was near to panic.
"You're blackmailing me!"
"Yes, I'm blackmailing you."
He took from his pocket a little red cover.
"Do you see this?"
She looked at it; for a moment it had no meaning.
"What is it?"
"Something to go into your safe when it is opened." he said slowly and deliberately. "A pocketbook containing an hotel bill. The Adelphi Hotel, Liverpool…Mr and Mrs Sundridge. Somebody kept it as a souvenir and lost it."
Her face had gone a shade paler. Knowing all that he knew a few days later, he could never understand what she found in that bill so discreditable that its possession by himself was unbearable to her. Was there an especial romance in this, or was it that she wished to clear up the one incident that might bring her into court and disturb the serenity of the life she had planned?
She walked swiftly past him, turned the knob deftly and surely and he watched.
"Sin—s-i-n" he repeated. "Hubert didn't think of that."
She was going to put her hand into the deep recess that was revealed when the circular steel door swung open, but he caught her by the wrist.
"I'll look."
He pulled out paper after paper. Almost the first things he found were the bearer bonds that she had lost. He stuffed them in his pocket and continued his search. Then his fingers closed on something crisp and he drew out a banknote and could have shouted with joy when he saw the blurred message written on its back.
"What have you got to say?" he breathed."
"Here's the twenty thousand you lost and the message you never received."
He looked at the note again.
"You tried to rub it out, but you couldn't."
"Give me that book." Her voice was hard, unemotional.
His heart was full of sorrow for her in that moment of her humiliation.
"Wenda, how could you do it? How could you do it?"
"Give me the book."
He took the bonds from his pocket and turned them over.
"There's fifteen thousand here. You used the other five. You thought you might as well hang for a sheep as for a lamb. Wenda, you fool, if you'd wanted money—"
"If I wanted money!" Her pent fury, burst forth in a torrent. "Who are you…what are you to sit in judgement on me? I hate you! I've always hated you! You had no right to give me the money. You knew I was poor, that I hated poverty, that I'd got a sot of a husband; you tempted me the only kind of temptation that a man like you could offer me! Now give me the book and get out!"
He held up his hand suddenly to cheek her. He had heard a sound outside, the creak of a floorboard.
"Where does Willie sleep?" he said in a low voice.
"He's in London—" she began impatiently.
"He's not in London; his car passed me on the road. I saw it in the drive as I came up."
Her mouth opened in consternation.
"You're trying to frighten me…you're lying!"
"Don't be absurd."
He caught her by the arm and drew her to the window. From where they stood he could see the dim lights of the car twinkling through the overhanging leaves of the trees.
"It's there."
He could hear her quick breathing.
"How long has it been there?"
"Over half an hour. The radiator was hot when I passed."
"But—"
The palm of his hand went over her mouth. His lips went close to her car.
"I saw the door handle turning. Is it locked?"
She nodded.
"Wenda! Open this damned door, will you? You've got a man there—I know you've got a man there!"
It was the roar of Willie's bull voice.
"Open the door or I'll break it in!"
The door shook furiously. Wenda looked from the door to a small table by the side of the bed. For the first time Garry noticed that her open dressing-case was there and that on a chair near by were her folded clothes.
"What am I to do?"
He thought quickly.
"There's nothing for you to do. It's up to me."
To her horror he walked straight to the door, turned the key, slipped back the bolt and flung it open. Willie came staggering in. He was in dishevelled evening dress; his tie had worked round under his ear, his hair was untidy, his red, inflamed face distorted with fury.
"Ah, Garry!" He almost screamed the words. "Garry Anson, eh…I guessed it!"
Molly came in, her face as white as death, drawing on her dressing-gown as she came.
"What is it? Oh, Willie, what is it?"
She stared at Garry, unbelievingly and then at Wenda; and then her eyes wandered to the open safe; and Garry, watching her, saw her smile and knew that she understood.
"You want to know what it's all about do you?" quavered Willie. "That's what it's all about!" He pointed to Garry. "I've known this has been going on for some time…now I've caught you!"
"Don't make a fool of yourself," said Garry.
"You thought I'd gone to London, eh, didn't you? You thought I was out of the way—you came to make it up, I suppose?"
He drew near threateningly, but Garry did not move.
"If I had a gun I'd shoot you…you swine!" He glared at his wife. "As for you, you little brute, you lying, deceitful…!"
He lurched drunkenly towards her. Garry caught him by the lapels of his coat and swung him round.
"Willie, when you've recovered from your hysteria you will see that a burglary has been committed." He pointed to the safe.
"Don't tell me a lot of—"
"Shut up! Do you want all the world to know what a fool you are?" said Garry and pushed him bodily towards the evidence of burglary.
He staggered up, blinked at the open safe door and then at the stockinged top of the ladder against the window.
"Burglary?" he rubbed his head stupidly and then glowered down at Garry. "What are you doing here?"
"I'm being a good neighbour," said Garry lightly.
It was here that Wenda found her voice.
"Are you satisfied?" she asked.
"What's he doing here?" Willie pointed a shaking forefinger at the intruder. "That's what I want to know."
"If it comes to that," said Garry, "what is John Dory doing here?"
He walked to the window and whistled. John Dory, who had stood on the lawn undecided whether he should fly or stand his ground, came to the foot of the ladder.
"Just step up and meet a friend of mine, will you, John?"
John came up with visions of prison and solitary cells dangling before his eyes. His first words when he reached the window level, were:
"Well, I'm in it too! I suppose we'll get ten years for this."
"You saw the burglar, didn't you?" said Garry loudly. "You remember, we found the ladder against the window and we came over to see what help we could give."
Willie's fury had died out. He lumbered across the room to where Wenda was sitting and laid his heavy hand on her shoulder.
"Sorry, old girl," he mumbled.
Garry took Molly by the arm and led her to the door.
"You get to bed. I'll not be seeing you in the morning; I've got a long journey ahead of me, but you will dine with me tomorrow night and we'll fix things."
He kissed her and Wenda permitted herself to smile sourly.
"Replenishing your fortunes, Garry?" she asked avidly.
Garry nodded.
"Something like that," he said.
Willie went away, at his suggestion, to interview the police—it had been Hillcott's idea to cut the telephone wires, on the whole a very excellent idea. Garry waited until the drone of Willie Panniford's car had died away and then he held up the little red book. She would have snatched it from him, but Garry had another request to make—a letter that he had brought with him, addressed to the stewards. For possibly it needed this confession to support the evidence of the banknote and with amazing readiness she signed the document.
"I'm terribly sorry, Garry, that this happened as it has. I think I told you once before that I get panic-stricken—I'm afraid you'll have to put it all down to panic and hysteria and all the odd things that women plead in extenuation of their most desperate deeds!"
She was flippant, almost gay and he wondered why.
"You'll marry Molly, of course? I always thought you would—I hope you'll be happy. I suppose you don't want me to give you a receipt for this book?"
There was a touch of the sardonic in her voice. "All you need do is to say 'thank you'"
"Why 'thank you'?" she asked innocently.
"I've saved your fair name."
She laughed at this. "I'm sorry you haven't got all your money back, but really my friendship was worth five thousand pounds. I've taught you something about women that you didn't know before. As for Henry—well, I'm awfully fond of Henry. By the way, have you seen his new car—that beautiful Isotta?"
Garry walked to the door and paused.
"Why did you want to be wakened at four?"
She waved him out.
"Curiosity brought trouble to the Garden of Eden, Garry." she said and he remembered a certain morning at Ascot and shuddered.
They were waiting for him below, Dory, with the socks in his hand, impatient to be gone, Hillcott a little bored. They went back to Daneham Lodge through the garden. It was nearly three o'clock before they finished celebrating the great event and then Garry's chauffeur brought the Rolls round.
As they moved down towards the road, a car reared past. Garry had a glimpse of it—a brand new Isotta, with three big cases piled on top. It was half past four…Wenda had not gone back to bed again and the alarm that was to call her at four o'clock for an important engagement was unnecessary.
Garry heard all about it from Molly when he came back from Doncaster. He stopped in London to collect The Calendar, which was wet from the printers' hands.
"They must have gone straight to the Continent, she and Henry. Willie was heartbroken for nearly an hour. There'll be a divorce, of course and then I hope Mrs Arkwright will make an honest man of him. But I do wish I knew where Wenda had gone—it would be so embarrassing to meet her when we're on our honeymoon, Garry."
"Look at this."
He picked up The Calendar from the table and paraded it triumphantly. It was the same sedate publication she knew, but with a difference. On the front page was a blank space, where evidently a notice had been expunged at the last moment.
"The printers had to saw off the tops of the type with a chisel," said Garry. "It was my warning-off notice. I'm going to have that Calendar framed!"
THE END