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1: The Golden Rule
Mrs. Oliphant
1828-1897
Black & White, 22 August 1891
THE BREAKFAST-ROOM in the vicarage at Leighton-Furness was one of the most cheerful rooms you can imagine, especially at the hour and the meal to which it was devoted. It got all the morning sun, and on a warm morning in May, when the lilacs with which the lawn was surrounded were in full bloom, and the pretty breakfast-table was adorned— as all tables are nowadays— with the flowers of the season, wallflowers golden and brown, with the dew still on them freshly gathered, making a glow of colour among the white china, and filling the room with fragrance, you could not have seen a pleasanter place. And the family gathered round the table was in every way suited to the place.
First, the vicar, sixty, hale and hearty, with white hair, which was exceedingly becoming to him, and a fine country colour speaking of fresh air and much exercise. Second, his wife, Mrs. Wynyard, ten years younger, very well preserved, who had been a handsome woman in her day; and third, Emily, not, perhaps, to be described in these words, but yet a young woman whose looks were not to be despised, and who would have been an important member of any household in which she had found herself. It was a special providence, Mrs. Wynyard believed, all things considered, that up to this moment her father's house had pleased her more than any other, and that no suitor had carried her away.
For it need scarcely be said that in this pleasant house everything was not pleasant. Had all been well with them the historian would have had nothing to tell; from whence, no doubt, comes the saying, whether appropriated to countries or to wives, that those are the happiest of whom there is nothing to be said. The post had come in just before the moment at which this episode in their lives opens, and the ladies, as was natural, had thrown themselves upon their letters. The vicar, for his part, had opened his newspaper, which is the natural division— I do not say of labour— in the circumstances. For at sixty a man, and especially a clergyman, gets a little indifferent about his correspondence, which is generally more a trouble than a pleasure; whereas a woman's interest in her letters, even when they are about nothing in articular, never fails.
This morning, however, there was some special interest which made even the vicar's absorption in his newspaper a little fictitious. When Mrs. Wynyard and her daughter took up the letters, they hoth in one breath exclaimed "Jack!" throwing aside the other items of their correspondence as if they mattered less than nothing. When he heard that exclamation the vicar looked up from his paper and said, "Well?" sharply, looking from one to another; but receiving no reply after a moment's interval returned, or seemed to return, to his reading. He knew by long experience that Jack's letters generally meant some scrape or other, and he was relieved when he got no answer; but still, I think, his newspaper for the moment was more or less a pretence.
Jack was not a son appropriate to a vicarage: he was not of the kind of those who are their father's favourite and their mother's joy. How it is that this comes to pass, who can tell? With everything to lead him to do well, every tradition and habit of life in his favour, he had not done well. He should have been ready to step into the vicarage in his father's place, for it was a sort of family living, securing many good things to the fortunate inheritor. But it was soon found that this was out of the question; not in the way which is most respectable and even superior nowadays, entitling a young man to the interest and admiration of everybody— that of religious doubts and scruples— but in a more vulgar way, which secures nobody's interest. He had not managed even to take his degree; he had done nothing that he ought to have done: and, instead of being in orders or at the bar, or a fellow of his college, all which would have been things reasonable and to be expected, he was in a merchant's office in London, sadly against his will, and against all the prepossessions of his family. But what was he, then, to do? Jack had nothing to suggest: what he would have liked would have been to do nothing at all, but, failing that, he did not mind what it was. It was considered a great piece of luck when his father's old friend, Mr. Bullock, took him into his office at an age when young men are not generally taken into offices, and for a time it was supposed that Jack was going to do very well. But in an evil hour Mr. Bullock sent him on a commercial mission to America, in which Jack was not successful— perhaps because he thought a voyage like that was chiefly a frolic; perhaps for other causes. He had not been successful, but yet, when he returned home (considerably after the time at which he ought to have returned home) he was not dismissed because of his employer's affection for his father. Mr. Bullock, however, took an opportunity of telling the vicar privately that Jack would not do anything in business.
"He may make his own living as a poor clerk," the merchant said, "which is a dreary thing to look forward to. I gave him a chance, but he hasn't taken it. I felt it my duty to tell you, Wynyard: if you can find anything else for him where he may do better, don't hesitate to take him away."
The vicar knew very well this meant that his commercial friend would he glad to get rid of Jack, but he did not take the hint.
"It is always something that he should be making his living," he said, and Mr. Bullock was too great a friend of the Wynyards to send their boy away.
But Jack got on worse than ever after that unsuccessful attempt. As for making his living, his mother knew how many little things there were to be made up. It was a knowledge which the ladies of the family kept as far as they could from his father. But when he got into any bad scrape this was not possible, so that all the members of the family were a little afraid, as well as eager, to see what was in Jack's letters when they came. They did not come very often, and two in one day was a thing which probably had never happened before: the scrape must be graver than usual to warrant such an effort on his part, they all thought. Each of the recipients gave a little gasp on opening her special communication, but neither said anything, which at first was an ease to the vicar's mind. But the letters were long (another wonder), and after a while he became impatient. When Emily had reached the fourth page of hers, which her father saw, in some miraculous way, through the Times, he put down his paper altogether and again said, "Well?" in a still sharper tone.
"Oh, papa! the most wonderful news," Emily said.
"Well?" cried Mrs. Wynyard, not to be behind, "I can't tell you if it is well or not, but it is something, at least, that I never thought I should live to see."
"It may be the making of him, mother," cried Emily.
"Or his ruin," Mrs. Wynyard said.
"What is it," cried the vicar, bringing down his fist on the table, "in the name of—"
It was only to be expected from a vicar that he should never use any bad words: and neither did he make a free use of those that are too good for common use, and which sound profane, even when authorized, as some people think, by his cloth. But he had a habit of going very near the edge, as if he were about to say them, which had often an impressive effect.
"Papa— I don't know how to tell you— Jack has got engaged."
"Oh, stop, Charles, stop! wait till you hear. Don't say anything rash. To a lady whom he met in America (I knew there was some reason for his staying so long in America)— a lady— who is rolling in money, Charles!"
The vicar had his mouth opened to make a remark when he was stopped by his wife; indeed, he had more than half made it before he could stop himself. "The confounded foo—!" Being arrested, he brought himself up with a run and a gasp.
"Wait till you hear it rightly!" cried his wife. "He met her in some out-of-the-way place; don't you remember he did say something about an out-of-the-way place, Emily? and fell in love with her. But poor boy, he was too honourable to speak. How could he, knowing he had nothing? It is that that has made him so unsettled. Didn't I always say there was something, Emily,— something we didn't know?"
"As for that," said the vicar, getting his breath, "there are probably hundreds of things we don't know."
"Oh, Charles, don't be so harsh; when now there is every appearance her father has come over with her, and has called at the office. They've taken a house in the country, and they've asked Jack to stay with them."
"But more, more, far more!" cried Emily, crimson with excitement, "he has proposed— and has been accepted, papa."
"Are you sure you are not dreaming all this?" the vicar said. "Look again; there must be some mistake."
"There is no mistake at all; read it yourself," said Mrs. Wynyard, thrusting the letter into his hands. "Of course it is for you as much as me. He says a pretty creature, with those wonderful complexions American girls are said to have, and with Heaven only knows how much money; oh, I don't wonder your father is flurried ; I cannot get my breath myself."
"It may be the making of him, mother!"
"If it isn't the other thing," Mrs. Wynyard said.
"How could it be the other thing? when we have always said between ourselves that a wife, a nice wife, who had sense, if it were ever possible that he could be able to marry, would be the saving of Jack!"
"Ah, yes," said Mrs. Wynyard, "if he could have had an income to marry on— an income of his own; but if the money is all on the woman's side, and a father to look after her, to tie it up. Oh, it isn't that I am for money, though I see the great, great advantage. But would she take all the trouble with him if it was like that?"
"She would love to take the trouble," said Emily. "Could she be happy if he were not happy— and right?" she added in an undertone.
The vicar glanced over the letter while this conversation was going on. He did not read it line by line, but jumped at the meaning, having had it already explained to him. And for a moment his heart rose lightly in his breast. To have Jack provided for, suddenly made independent, no longer a trouble and anxiety to everybody belonging to him, but with a home, an income, a keeper (so to speak) of his own! The vicar's heart gave a leap of relief and delight. No more responsibility.
It would be his wife's business to look after him, and nobody could do that as well as a wife. And then the money. Even without the money, if there had been any chance that Jack could ever have enough to live upon, they had all been agreed that a wife might be the making of him. That meant, I fear, that she (poor soul! the problematical wife) would take the anxiety off the shoulders of his parents, that she would put herself between Jack and harm, and perhaps cure him, and bring him right— a thing which it is known women have undertaken to do, and have done tant Men que mal, and made life possible, before now. This was an aspiration they had all breathed, never expecting, however, that it would come to pass— and to see it suddenly realized, and with money added, that would make it all the more sure! A beautiful vision rose before the vicar's mind— of a time when there would be no anxiety about Jack, no remittances to send him, no dreadful news of dismissal to be looked for, or any other anxiety of that kind; no call upon every available penny to make up for some misadventure: but peace and happiness, and some one to watch over him wherever he went. The money, indeed, was a great thing, but the guardian, the companion, the some one to watch over him, that was the thing of all.
But then the vicar put down the letter, and those heartstrings, which had so relaxed and been sensible of the happiest loosening and ease, tightened all at once again. He put his elbows on the table, and his face in his hands. The ladies were silent, thinking that he was thanking God. But, when he looked up after that pause, his face was not the face of a man glorified by thanksgiving. The old lines were all drawn again round his anxious eyes.
"Jane," he said, "and you, Emily, listen to me. We talk every day, don't we, about doing to our neighbours as we would that our neighbours should do to us?"
"Surely," said Mrs. Wynyard, a little dismayed, though she scarcely knew why : for to have her assent required to such a proposition, at such a moment, was the strangest thing in the world.
The vicar's ruddy countenance had grown quite pale.
"If a man should come asking to marry Emily, and his people concealed— necessary facts from us— hoping she would be the saving of him—"
Then there passed a dreadful moment of silence in that glowing room, so bright with sunshine. The three looked in each other's faces— they were as if the y had been struck dumb.
"Oh, Charles, Charles!" said Mrs. Wynyard, and began to cry; "Oh, papa!"
It was a name she still sometimes called him, in kindness, for the children's sakes.
"Father," said Emily, faltering, "in such, cases people judge for themselves. They hate any one who interferes—"
"As you would that men should do unto you, do you also unto them," the vicar replied.
"If it was my case," she cried, colouring high, "I should not believe a word!"
"Oh, papa," repeated his wife, "papa! you will not say anything! Your own son, and perhaps the only hope."
"Father, if he was responsible for a woman's happiness— he has never had any responsibility : and if he loses her— as he says—"
"And he always had the kindest heart!" cried Mrs. Wynyard, among her tears.
"Get me the time-table," said the vicar; "at least they must judge for themselves. I am going to town by the next train."
ii
THE VICAR was asked into a handsome room in a hotel somewhere in Mayfair. He had got the address from Jack, who gave it with suspicion and reluctance, not knowing what his father could mean, or what he wanted dashing up to town like this.
"Do you mean to tell me you're engaged to Miss Boldero?" the vicar said.
"Why, yes; of course we are engaged. Should I have written to the mater about it, do you think, if it hadn't been true? But you never believe a word I say," Jack answered, with a certain defiance.
"I believe this, Jack, since you say it to my face. Does this girl know anything about you?"
"This girl ! You might be more civil to my betrothed. Of course she knows everything she has any call to know about me—"
"And she has a father?"
"She has a father," said Jack, beginning to feel there was trouble in the air.
"It is right that he and I should talk the matter over," said the vicar.
"If it's about money," said Jack, more and more alarmed, "they know I've got no money; there is no use entering upon that."
"There is use in entering upon— a great many things," the vicar said.
"Father, what do you mean? You are not going to— you don't mean to— spoil my chance!" cried the young man, "the only chance I ever may have in my life!"
The vicar said nothing. He gave his boy a look that silenced Jack. When had his father spoiled a chance, or taken a hope away from him? But there was nothing more to be said to him now.
It was a handsome room for a room in a hotel, being the best; and in the corner near the great window which commanded a glimpse of Piccadilly, there was seated a young lady alone— a tall girl, with fair hair frizzed upon her forehead, an unexceptionable toilette, and a clear-cut imperious face. There is something a little faulty, something peculiar, in the American mouth. Heaven knows all our mouths are faulty in all nations— it is the peccant feature everywhere. In France they say it of the English, whose long teeth are a frequent subject of mockery: but the American mouth has a character specially its own. It is a little harsh, the merest trifle in the world under-hanging— nay, too slight for any such decided expression; let us say with the under lip the least in the world protruding beyond its fellow—
"Her lips were thin,
Except the one was next the chin."
But, on the other hand, that is too complimentary, for the underlip was as thin as the other, only put forward a hair's breadth. It is the result, I suppose, in the young feminine subject of having things too much her own way. She was looking at the vicars card, which he had sent up, when he entered the room, and she said, with a little start, but without rising—
"Mr. Wynyard, Leighton-Furness Vicarage. Goodness! You are Jack's papa!"
"Yes, I am Jack's papa," said the vicar, half astonished, half confused— half, nay, not half, for three halves cannot be— but the very least bit amused. He took the hand she held out to him and held it for a moment. She looked a creature who might do this thing— imperious, not hesitating or counting the cost, whatever she might take into her head.
"And you also have a papa," said the vicar.
"Yes; I suppose Jack has told you all about us— how we met him, and how we did this bold thing and came after him here?"
"He did not say you had come after him. I should have been very angry if he had."
"Why? It is quite true. I liked him— I don't feel the least ashamed— better than any man I have seen; and I thought, perhaps, it was the money kept him back. You are so ridiculously poor in this country. Why are you so poor ? So we came after him, papa and I—"
"Was papa aware of— of what I may call the object of the journey?" said the vicar, not knowing whether to laugh out, which, perhaps, she would not have liked, or what to do.
"Oh," said this young lady, "I never hide anything from papa."
"He is not in, I fear," said the vicar.
"Yes, he is in; do you want him? Tell me first before I let you see him what are you going to tell him about Jack?"
"My dear young lady, the two fathers must certainly be permitted to talk such a matter over."
"No," said the girl, "unless you tell me first what you are going to tell him about Jack."
"I am going to speak to him very seriously," said the vicar. "It is a very serious thing to confide the happiness of a girl like you to a young man you scarcely know."
"Oh!" she said, "that's taking it the wrong way about — confiding his happiness to me, you mean. Oh, I am not at all afraid; I'll make him happy. You need not make yourself miserable about that."
The vicar pressed his hat— a hat which had a rosette, as somebody has said, a sort of daisy in it, for he was a rural dean, whatever that may be— between his hands. The girl's eyes were fixed upon that little symbol of ecclesiastical rank. She interrupted him before he could say any more.
"What is that for?— that thing in your hat? You are perfectly delightful for a papa-in-law. You make me more and more satisfied that I came."
"My dear," said the vicar, feeling that his virtue was stealing away from him under these blandishments, "I must see your father."
"Why?" she said. "I am sure I will do better. It is I that am to marry Jack, and not father. I'll hear what you have got to say."
"I called on Mr. Boldero," he said, more and more anxiously; "permit me to ring and ask if he is in the hotel."
"Oh, he is in the next room," she said, "but he would not come in, of course, when he heard I was talking to somebody. Father!" she said, raising her voice.
A door opened, and a tall man put in his head. "Do you want me, Childie?" he said.
"I don't want you; but here is a gentleman who wants you. It is Mr. Wynyard, papa; Jack's father."
"I am happy to make your acquaintance, sir," said Mr. Boldero.
Both father and daughter spoke with an accent which was extremely piquant to the vicar. He had scarcely ever encountered any of their country-folk before, and he was extremely curious about them, and would, had his mind been less deeply engaged, have been greatly amused and delighted with their unaccustomed ways. Mr. Boldero was clad very solemnly in black, and doubtless had other peculiarities besides his accent; but the vicar was not at sufficient ease to remark them.
"I heard only this morning," he said, "of the engagement— if it is an engagement— between your daughter and my son Jack: and I came up to town instantly to see you."
"If it is an engagement!" said Miss Boldero with indignation.
"Well, sir, and have you any objection?" said the other father.
"Will you grant me an interview, Mr. Boldero?"
"With pleasure; isn't this an interview? Fire away," said Miss Boldero's papa.
The vicar did not know what to say. He sat still for a moment with the spirit gone out of him. Then he murmured almost with a supplicating tone, "I meant a private interview, Mr. Boldero."
"Oh," said the American, "I have no secrets from my Childie here. She's full of sense, and always gives me her advice. Besides, if it is anything about Jack, it is she that has the best right to hear."
The poor vicar stared blankly in the face of this man, who, being a man and his own contemporary, ought surely to have understood him. He had thought that no man could have been more surprised than he had been this morning by the news of Jack's engagement. But he was more surprised now.
"My dear sir," he said, "it is impossible that I can say what I have to say in the presence of Miss Boldero "
"Oh, never mind me," said the young lady. "He has come to tell you something against Jack, papa. I ought to be here "
"It will be more fair," said Mr. Boldero.
"It is just simply indispensable," said his daughter.
The vicar felt the obstinacy of despair come into his being. He said—
"This is a very serious matter; I must talk to you alone. For Heaven's sake grant me ten minutes when your child's happiness is at stake. It is not all such easy work, such plain sailing as you seem to think."
"Father," said Miss Boldero, "if he tells you Jack has another wife living or anything of that sort, promise me you'll not believe him."
She raised herself slowly from her seat.
"No, I'll not believe him without proof."
"I shan't, with volumes of proof. But I'll go away, though I consider it very uncivil and just like an Englishman to treat a woman in this contemptuous way. You said ten minutes, Mr. Wynyard. I'll come back in ten minutes to hear what all this fuss is about."
The young lady retired accordingly. She had a fine, graceful figure, and moved languidly, swinging a little to one side and another as some tall people do; and she went no further than to the next room, where it would not have been difficult to hear all that passed. But one could not see that young person and suspect her of listening at a door.
"Well," said Mr. Boldero, "out with it now. Is there another wife living? I'll have to see all the papers before I'll believe that of Jack."
"Another wife!" cried the vicar. "God bless my soul, what can you be thinking of? Jack is not a villain!"
"Then there is not another wife? Well, that's a relief. What was a man to think? You're so dreadfully in earnest. If it ain't that, it's all right."
"But it is not all right," said the vicar.
"Mr. Boldero, do you know my son has not a penny?— that is, there will be a mere trifle when we are both dead, his mother and I; but she's young yet, thank God. Stop a moment! And he is only a clerk in my friend Bullock's office, earning little, and, it breaks my heart to say, deserving little."
"An idle young dog; more fond of pleasure than of work. One can see as much as that, having, as you may say, the pleasure of his acquaintance, with half an eye."
"And there is more behind," said the vicar, very pale. "Don't make me blame my own boy more than I can help. God knows what it costs me to speak, but I can't let— the happiness of another young creature— be thrown away."
"Meaning Childie," said Mr. Boldero. "She's pretty well able to look after that herself. Hullo! you're not feeling faint, are you? Stop a moment; I've got something handy here."
"Never mind," said the vicar, waving him away. "Never mind ; I'm all right. Mr. Boldero, do you understand what I say? Can I say anything stronger to make you understand? I dare not let you trust your daughter's happiness to Jack without telling you—"
"Here, old man, take this, and sit down and keep quiet till you come to yourself."
And to tell the truth a mist was coming over the vicar's eyes. He laid his head back, and the room seemed to be gyrating round him. His heart was beating loud in his ears, and the tall figure standing before him with a glass in its hand seemed some kind of solemn demon tempting him to an unknown fate. He swallowed what was given to him, however, and slowly came to himself— the walls sinking into the perpendicular, and the tall American in his black coat becoming recognizable once more.
"You want to know, now, I suppose," said the other father, "how the young folks are to live? I'm pretty comfortably off, and she's all I have in the world."
"Are you sure you understand me? Do you know what I mean?" said the vicar in despair.
"I know what you say fast enough; but what you mean is beyond me: unless it be to put a spoke in your son's wheel: which is more than I can understand, I'll allow."
The vicar did not say a word. They would think it at home, too, that he had tried to put a spoke in his son's wheel; and Jack would think it with more reason. But he felt that he had not another word to say.
"Have you got anything more to tell me in this hole-and-corner way?" the other father asked.
The vicar shook his head. "What does it matter what I have to say, when you won't believe me?" he said.
"Then I reckon I may as well have her back. Here, Childie," said Mr. Boldero.
And the door opened widely, and the young lady sailed in. "Well, papa," she said.
"Well, Childie. This old gentleman wants us to understand that his son is a bad lot, earns no money to speak of, and deserves less; is just good for nothing as far as I can make him out, not fit to be trusted with your happiness, he says."
"Father," said Miss Boldero, "who is talking of trusting Jack with my happiness? Is it the woman that asks the man to make her happy, or the man that asks the woman?"
"As a matter of fact it's the man; but I don't know that it always holds good. I must allow there is a doubt on that,"
"There is no doubt in my mind," said the young lady. "Jack's happiness is going to be trusted to me, and I'll take care of it. If Mr. Wynyard has any objection to me he has got a right to say it."
"I ain't quite so clear of that," said Mr. Boldero. "Jack's of age; he's a man, and he has a right to choose for himself. The old gentleman has no call to have any voice in it."
Now, the vicar had gone on for a long time hearing himself called the " old gentleman," and had borne it; though at sixty, when a man is well and strong, it is an appellation which he feels to be half ludicrous and half injurious.
But at last the moment had come when he could bear no more.
"The old gentleman," he said, "as you call me, has no desire to have a veto on his son's choice. You are a very pretty young lady, and charming, I am sure. But I don't know what are your other qualities, Miss Boldero. You must excuse me if I go now, for I have said everything I have to say."
"Go!" cried the girl, "without even having your luncheon!— you, who are going to be my papa-in-law?"
"Or a drink," said her father. "Yes, I had to give him a drink, or he would have fainted on my hands. Sir— if I must not call you an old gentleman— I'm a great one for knowing motives. What was your meaning in coming here to-day?"
"His meaning, of course, was to make acquaintance with me, papa, and see what sort of girl I was."
"Childie, let alone with your talk for one short moment, and let him speak."
The vicar stood up, and would have gone away if he could; but the tall, black figure opposite barred the way, and demanded an answer. And, indeed, the answer was hard to give; for a man somehow finds it very hard to say that he has done anything, whatever it may be, simply from the highest motive of all. The vicar felt this deeply, though he was an old gentleman, and though to be religious was, as you may say, his profession. He was often not at all abashed to avow a mean motive; but when you think of it, it requires a great deal of courage to claim to be carrying out the charge of the Gospel. When he spoke his voice faltered, and his ruddy old face was like a rose. "Sir," he replied, adopting, without knowing it, the style of his questioner, "I have been preaching all my life what my Master said, 'Whatsoever you would that men should do unto you, do ye also unto them.' "
There was a little pause in the room, and though the rattle of the carriages in the streets, and the sound of the men with the flowers calling, "All a-blowing and a-growing," came in very distinctly, yet the effect was as if you could have heard a pin fall. The boldest held his breath for a time— that is to say, even Miss Boldero, though she was not quite clear what it was all about, did not say a word. At last—
"That gentleman's Jack's father, Childie," said Mr. Boldero slowly. "I'm not in the running with the likes of him. If you don't train that fellow up to do his father credit, I'll never believe in you again."
"I will, papa," said the girl, as if she were making a vow.
JACK WYNYARD strolled in in the afternoon, very carefully dressed, with a flower in his coat, but with much trouble in his mind. Why did his father come up to town so suddenly? What was it he was so anxious to say? The young man's conscience told him pretty clearly what it was, and he went to the hotel to fulfil his engagement with his betrothed, expecting little but to be met by her father, and sent about his business, as the result of what his own father had said.
But no such reception awaited him. He found Miss Boldero in her prettiest toilette waiting for him.
"And oh, Jack," said that young lady, "there has been the sweetest old gentleman here with a button in his hat, saying all sorts of things about you. He said you were not fit to be trusted with my happiness, and I said no; but I was to be trusted with yours. And we are going down to the vicarage to stay; do you hear, to stay, and make acquaintance with everything. And papa has fallen fathoms deep in love with him. And you are to behave, sir, like a saint or an angel, or I will lose all my credit with everybody from this day."
The vicar went home, I need not say, with a load lifted from his heart. He had delivered his soul, and yet he had not injured Jack. But that was because the people whom he had warned, in the discharge of his bounden duty, were such people as never were.
"They know everything at least," he said to his wife and Emily, who met him with much anxiety at the gate, both of them looking ten years older. "I have not concealed anything from them. But how it will all end God knows."
__________
2: The Letters
Mark Hellinger
1903-1947
Daily Telegraph (Sydney), 14 March 1938
THE MAID helped the old lady to a chair. The old lady sat like a person afraid of falling. She smiled her thanks. The maid said that Mrs. Weston would be down in a minute.
The old lady looked like a worn cameo. Atrophied muscles made her head bob incessantly, as though she were nodding to herself. She wore a black pancake hat with a ribbon bowed under her chin. The black, loose-fitting dress was her Sunday best. In her lap was a small package.
Mrs. Weston noticed these things before she bowed into the room. Mrs. Weston was tall and regal. She held her chin high and knew how to fix a polite but none-too-cordial smile on her face.
"How do you, do, Mrs. Cummings," she said. "I am Mrs. Weston."
THE old woman jumped.
"Oh," she said, "I didn't hear you come in." She held a hand to her heart and looked apologetic. "I'm getting a little deaf in my old age."
Mrs. Weston studied the old lady. Her eyes grew softer. She drew up a chair.
"You're Harry's mother," she said. It was not a question.
The old woman sighed. "I suppose you didn't hear the news, Mrs. Weston. No, I thought not. It is sad news. My Harry is gone."
"Gone?" repeated Mrs. Weston. "Gone where?"
"He's dead. Gone forever. He was killed by a truck on Indiana Road on Tuesday night." Her head bobbed a little more. "I buried him yesterday morning."
Mrs. Weston was startled. Shocked.
"How awful" she cried. "I had no idea—"
"There, there," said the old lady, soothingly. "I know, my dear. I know how you feel."
For a few seconds neither woman spoke. To one, a son was gone. To the other, a lover....
THE old lady tried to sound casual.
"It seems very strange to have nobody left," she murmured. "I've been accustomed to having so many around me." She made a helpless gesture. "I was one of eight children myself. But now everybody's gone. Even— even my Harry."
Mrs. Weston wanted to commiserate. But she told herself that expressions of sympathy always sounded dull and insincere. So she merely permitted her eyes to mirror her feelings.
The old lady smiled wanly. "I never met you before," she said. "But I do know, that my Harry thought a great deal of you, even though you were married. Years ago, my dear, he told me of his affection for you.
"I told him it was very wrong for him to fall in love with a married woman. But Harry just laughed at me." She shook her head. "He said I was old-fashioned."
Mrs. Weston was obviously embarrassed. Still she said nothing.
"You know, Mrs. Weston, my Harry wasn't really a bad boy. He was in trouble twice, and the second time he was in prison. Al-though I'm hardly telling you anything you don't know.
"But you know, too, that he wasn't really bad. He was more careless than anything else. He was easily led, and his friends were the ones who got him into trouble."
Mrs. Weston was afraid the reminiscences would bring on tears.
"Now, now," she soothed, patting the old lady's hand. "Now, now, Mrs. Cummings. Harry wouldn't want you to be thinking about those things."
"I know," said Mrs. Cummings, "I know. But I thought that some people might have the wrong impression of my boy. Maybe you—"
"Please don't say that, Mrs. Cummings. After all, you mustn't forget that I knew Harry very, very well."
The old lady looked grateful. It was good to speak to someone who had loved her boy as she did. She stood up with an effort and clasped Mrs. Weston around the shoulders. Then the tears came.
AFTER that, the old lady felt better. She sat down again and talked quite rationally. In a few minutes, Mrs. Weston was very fond of her.
"You know how you get at a time like that," the old lady was saying. "When I came back from the funeral I looked through Harry's effects— and I found this little package of letters."
She removed the paper from the package that had been resting beside her. "I found that they were letters you had written to my son. So I said to myself, I said, 'She loved my boy, and she'd like these as a remembrance.' And that's why I brought them over to you the very first chance I had."
Mrs. Weston accepted the letters. She regarded Mrs. Cummings very tenderly.
"You're a wonderful person," she said. "Not many mothers would have bothered like this."
Nonsense." returned the old lady brightly. "We both loved him, didn't we? Why shouldn't we both share his dear memory? And look how. he had those letters tied. With pink ribbon, mind you! As bad as I felt, I had to laugh. Because, when a man ties his lady-love's letters with pink ribbon— well, there's no hope for him, that's all."
Like most victims of a great grief, she laughed louder than usual. They talked some more, and then Mrs. Cummings arose to leave. At the door, the two women looked at each other.
"Goodbye, my dear," said the old woman. "We both understand, don't we?"
"Yes," said Mrs. Weston softly. "We both loved dear Harry— and we both understand. Goodbye, Mother Cummings."
MRS. WESTON watched the old lady toddle up the street, Then she sighed and walked, out into the kitchen. She took the lid from the stove and fed the package of letters" to the flames, one by one. Her maid watched her curiously. She watched those letters burn until they flickered in black ash. The smoke was curling in her face, but she did not move.
"Marie," she said quietly, to the maid, "I have news for you. You won't have to keep that weekly appointment with Harry Cummings any more."
"No, madam?" returned the maid. "Why not?"
Mrs. Weston smiled harshly. '
"Because," she said, as she placed the lid back on the stove, "the dirty, rotten blackmailer is dead."
__________
3: The Isle of Voices
Robert Louis Stevenson
1850-1894
The National Observer 4 Feb 1893
Collected in: Island Nights’ Entertainment, 1893
KEOLA was married with Lehua, daughter of Kalamake, the wise man of Molokai, and he kept his dwelling with the father of his wife. There was no man more cunning than that prophet; he read the stars, he could divine by the bodies of the dead, and by the means of evil creatures: he could go alone into the highest parts of the mountain, into the region of the hobgoblins, and there he would lay snares to entrap the spirits of the ancient.
For this reason no man was more consulted in all the Kingdom of Hawaii. Prudent people bought, and sold, and married, and laid out their lives by his counsels; and the King had him twice to Kona to seek the treasures of Kamehameha. Neither was any man more feared: of his enemies, some had dwindled in sickness by the virtue of his incantations, and some had been spirited away, the life and the clay both, so that folk looked in vain for so much as a bone of their bodies. It was rumoured that he had the art or the gift of the old heroes. Men had seen him at night upon the mountains, stepping from one cliff to the next; they had seen him walking in the high forest, and his head and shoulders were above the trees.
This Kalamake was a strange man to see. He was come of the best blood in Molokai and Maui, of a pure descent; and yet he was more white to look upon than any foreigner: his hair the colour of dry grass, and his eyes red and very blind, so that "Blind as Kalamake, that can see across to-morrow," was a byword in the islands.
Of all these doings of his father-in-law, Keola knew a little by the common repute, a little more he suspected, and the rest he ignored. But there was one thing troubled him. Kalamake was a man that spared for nothing, whether to eat or to drink, or to wear; and for all he paid in bright new dollars. "Bright as Kalamake's dollars," was another saying in the Eight Isles. Yet he neither sold, nor planted, nor took hire— only now and then from his sorceries— and there was no source conceivable for so much silver coin.
It chanced one day Keola's wife was gone upon a visit to Kaunakakai, on the lee side of the island, and the men were forth at the sea-fishing. But Keola was an idle dog, and he lay in the verandah and watched the surf beat on the shore and the birds fly about the cliff. It was a chief thought with him always— the thought of the bright dollars. When he lay down to bed he would be wondering why they were so many, and when he woke at morn he would be wondering why they were all new; and the thing was never absent from his mind. But this day of all days he made sure in his heart of some discovery. For it seems he had observed the place where Kalamake kept his treasure, which was a lock-fast desk against the parlour wall, under the print of Kamehameha the Fifth, and a photograph of Queen Victoria with her crown; and it seems again that, no later than the night before, he found occasion to look in, and behold! the bag lay there empty. And this was the day of the steamer; he could see her smoke off Kalaupapa; and she must soon arrive with a month's goods, tinned salmon and gin, and all manner of rare luxuries for Kalamake.
"Now if he can pay for his goods to-day," Keola thought, "I shall know for certain that the man is a warlock, and the dollars come out of the Devil's pocket."
While he was so thinking, there was his father-in-law behind him, looking vexed.
"Is that the steamer?" he asked.
"Yes," said Keola. "She has but to call at Pelekunu, and then she will be here."
"There is no help for it then," returned Kalamake, "and I must take you in my confidence, Keola, for the lack of anyone better. Come here within the house."
So they stepped together into the parlour, which was a very fine room, papered and hung with prints, and furnished with a rocking- chair, and a table and a sofa in the European style. There was a shelf of books besides, and a family Bible in the midst of the table, and the lock-fast writing desk against the wall; so that anyone could see it was the house of a man of substance.
Kalamake made Keola close the shutters of the windows, while he himself locked all the doors and set open the lid of the desk. From this he brought forth a pair of necklaces hung with charms and shells, a bundle of dried herbs, and the dried leaves of trees, and a green branch of palm.
"What I am about," said he, "is a thing beyond wonder. The men of old were wise; they wrought marvels, and this among the rest; but that was at night, in the dark, under the fit stars and in the desert. The same will I do here in my own house and under the plain eye of day."
So saying, he put the bible under the cushion of the sofa so that it was all covered, brought out from the same place a mat of a wonderfully fine texture, and heaped the herbs and leaves on sand in a tin pan. And then he and Keola put on the necklaces and took their stand upon the opposite corners of the mat.
"The time comes," said the warlock; "be not afraid."
With that he set flame to the herbs, and began to mutter and wave the branch of palm. At first the light was dim because of the closed shutters; but the herbs caught strongly afire, and the flames beat upon Keola, and the room glowed with the burning; and next the smoke rose and made his head swim and his eyes darken, and the sound of Kalamake muttering ran in his ears. And suddenly, to the mat on which they were standing came a snatch or twitch, that seemed to be more swift than lightning. In the same wink the room was gone and the house, the breath all beaten from Keola's body. Volumes of light rolled upon his eyes and head, and he found himself transported to a beach of the sea under a strong sun, with a great surf roaring: he and the warlock standing there on the same mat, speechless, gasping and grasping at one another, and passing their hands before their eyes.
"What was this?" cried Keola, who came to himself the first, because he was the younger. "The pang of it was like death."
"It matters not," panted Kalamake. "It is now done."
"And, in the name of God, where are we?" cried Keola.
"That is not the question," replied the sorcerer. "Being here, we have matter in our hands, and that we must attend to. Go, while I recover my breath, into the borders of the wood, and bring me the leaves of such and such a herb, and such and such a tree, which you will find to grow there plentifully— three handfuls of each. And be speedy. We must be home again before the steamer comes; it would seem strange if we had disappeared." And he sat on the sand and panted.
Keola went up the beach, which was of shining sand and coral, strewn with singular shells; and he thought in his heart—
"How do I not know this beach? I will come here again and gather shells."
In front of him was a line of palms against the sky; not like the palms of the Eight Islands, but tall and fresh and beautiful, and hanging out withered fans like gold among the green, and he thought in his heart—
"It is strange I should not have found this grove. I will come here again, when it is warm, to sleep." And he thought, "How warm it has grown suddenly!" For it was winter in Hawaii, and the day had been chill. And he thought also, "Where are the grey mountains? And where is the high cliff with the hanging forest and the wheeling birds?" And the more he considered, the less he might conceive in what quarter of the islands he was fallen.
In the border of the grove, where it met the beach, the herb was growing, but the tree further back. Now, as Keola went toward the tree, he was aware of a young woman who had nothing on her body but a belt of leaves.
"Well!" thought Keola, "they are not very particular about their dress in this part of the country." And he paused, supposing she would observe him and escape; and seeing that she still looked before her, stood and hummed aloud. Up she leaped at the sound. Her face was ashen; she looked this way and that, and her mouth gaped with the terror of her soul. But it was a strange thing that her eyes did not rest upon Keola.
"Good day," said he. "You need not be so frightened; I will not eat you." And he had scarce opened his mouth before the young woman fled into the bush.
"These are strange manners," thought Keola. And, not thinking what he did, ran after her.
As she ran, the girl kept crying in some speech that was not practised in Hawaii, yet some of the words were the same, and he knew she kept calling and warning others. And presently he saw more people running— men, women and children, one with another, all running and crying like people at a fire. And with that he began to grow afraid himself, and returned to Kalamake bringing the leaves. Him he told what he had seen.
"You must pay no heed," said Kalamake. "All this is like a dream and shadows. All will disappear and be forgotten."
"It seemed none saw me," said Keola.
"And none did," replied the sorcerer. "We walk here in the broad sun invisible by reason of these charms. Yet they hear us; and therefore it is well to speak softly, as I do."
With that he made a circle round the mat with stones, and in the midst he set the leaves.
"It will be your part," said he, "to keep the leaves alight, and feed the fire slowly. While they blaze (which is but for a little moment) I must do my errand; and before the ashes blacken, the same power that brought us carries us away. Be ready now with the match; and do you call me in good time lest the flames burn out and I be left."
As soon as the leaves caught, the sorcerer leaped like a deer out of the circle, and began to race along the beach like a hound that has been bathing. As he ran, he kept stooping to snatch shells; and it seemed to Keola that they glittered as he took them. The leaves blazed with a clear flame that consumed them swiftly; and presently Keola had but a handful left, and the sorcerer was far off, running and stopping.
"Back!" cried Keola. "Back! The leaves are near done."
At that Kalamake turned, and if he had run before, now he flew. But fast as he ran, the leaves burned faster. The flame was ready to expire when, with a great leap, he bounded on the mat. The wind of his leaping blew it out; and with that the beach was gone, and the sun and the sea, and they stood once more in the dimness of the shuttered parlour, and were once more shaken and blinded; and on the mat betwixt them lay a pile of shining dollars. Keola ran to the shutters; and there was the steamer tossing in the swell close in.
The same night Kalamake took his son-in-law apart, and gave him five dollars in his hand.
"Keola," said he, "if you are a wise man (which I am doubtful of) you will think you slept this afternoon on the verandah, and dreamed as you were sleeping. I am a man of few words, and I have for my helpers people of short memories."
Never a word more said Kalamake, nor referred again to that affair. But it ran all the while in Keola's head— if he were lazy before, he would now do nothing.
"Why should I work," thought he, "when I have a father-in-law who makes dollars of sea-shells?"
Presently his share was spent. He spent it all upon fine clothes. And then he was sorry:
"For," thought he, "I had done better to have bought a concertina, with which I might have entertained myself all day long." And then he began to grow vexed with Kalamake.
"This man has the soul of a dog," thought he. "He can gather dollars when he pleases on the beach, and he leaves me to pine for a concertina! Let him beware: I am no child, I am as cunning as he, and hold his secret." With that he spoke to his wife Lehua, and complained of her father's manners.
"I would let my father be," said Lehua. "He is a dangerous man to cross."
"I care that for him!" cried Keola; and snapped his fingers. "I have him by the nose. I can make him do what I please." And he told Lehua the story.
But she shook her head.
"You may do what you like," said she; "but as sure as you thwart my father, you will be no more heard of. Think of this person, and that person; think of Hua, who was a noble of the House of Representatives, and went to Honolulu every year; and not a bone or a hair of him was found. Remember Kamau, and how he wasted to a thread, so that his wife lifted him with one hand. Keola, you are a baby in my father's hands; he will take you with his thumb and finger and eat you like a shrimp."
Now Keola was truly afraid of Kalamake, but he was vain too; and these words of his wife's incensed him.
"Very well," said he, "if that is what you think of me, I will show how much you are deceived." And he went straight to where his father-in-law was sitting in the parlour.
"Kalamake," said he, "I want a concertina."
"Do you, indeed?" said Kalamake.
"Yes," said he, "and I may as well tell you plainly, I mean to have it. A man who picks up dollars on the beach can certainly afford a concertina."
"I had no idea you had so much spirit," replied the sorcerer. "I thought you were a timid, useless lad, and I cannot describe how much pleased I am to find I was mistaken. Now I begin to think I may have found an assistant and successor in my difficult business. A concertina? You shall have the best in Honolulu. And to-night, as soon as it is dark, you and I will go and find the money."
"Shall we return to the beach?" asked Keola.
"No, no!" replied Kalamake; "you must begin to learn more of my secrets. Last time I taught you to pick shells; this time I shall teach you to catch fish. Are you strong enough to launch Pili's boat?"
"I think I am," returned Keola. "But why should we not take your own, which is afloat already?"
"I have a reason which you will understand thoroughly before to- morrow," said Kalamake. "Pili's boat is the better suited for my purpose. So, if you please, let us meet there as soon as it is dark; and in the meanwhile, let us keep our own counsel, for there is no cause to let the family into our business."
Honey is not more sweet than was the voice of Kalamake, and Keola could scarce contain his satisfaction.
"I might have had my concertina weeks ago," thought he, "and there is nothing needed in this world but a little courage."
Presently after he spied Lehua weeping, and was half in a mind to tell her all was well.
"But no," thinks he; "I shall wait till I can show her the concertina; we shall see what the chit will do then. Perhaps she will understand in the future that her husband is a man of some intelligence."
As soon as it was dark father and son-in-law launched Pili's boat and set the sail. There was a great sea, and it blew strong from the leeward; but the boat was swift and light and dry, and skimmed the waves. The wizard had a lantern, which he lit and held with his finger through the ring; and the two sat in the stern and smoked cigars, of which Kalamake had always a provision, and spoke like friends of magic and the great sums of money which they could make by its exercise, and what they should buy first, and what second; and Kalamake talked like a father.
Presently he looked all about, and above him at the stars, and back at the island, which was already three parts sunk under the sea, and he seemed to consider ripely his position.
"Look!" says he, "there is Molokai already far behind us, and Maui like a cloud; and by the bearing of these three stars I know I am come where I desire. This part of the sea is called the Sea of the Dead. It is in this place extraordinarily deep, and the floor is all covered with the bones of men, and in the holes of this part gods and goblins keep their habitation. The flow of the sea is to the north, stronger than a shark can swim, and any man who shall here be thrown out of a ship it bears away like a wild horse into the uttermost ocean. Presently he is spent and goes down, and his bones are scattered with the rest, and the gods devour his spirit."
Fear came on Keola at the words, and he looked, and by the light of the stars and the lantern, the warlock seemed to change.
"What ails you?" cried Keola, quick and sharp.
"It is not I who am ailing," said the wizard; "but there is one here very sick."
With that he changed his grasp upon the lantern, and, behold I as he drew his finger from the ring, the finger stuck and the ring was burst, and his hand was grown to be of the bigness of three.
At that sight Keola screamed and covered his face.
But Kalamake held up the lantern. "Look rather at my face!" said he— and his head was huge as a barrel; and still he grew and grew as a cloud grows on a mountain, and Keola sat before him screaming, and the boat raced on the great seas.
"And now," said the wizard, "what do you think about that concertina? and are you sure you would not rather have a flute? No?" says he; "that is well, for I do not like my family to be changeable of purpose. But I begin to think I had better get out of this paltry boat, for my bulk swells to a very unusual degree, and if we are not the more careful, she will presently be swamped."
With that he threw his legs over the side. Even as he did so, the greatness of the man grew thirty-fold and forty-fold as swift as sight or thinking, so that he stood in the deep seas to the armpits, and his head and shoulders rose like a high isle, and the swell beat and burst upon his bosom, as it beats and breaks against a cliff. The boat ran still to the north, but he reached out his hand, and took the gunwale by the finger and thumb, and broke the side like a biscuit, and Keola was spilled into the sea. And the pieces of the boat the sorcerer crushed in the hollow of his hand and flung miles away into the night.
"Excuse me taking the lantern," said he; "for I have a long wade before me, and the land is far, and the bottom of the sea uneven, and I feel the bones under my toes."
And he turned and went off walking with great strides; and as often as Keola sank in the trough he could see him no longer; but as often as he was heaved upon the crest, there he was striding and dwindling, and he held the lamp high over his head, and the waves broke white about him as he went.
Since first the islands were fished out of the sea, there was never a man so terrified as this Keola. He swam indeed, but he swam as puppies swim when they are cast in to drown, and knew not wherefore. He could but think of the hugeness of the swelling of the warlock, of that face which was great as a mountain, of those shoulders that were broad as an isle, and of the seas that beat on them in vain. He thought, too, of the concertina, and shame took hold upon him; and of the dead men's bones, and fear shook him.
Of a sudden he was aware of something dark against the stars that tossed, and a light below, and a brightness of the cloven sea; and he heard speech of men. He cried out aloud and a voice answered; and in a twinkling the bows of a ship hung above him on a wave like a thing balanced, and swooped down. He caught with his two hands in the chains of her, and the next moment was buried in the rushing seas, and the next hauled on board by seamen.
They gave him gin and biscuit and dry clothes, and asked him how he came where they found him, and whether the light which they had seen was the lighthouse, Lae o Ka Laau. But Keola knew white men are like children and only believe their own stories; so about himself he told them what he pleased, and as for the light (which was Kalamake's lantern) he vowed he had seen none.
This ship was a schooner bound for Honolulu, and then to trade in the low islands; and by a very good chance for Keola she had lost a man off the bowsprit in a squall. It was no use talking. Keola durst not stay in the Eight Islands. Word goes so quickly, and all men are so fond to talk and carry news, that if he hid in the north end of Kauai or in the south end of Kau, the wizard would have wind of it before a month, and he must perish. So he did what seemed the most prudent, and shipped sailor in the place of the man who had been drowned.
In some ways the ship was a good place. The food was extraordinarily rich and plenty, with biscuits and salt beef every day, and pea-soup and puddings made of flour and suet twice a week, so that Keola grew fat. The captain also was a good man, and the crew no worse than other whites. The trouble was the mate, who was the most difficult man to please Keola had ever met with, and beat and cursed him daily, both for what he did and what he did not. The blows that he dealt were very sore, for he was strong; and the words he used were very unpalatable, for Keola was come of a good family and accustomed to respect. And what was the worst of all, whenever Keola found a chance to sleep, there was the mate awake and stirring him up with a rope's end. Keola saw it would never do; and he made up his mind to run away.
They were about a month out from Honolulu when they made the land. It was a fine starry night, the sea was smooth as well as the sky fair; it blew a steady trade; and there was the island on their weather bow, a ribbon of palm trees lying flat along the sea. The captain and the mate looked at it with the night glass, and named the name of it, and talked of it, beside the wheel where Keola was steering. It seemed it was an isle where no traders came. By the captain's way, it was an isle besides where no man dwelt; but the mate thought otherwise.
"I don't give a cent for the directory," said he, "I've been past here one night in the schooner Eugenie; it was just such a night as this; they were fishing with torches, and the beach was thick with lights like a town."
"Well, well," says the captain, "its steep-to, that's the great point; and there ain't any outlying dangers by the chart, so we'll just hug the lee side of it. Keep her romping full, don't I tell you!" he cried to Keola, who was listening so hard that he forgot to steer.
And the mate cursed him, and swore that Kanaka was for no use in the world, and if he got started after him with a belaying pin, it would be a cold day for Keola.
And so the captain and mate lay down on the house together, and Keola was left to himself.
"This island will do very well for me," he thought; "if no traders deal there, the mate will never come. And as for Kalamake, it is not possible he can ever get as far as this."
With that he kept edging the schooner nearer in. He had to do this quietly, for it was the trouble with these white men, and above all with the mate, that you could never be sure of them; they would all be sleeping sound, or else pretending, and if a sail shook, they would jump to their feet and fall on you with a rope's end. So Keola edged her up little by little, and kept all drawing. And presently the land was close on board, and the sound of the sea on the sides of it grew loud.
With that, the mate sat up suddenly upon the house.
"What are you doing?" he roars. "You'll have the ship ashore!"
And he made one bound for Keola, and Keola made another clean over the rail and plump into the starry sea. When he came up again, the schooner had payed off on her true course, and the mate stood by the wheel himself, and Keola heard him cursing. The sea was smooth under the lee of the island; it was warm besides, and Keola had his sailor's knife, so he had no fear of sharks. A little way before him the trees stopped; there was a break in the line of the land like the mouth of a harbour; and the tide, which was then flowing, took him up and carried him through. One minute he was without, and the next within: had floated there in a wide shallow water, bright with ten thousand stars, and all about him was the ring of the land, with its string of palm trees. And he was amazed, because this was a kind of island he had never heard of.
The time of Keola in that place was in two periods— the period when he was alone, and the period when he was there with the tribe. At first he sought everywhere and found no man; only some houses standing in a hamlet, and the marks of fires. But the ashes of the fires were cold and the rains had washed them away; and the winds had blown, and some of the huts were overthrown. It was here he took his dwelling, and he made a fire drill, and a shell hook, and fished and cooked his fish, and climbed after green cocoanuts, the juice of which he drank, for in all the isle there was no water. The days were long to him, and the nights terrifying. He made a lamp of cocoa-shell, and drew the oil of the ripe nuts, and made a wick of fibre; and when evening came he closed up his hut, and lit his lamp, and lay and trembled till morning. Many a time he thought in his heart he would have been better in the bottom of the sea, his bones rolling there with the others.
All this while he kept by the inside of the island, for the huts were on the shore of the lagoon, and it was there the palms grew best, and the lagoon itself abounded with good fish. And to the outer slide he went once only, and he looked but the once at the beach of the ocean, and came away shaking. For the look of it, with its bright sand, and strewn shells, and strong sun and surf, went sore against his inclination.
"It cannot be," he thought, "and yet it is very like. And how do I know? These white men, although they pretend to know where they are sailing, must take their chance like other people. So that after all we may have sailed in a circle, and I may be quite near to Molokai, and this may be the very beach where my father-in-law gathers his dollars."
So after that he was prudent, and kept to the land side.
It was perhaps a month later, when the people of the place arrived— the fill of six great boats. They were a fine race of men, and spoke a tongue that sounded very different from the tongue of Hawaii, but so many of the words were the same that it was not difficult to understand. The men besides were very courteous, and the women very towardly; and they made Keola welcome, and built him a house, and gave him a wife; and what surprised him the most, he was never sent to work with the young men.
And now Keola had three periods. First he had a period of being very sad, and then he had a period when he was pretty merry. Last of all came the third, when he was the most terrified man in the four oceans.
The cause of the first period was the girl he had to wife. He was in doubt about the island, and he might have been in doubt about the speech, of which he had heard so little when he came there with the wizard on the mat. But about his wife there was no mistake conceivable, for she was the same girl that ran from him crying in the wood. So he had sailed all this way, and might as well have stayed in Molokai; and had left home and wife and all his friends for no other cause but to escape his enemy, and the place he had come to was that wizard's hunting ground, and the shore where he walked invisible. It was at this period when he kept the most close to the lagoon side, and as far as he dared, abode in the cover of his hut.
The cause of the second period was talk he heard from his wife and the chief islanders. Keola himself said little. He was never so sure of his new friends, for he judged they were too civil to be wholesome, and since he had grown better acquainted with his father-in-law the man had grown more cautious. So he told them nothing of himself, but only his name and descent, and that he came from the Eight Islands, and what fine islands they were; and about the king's palace in Honolulu, and how he was a chief friend of the king and the missionaries. But he put many questions and learned much. The island where he was was called the Isle of Voices; it belonged to the tribe, but they made their home upon another, three hours' sail to the southward. There they lived and had their permanent houses, and it was a rich island, where were eggs and chickens and pigs, and ships came trading with rum and tobacco. It was there the schooner had gone after Keola deserted; there, too, the mate had died, like the fool of a white man as he was. It seems, when the ship came, it was the beginning of the sickly season in that isle, when the fish of the lagoon are poisonous, and all who eat of them swell up and die. The mate was told of it; he saw the boats preparing, because in that season the people leave that island and sail to the Isle of Voices; but he was a fool of a white man, who would believe no stories but his own, and he caught one of these fish, cooked it and ate it, and swelled up and died, which was good news to Keola. As for the Isle of Voices, it lay solitary the most part of the year; only now and then a boat's crew came for copra, and in the bad season, when the fish at the main isle were poisonous, the tribe dwelt there in a body. It had its name from a marvel, for it seemed the seaside of it was all beset with invisible devils; day and night you heard them talking one with another in strange tongues; day and night little fires blazed up and were extinguished on the beach; and what was the cause of these doings no man might conceive. Keola asked them if it were the same in their own island where they stayed, and they told him no, not there; nor yet in any other of some hundred isles that lay all about them in that sea; but it was a thing peculiar to the Isle of Voices. They told him also that these fires and voices were ever on the seaside and in the seaward fringes of the wood, and a man might dwell by the lagoon two thousand years (if he could live so long) and never be any way troubled; and even on the seaside the devils did no harm if let alone. Only once a chief had cast a spear at one of the voices, and the same night he fell out of a cocoanut palm and was killed.
Keola thought a good bit with himself. He saw he would be all right when the tribe returned to the main island, and right enough where he was, if he kept by the lagoon, yet he had a mind to make things righter if he could. So he told the high chief he had once been in an isle that was pestered the same way, and the folk had found a means to cure that trouble.
"There was a tree growing in the bush there," says he, "and it seems these devils came to get the leaves of it. So the people of the isle cut down the tree wherever it was found, and the devils came no more."
They asked what kind of tree this was, and he showed them the tree of which Kalamake burned the leaves. They found it hard to believe, yet the idea tickled them. Night after night the old men debated it in their councils, but the high chief (though he was a brave man) was afraid of the matter, and reminded them daily of the chief who cast a spear against the voices and was killed, and the thought of that brought all to a stand again.
Though he could not yet bring about the destruction of the trees, Keola was well enough pleased, and began to look about him and take pleasure in his days; and, among other things, he was the kinder to his wife, so that the girl began to love him greatly. One day he came to the hut, and she lay on the ground lamenting.
"Why," said Keola, "what is wrong with you now?"
She declared it was nothing.
The same night she woke him. The lamp burned very low, but he saw by her face she was in sorrow.
"Keola," she said, "put your ear to my mouth that I may whisper, for no one must hear us. Two days before the boats begin to be got ready, go you to the sea-side of the isle and lie in a thicket. We shall choose that place before-hand, you and I; and hide food; and every night I shall come near by there singing. So when a night comes and you do not hear me, you shall know we are clean gone out of the island, and you may come forth again in safety."
The soul of Keola died within him.
"What is this?" he cried. "I cannot live among devils. I will not be left behind upon this isle. I am dying to leave it."
"You will never leave it alive, my poor Keola," said the girl; "for to tell you the truth, my people are eaters of men; but this they keep secret. And the reason they will kill you before we leave is because in our island ships come, and Donat-Kimaran comes and talks for the French, and there is a white trader there in a house with a verandah, and a catechist. Oh, that is a fine place indeed! The trader has barrels filled with flour, and a French warship once came in the lagoon and gave everybody wine and biscuit. Ah, my poor Keola, I wish I could take you there, for great is my love to you, and it is the finest place in the seas except Papeete."
So now Keola was the most terrified man in the four oceans. He had heard tell of eaters of men in the south islands, and the thing had always been a fear to him; and here it was knocking at his door. He had heard besides, by travellers, of their practices, and how when they are in a mind to eat a man, they cherish and fondle him like a mother with a favourite baby. And he saw this must be his own case; and that was why he had been housed, and fed, and wived, and liberated from all work; and why the old men and the chiefs discoursed with him like a person of weight. So he lay on his bed and railed upon his destiny; and the flesh curdled on his bones.
The next day the people of the tribe were very civil, as their way was. They were elegant speakers, and they made beautiful poetry, and jested at meals, so that a missionary must have died laughing. It was little enough Keola cared for their fine ways; all he saw was the white teeth shining in their mouths, and his gorge rose at the sight; and when they were done eating, he went and lay in the bush like a dead man.
The next day it was the same, and then his wife followed him.
"Keola," she said, "if you do not eat, I tell you plainly you will be killed and cooked to-morrow. Some of the old chiefs are murmuring already. They think you are fallen sick and must lose flesh."
With that Keola got to his feet, and anger burned in him.
"It is little I care one way or the other," said he. "I am between the devil and the deep sea. Since die I must, let me die the quickest way; and since I must be eaten at the best of it, let me rather be eaten by hobgoblins than by men. Farewell," said he, and he left her standing, and walked to the sea-side of that island.
It was all bare in the strong sun; there was no sign of man, only the beach was trodden, and all about him as he went, the voices talked and whispered, and the little fires sprang up and burned down. All tongues of the earth were spoken there; the French, the Dutch, the Russian, the Tamil, the Chinese. Whatever land knew sorcery, there were some of its people whispering in Keola's ear. That beach was thick as a cried fair, yet no man seen; and as he walked he saw the shells vanish before him, and no man to pick them up. I think the devil would have been afraid to be alone in such a company; but Keola was past fear and courted death. When the fires sprang up, he charged for them like a bull. Bodiless voices called to and fro; unseen hands poured sand upon the flames; and they were gone from the beach before he reached them.
"It is plain Kalamake is not here," he thought, "or I must have been killed long since."
With that he sat him down in the margin of the wood, for he was tired, and put his chin upon his hands. The business before his eyes continued: the beach babbled with voices, and the fires sprang up and sank, and the shells vanished and were renewed again even while he looked.
"It was a by-day when I was here before," he thought, "for it was nothing to this."
And his head was dizzy with the thought of these millions and millions of dollars, and all these hundreds and hundreds of persons culling them upon the beach and flying in the air higher and swifter than eagles.
"And to think how they have fooled me with their talk of mints," says he, "and that money was made there, when it is clear that all the new coin in all the world is gathered on these sands! But I will know better the next time!" said he.
And at last, he knew not very well how or when, sleep fell on Keola, and he forgot the island and all his sorrows.
Early the next day, before the sun was yet up, a bustle woke him. He awoke in fear, for he thought the tribe had caught him napping: but it was no such matter. Only, on the beach in front of him, the bodiless voices called and shouted one upon another, and it seemed they all passed and swept beside him up the coast of the island.
"What is afoot now?" thinks Keola. And it was plain to him it was something beyond ordinary, for the fires were not lighted nor the shells taken, but the bodiless voices kept posting up the beach, and hailing and dying away; and others following, and by the sound of them these wizards should be angry.
"It is not me they are angry at," thought Keola, "for they pass me close."
As when hounds go by, or horses in a race, or city folk coursing to a fire, and all men join and follow after, so it was now with Keola; and he knew not what he did, nor why he did it, but there, lo and behold! he was running with the voices.
So he turned one point of the island, and this brought him in view of a second; and there he remembered the wizard trees to have been growing by the score together in a wood. From this point there went up a hubbub of men crying not to be described; and by the sound of them, those that he ran with shaped their course for the same quarter. A little nearer, and there began to mingle with the outcry the crash of many axes. And at this a thought came at last into his mind that the high chief had consented; that the men of the tribe had set-to cutting down these trees; that word had gone about the isle from sorcerer to sorcerer, and these were all now assembling to defend their trees. Desire of strange things swept him on. He posted with the voices, crossed the beach, and came into the borders of the wood, and stood astonished. One tree had fallen, others were part hewed away. There was the tribe clustered. They were back to back, and bodies lay, and blood flowed among their feet. The hue of fear was on all their faces; their voices went up to heaven shrill as a weasel's cry.
Have you seen a child when he is all alone and has a wooden sword, and fights, leaping and hewing with the empty air? Even so the man-eaters huddled back to back, and heaved up their axes, and laid on, and screamed as they laid on, and behold! no man to contend with them! only here and there Keola saw an axe swinging over against them without hands; and time and again a man of the tribe would fall before it, clove in twain or burst asunder, and his soul sped howling.
For awhile Keola looked upon this prodigy like one that dreams, and then fear took him by the midst as sharp as death, that he should behold such doings. Even in that same flash the high chief of the clan espied him standing, and pointed and called out his name. Thereat the whole tribe saw him also, and their eyes flashed, and their teeth clashed.
"I am too long here," thought Keola, and ran further out of the wood and down the beach, not caring whither.
"Keola!" said, a voice close by upon the empty sand.
"Lehua! is that you?" he cried, and gasped, and looked in vain for her; but by the eyesight he was stark alone.
"I saw you pass before," the voice answered: "but you would not hear me. Quick! get the leaves and the herbs, and let us free."
"You are there with the mat?" he asked.
"Here, at your side;" said she. And he felt her arms about him. "Quick! the leaves and the herbs, before my father can get back!"
So Keola ran for his life, and fetched the wizard fuel; and Lehua guided him back, and set his feet upon the mat, and made the fire. All the time of its burning, the sound of the battle towered out of the wood; the wizards and the man-eaters hard at fight; the wizards, the viewless ones, roaring out aloud like bulls upon a mountain, and the men of the tribe replying shrill and savage out of the terror of their souls. And all the time of the burning, Keola stood there and listened, and shook, and watched how the unseen hands of Lehua poured the leaves. She poured them fast, and the flame burned high, and scorched Keola's hands; and she speeded and blew the burning with her breath. The last leaf was eaten, the flame fell, and the shock followed, and there were Keola and Lehua in the room at home.
Now, when Keola could see his wife at last he was mighty pleased, and he was mighty pleased to be home again in Molokai and sit down beside a bowl of poi— for they make no poi on board ships, and there was none in the Isle of Voices— and he was out of the body with pleasure to be clean escaped out of the hands of the eaters of men. But there was another matter not so clear, and Lehua and Keola talked of it all night and were troubled. There was Kalamake left upon the isle. If, by the blessing of God, he could but stick there, all were well; but should he escape and return to Molokai, it would be an ill day for his daughter and her husband. They spoke of his gift of swelling, and whether he could wade that distance in the seas. But Keola knew by this time where that island was— and that is to say, in the Low or Dangerous Archipelago. So they fetched the atlas and looked upon the distance in the map, and by what they could make of it, it seemed a far way for an old gentleman to walk. Still, it would not do to make too sure of a warlock like Kalamake, and they determined at last to take counsel of a white missionary.
So the first one that came by, Keola told him everything. And the missionary was very sharp on him for taking the second wife in the low island; but for all the rest, he vowed he could make neither head nor tail of it.
"However," says he, "if you think this money of your father's ill gotten, my advice to you would be, give some of it to the lepers and some to the missionary fund. And as for this extraordinary rigmarole, you cannot do better than keep it to yourselves."
But he warned the police at Honolulu that, by all he could make out, Kalamake and Keola had been coining false money, and it would not be amiss to watch them.
Keola and Lehua took his advice, and gave many dollars to the lepers and the fund. And no doubt the advice must have been good, for from that day to this, Kalamake has never more been heard of. But whether he was slain in the battle by the trees, or whether he is still kicking his heels upon the Isle of Voices, who shall say?
___________
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"THAT," SAID HERBIE SPILLER, the winchman, looking up from a copy of the Fundy Fisherman, "was a narrow excape them lobstermen from Deer Island had— marooned two days an' nights on Shirtail Ledge."
"Hmph!" said Captain Hallan.
"Might've starved to death," persisted Herbie Spiller, "or died of thirst— "
"Or been et by sea-dogs," said Captain Hallan with an open sneer. "Remember, Mr. Spiller, ye're talkin' to a man as has been wrecked on a desert island an' had the narrerest excape of his life."
"From what, cap'n— death by hunger and thirst— cannibals?"
"Matrimony," said Captain Hallan. "Matrimony with a widda."
THIS WIDDA (continued Cap'n Hallan, giving the crowd in the Pilot Rooms an ancient mariner's glare) was the relict of Henry Bloggs, who used to be bos'n aboard the Linnet as was lost at sea with all hands. An' with all due respect fer the departed, he was a swab an' deserved his fate. Not dyin', I don't mean, but bein' married to Mabel an' havin' her pitcher tattooed on his buzzum. He allus hated me, did Henry Bloggs, an' richly merited his crool end.
Mabel grieved fer him as decently long as widdas do; then she began to cast an eye about fer a new mate. A large an' determined woman, she were, with a fine figger an' nice blue eyes. But she had a way with 'er that caused us young seamen to sheer off well afore there was danger o' goin' aground. If ye went to call on 'er, she'd have your shoes offen you an' a pair of Henry Bloggs' slippers on ye an' have ye settin' in Henry's chair in front o' the fire an' drinkin' tea afore ye rightly knew whether ye wanted all them things done to ye or not. An' ye kind o' figgered that if she could get yer shoes off and have ye in a rockin' chair guzzlin' tea— well, it mightn't take much to get ye there for keeps. An' all of us knew the life Henry Bloggs had led with Mabel. Why, rather than put up with Mabel, even between v'yages, Henry—
But I'm gettin' on ahead. What I want to say is, there were two of us men what found special favor in Mabel Bloggs's eyes— me an' Bert Wickson, who was my mate aboard the Jezebel Phillmore, a eight-hunderd-ton barque built at Meteghan an' owned by Jeremiah Whitcomb's sons here in town.
Me and Bert Wickson wasn't safe from Mabel; no, sir, not one minute of all the time we spent on shore, which weren't so long in them days, with cargoes plentiful an' charters fetchin' a high price. Mabel would come right down to the Market Wharf or York P'int or wherever we was lyin', an' yank either me or Bert right offen the Jezebel Phillmore, take us up to her place in Drury Lane, put Henry Bloggs' slippers on us, set us in Henry's chair, fill us full o' tea an' say how lonely is the lot of a poor widda woman, defenseless an' with no strong man to pertect her; also, how nice it would be fer a sailorman when he came home to have a nice snug little parlor to settle into.
"Jonas," says Bert Wickson to me the night we was sailin' for Melbourne, Australia, "Jonas"— he wiped the sweat offen his brow— "s' help me, if I stayed in port with that 'ere woman just one hour longer. I'd be a lost man, I would."
"Bert," says I, "if you wouldn't be, then I would. She's got me hipmetized that's what. She puts matrimony right into your head an' ye can't get it out."
"If I'm spared to come back to this port," says Bert, "an' that woman's here and unmarried, why, I'm goin' to stay in quarantine. I'm goin' to paint myself yeller an' pertend to have the fever so's she can't come a-near me."
"An' there'll be two of us in sick-bay," says I. "For if she gets me alone again, I'm undone. Thank the Lord, Bert, in half-a-hour we'll be away from here an' away from her for months an' months an' months. No more rockin'-chairs, no more slippers, no more tea, no—"
"Jonas!" Bert's voice sounds like somethin' outen the tomb, an' his hand, touchin' mine on the taftrail, feels cold an' clammy. "It ain't—"
"Bert," says I. "stand by!"
Up the gangplank, along o' several boxes an' carpet bags, escorted by Seth Whitcomb hisself, dressed in a plaid shawl an' lilac bonnet, walks Mabel Bloggs.
"She's come," I whispers, "to say good-by."
"Not with all that 'ere dunnage, she ain't," says Bert. "I feel somethin' awful comin' on, Jonas."
Bein' master o' that vessel, it's up to me to welcome passengers. We have several ladies an' gents on board already, but we never dream o' this happenin' to us.
"This is a pleasure. Mrs. Bloggs," I says, advancin' an' raisin' my hat. "Ye've come to say good-by to us poor sailormen venturin' far across the brimy sea."
"I'm goin' along, Cap'n Hallan," says Mabel, lookin' me in the eye, "for my health. I see the doctor today an' he says I need a long sea v'yage. Why, howdedo, Mr. Wickson, ain't you well?"
"Oh, yes, mum," says Bert, lookin' pale as a ghost. "Do I understand, Mrs. Bloggs, mum, that we're a-goin' to have the soo-preme pleasure an'—?"
"Indeed 'n you are," says Mabel. "Now show me to my cabin, please. It's nice to think I'll be right handy to you boys for months an' months an' months."
"Yes," says we, kind of weak like a hail from a ship a mile away.
"To pour yer tea an' see to your comfort."
"We got a steward, mum," says Bert desperate-like.
"A man! What's he know about lookin' arter other men's comforts. Why, as poor dear Henry used t' say— him as had my pitcher tattooed right on his buzzum, he loved me so— I never know what bein' on the sea means to a man, Mabel, till I get home with you."
"Probably he didn't," says I. "Anyways, he's dead now."
"An' at rest," says Bert.
"Amen," says Mabel.
A NIGHTMARE, that's what that v'yage was; a nightmare. Mabel chased me an' Bert Wickson fore an aft, alow and aloft. We hung together for pertection an' even then it appeared she would be marryin' the both of us. If there'd been a preacher aboard the Jezebel Phillmore one or other of us'd have been a goner. As it was, bein' skipper, I couldn't perform my own weddin' an' I swore a solemn oath to Bert that I'd never perform his. Just the same, we were only human and Mabel was the wearin'est woman as ever caused a man to yield in sheer desperation, and I knew by the time we reached Melbourne that she'd have one of us all ready to be spliced.
"If she don't get us in Melbourne," says Bert, "she'll get us on the way back. I can't hold out much longer, cap'n. She'll own me, body an' soul, in another week."
We had long since rounded The Horn, after a fair easting, an' we were sailin' along in Southern waters, warm an' starry an' filled with a dangerous seductiveness. That's the word I wanted— seductiveness. If it had been cold an' snowin' an' blowin' a gale of wind, a seaman might have been able to resist Mabel, but here the moon an' the water an' the stars an' the breeze was all agin us.
"Cap'n," says Bert, one still, smooth night. "I guess I'm a goner. I can't hold out no longer. If she gets me tonight— "
"I'm the same way, mister," I tells him. "What's the use of resistin' your inevitable doom. It's you or me, one or the other. If she gits me first tonight or if she's got her mind set on me..."
We fell silent, an' we're so occupied with our dismal musin's that the typhoon sneaks up on us almost afore we're aware of it. First comes a awful puff o' wind— whoosh!— like that, an' the sails begins to fill an' crack like cannons; then whoosh! again, and then hell pops loose, the chicken-coop blows away, the sails is torn to ribbons an' we're diggin our nose into seas that look like the Rocky Mountains gone marine. Bert grabs me around the neck an yells:
"We're saved. Jonas! It's a dispersion o' Providence."
Maybe it was at that. Just the same, Providence was doin' things with a lavish hand. The rain fell in sheets, the seas swept us fore an' aft, hatch-coamin's were busted an' we began to fill with water. It was all up with the Jezebel Phillmore. The foremast snapped off early in the storm, an' afore we could cut it clear down came the main an we didn't wait for the mizzen.
The seas were still runnin' high, but it was "out boats an' away." Chaos, that's what it was chaos. The wind howlin' an' men shoutin' an' women screamin'. We saw to it that Mabel got in the first boat along with the others, an' we felt better. But when we tried to launch our boat a big sea caught her an' bashed her against the barque's side, an' presently I was in the water clingin' grim death to a spar. Someone was alongside me, an' I yells to him an' it's Bert Wickson.
ll night we cling to that spar, an' dawn finds us washed up on a clean, white, sandy beach with green wavin' palms all around us an' blue water an' a clear blue sky above.
"Safe!" says Bert. "We're clear of her, Jonas."
"Yes," says I, feelin' happy about that. "An' maybe the others got clear. They'd find somethin' to cling to an' the typhoon soon blew itself out. Anyways, we're clear o' Mabel."
Just then, gents, Mabel comes sailin' in on a hatch-cover.
Side by side, in this dark hour, me and Bert stood, silent in our agony. There we stood till a big wave brought her in and dumped her in the surf at our feet. Not until she yells at us do either of us think to give her a hand.
"Have ye forgotten I'm a lady!" yells Mabel. "Do you want me to perish!"
"No," says we and we gave her a hand. But our smiles and words o' welcome is only a hollow mockery. Bad enough to be on shore with this woman, worse to have her on shipboard, but to be marooned on a desert island...
"This is a nice situation," she says as soon as she's got her breath. "A pretty situation. Here I am alone with two men on this island. What will people say?"
"They got to find us first," says Bert.
"And if they do," says she, "can I hold up my head, can I go back home and— and— after—?" She starts to weep then, an' me an' Bert get up from the sand where we been sittin' an' stroll away up to the beach to gather cocoanuts and fetch water from a spring. When we get back, Mabel has dried her tears and the sun has dried her clothes an' the clothes shrunk. Still, she's feelin' better an' consents to eat a cocoanut or two.
"Romantic, ain't it?" says she. "Bein' wrecked on a desert island with two big handsome men. Just like in the story-books. I do hope you boys won't get to fightin' a duel over me."
"Not us," mutters Bert, but he choked over it, 'count o' me hittin' him in the ribs with my elbow to preserve peace an' Mabel doesn't hear him. We git to work then an' build a couple of huts, one for Mabel an' one for us.
"It won't be long now," I tells Bert as we go to sleep that night, after lightin' a big bonfire to attract any vessels as might pass. "Some one of us has got to marry her now."
"Maybe we'll all die," whispers Bert. "I hope I die first."
None of us looked like dyin', however. Days passed. We found lots of fruit an' caught fish, and lived pretty well. Me an' Bert never left each other, knowin' that the one as she got alone was a gone man. We talked about buildin' a raft an' sneakin' away on her, but she kept an eye on us an' we knew there wasn't no escape for us— not without Mabel.
We're sittin' on the beach one day, close by where we first landed— sittin' there in the sun an' not sayin' much at all. Mabel is weavin' herself a suit out of palm leaves or somethin', an' Bert leans over to me an' whispers very hoarse. "Her trousseau," and shudders. Then suddenlike he turns his head, jumps up an' dashes into the jungle. I think maybe he's gone mad, but just the same I'm not goin' to be left there with Mabel. So up I get an' runs after him.
I hear a great crashing an' noise like elephants ahead of me, and then I come upon Bert and he's got hold of the queerest lookin' thing I ever see. It's got a long beard an long hair an' is dressed in old faded shirt an' pants.
"Robertson Crusoe," says Bert. "I just happened to see him peerin' from the bushes."
"Who are you?" says I.
"I'm called Father Ahab," the stranger answers in a deep, deep voice like a man who isn't used to talkin' much. "I'm a hermit."
"You— you ain't a preacher?" says Bert fearful-like.
"I preach sometimes," says he, "to the poor heathen on these islands."
"Do ships ever come here?" I ask him, switchin' the talk.
"Often," says he. "Probably be one along today."
"Come an' see Mabel," invites Bert.
"I don't like wimmen," protests the hermit. "That is why I'm here."
"Neither do we," says Bert, "but we can't all find desert islands, unfort'nately. Come on now."
WE GO BACK to the beach an' find Mabel lookin' pretty fierce, thinkin' maybe we've run away on her. She looks very curiouslike at Father Ahab, an' her mouth is open when she hears about him.
"How romantic!" she says. "An' he's a woman hater an' a sort of missionary. Could you perform a marriage, sir?"
"Why, yes," says Father Ahab. "I could do that. I have a book here I use to pray with. Which of these two is it?"
Bert an' me began to lick our lips. Mabel looks from one to the other. Just then, around a green point o' the island comes a ship.
"Saved!" cries Bert. "We're saved."
"One of you," says Mabel in a low voice, "has got to be my husband afore we board that boat. Here I been on this island with you two men an'— now which is it to be?"
The hermit speaks up.
"I'll bury two shells," says he, "in the sand an' mark each with a twig. One will be white, the other blue. You gents draw in alphabetical order an' him who draws the blue one is the lucky man."
"Meanin' he don't have to marry her?" says Bert.
"Meanin' he does," says Father Ahab.
He goes away after we say it's fair enough, an' buries his shells.
"Now," he says, comin' back to us, "who draws first?"
"My name bein' Hallan," says I, "and his, Wickson, it would seem as I do."
So I go to the two little mounds, pick the left one an' draw the blue shell.
"Mr. Hallan wins," says the hermit an' I look at him pretty sharp-like, not carin' for the way he says it. But Mabel takes me by the hand and says:
"I'm glad it's you, Jonas. You're a good man."
"Now," says Father Ahab, "if you'll jine hands..."
We jined hands there on the sunny, white sand beach of Mimko Island, with the blue sea afore us, the green jungle behind us an' the blue sky above us. The rescue ship has hove to, let down her anchor and sent a boat off. We jined hands and the hermit read from his book those magic an' fateful words:
"Whom God hath jined together let no man put asunder."
And me an' Mabel Bloggs is man an' wife.
The rescue boat grounds on the shingle an' seamen come up to us. Bert explains what's happened. This ship, it appears, is the Rio Tambo. She's picked up the rest of our outfit an' been cruisin' around lookin' for us.
"And we find a happy married couple," says the mate, a Mr. Arkwright, beamin' on me an' Mabel.
No one says a word. The hermit makes a funny noise in his beard. He's sittin' on a bunch of grass or somethin'. No one pays much attention to him. We all go for the boat, Mabel hangin' to my arm. Suddenly, the hermit lets a yell out o' him. We turn an' see what's happened— a snake has bit him— a big green snake. He lays it low with a stick, but it stung him first.
We all rush back to help him. He's lyin' down, an' his face, as much as you could see of it, is pretty pale.
"It bit him on the chest," says Mabel. "Poor, dear man! Open your shirt till we see."
"No!" He sits up an' yells at her. "No! Let me die."
I reaches down an' rips open the shirt an' there on Father Ahab's bosom is Mabel Bloggs' pitcher.
"Viper!" screams Mabel.
"It were a grass snake," says Bert.
I walk over to that other twig hidin' the shell an', knowing Henry Bloggs an' how much he likes me, I kick the sand away an' find that both them shells was blue. An' I say that a man who'd foist a woman like Mabel off on another man deserved just what he got.
SO," SAID HERBIE SPILLER, the winchman, "your marriage didn't take, cap'n."
"No more than did Henry Bloggs' snake-bite. Mabel took him home. He were the sole survivor o' the wreck he'd been in, but he never after was heard to congratulate hisself on it."
_________________
5: General Passavant's Will
Grant Allen
1848-1899
Black & White, 30 May 1891
WE THREE GIRLS had always been brought up to expect we would come into Grandpapa Passavant's money. But there!— poor dear grandpapa, though he was the very sweetest old man that ever lived, was stuck as full of prejudices all over as a porcupine is stuck full of quills. He literally bristled with them. He was always flaring up at some unexpected point. And what was worse, his family had, almost every one of them, managed to annoy him by running counter to his pet hobbies, for no better reason on earth than just because they wanted to marry the men or women they loved themselves, instead of marrying the people poor grandpapa in his wisdom would have chosen to select for them. It was really a most unfortunate affair all round: one would say a Passavant couldn't manage to fall in love with anybody anywhere without treading on one of poor dear grandpapa's very tenderest corns.
There was Aunt Emily— for example— she married an Austrian, hussar; a very nice man to be sure, and a Graf or something, at that; but, somehow, dear grandpapa never could abide him. He was military to the core, was grandpapa, with a fine old crusted British dislike of "Frenchmen"— which was his brief description for foreigners in general: a pretty thing, he used to say, this marrying of people in an enemy's service! Why, any day a European war might happen to break out, in which case we might be compelled to take sides against Austria (though it doesn't look likely, I must confess); and then, where would Emily be? Why, we should all befighting against our own brothers-in-law and sons-in-law! Preposterous! Absurd! "Depend upon it, Ethel, my dear," he used to say to me, stroking my front hair with his gentle old hand— for he was a dear old man, mind you, in spite of his prejudices— "depend upon it, Ethel, an Englishwoman's business is to marry an Englishman— a fine, strapping young fellow— and make him happy. What husband can you see among all those outlandish, jabbering, undersized foreigners to equal a British soldier— an officer and a gentleman?" For poor grandpapa's ideas never travelled one inch outside the Army List. That any girl of his could care to marry a curate, for example, or a barrister, or an artist, or a doctor, was a notion that never even so much as occurred to his dear old military head as for one moment possible.
Then there was Aunt Charlotte: she married a Scotchman. That was a harder blow still to poor grandpapa; for he hated the Scotch, and he hated the Welsh, and he hated lawyers, and he hated Presbyterians; and Aunt Charlotte's husband was a member of the General Assembly, and a Writer to the Signet. Grandpapa never quite grasped what the Signet was, or why any one should write to it, but he always alluded to Mr. Greig's profession with bitter contempt. There are no such things as Writers to the Signet in England, I believe; and grandpapa considered everything un-English as too barbarous and low for his mind to dwell upon.
But poor dear Aunt Louisa had the worst luck of all. She married a Portuguese Jew, who was a member of the Stock Exchange. That cut poor grandpapa to the very quick; for Mr. Da Costa wasn't undersized at all: he was six feet two, and as handsome as a sculptor's model. Grandpapa never could bear even to mention Aunt Louisa's name to us; though he was very kind and good to her, and to Mr. Da Costa, too; and, when he died, he left her ten thousand pounds— the same sum he left to his other daughters— "as a slight token," he said in his will,"of Christian forgiveness." It was a very hard wrench, but poor grandpapa bore it with manful resignation. He was accustomed to wrenches, he said, for one arm was amputated.
My father, however, who was a Colonel of Engineers, rejoiced the General's heart by marrying, as he ought, an Englishwoman, and a member of the Church of England. And though dear grandpapa never quite forgave us for being girls instead of boys, he was very proud and fond of us, and loved to contrast us (very much to our advantage) with those flat-faced little Germans, and that raw-boned young Malcolm Greig— for he never so much as deigned to allude in any way to poor little curly-headed Montague Da Costa.
SO WHEN, in course of time, dear grandpapa died, and his will was opened, we were not at all surprised to find he left a comparatively small sum to papa, and twenty thousand pounds apiece to his beloved grand-daughters, Linda, Maud, and Ethel.
But there was a condition attached— a condition so awfully like dear grandpapa! "Provided always," the will went on in each case, "my said grand-daughter abstains from marrying any of the three persons following— to wit, firstly, an alien, whether naturalized or otherwise; that is to say, any man who is not a natural-born subject of Her Majesty Queen Victoria: secondly, a Presbyterian; that is to say, a member of the Established Church of Scotland: or, thirdly, a sworn broker of the City of London. And in case my said granddaughter Linda, for example, should break this stipulation, and marry any of the persons so excepted, then and in that case I will and devise that she shall forfeit all claim to the said sum of twenty thousand pounds, Consolidated Three per Cent Annuities, standing in the name of my said trustees, which sum shall thereafter be divided into two equal moieties of ten thousand pounds each, whereof my executors shall pay over one moiety to my grand-daughter Maud, and the other moiety to my grand-daughter Ethel, for their own sole use and benefit."
ii
PAPA READ the will over to us a few days after poor grandpapa's funeral, and explained what it meant in plain English, for of course we girls couldn't understand just at first all the legal technicalities. However, we kn,ew, at any rate, we were now heiresses in a small way ; and papa put it clearly to us that, as we had no mother (I forgot to say she died when I was five years old), we must be very careful, on our own account, not to let ourselves get entangled in foolish engagements with interested fortune-hunters. We must avoid young men who made themselves agreeable to us. But above all, he insisted — since poor grandpapa had willed it so — we must take particular notice not to fall in love, whatever might happen, with foreigners, Presbyterians, or members of the Stock Exchange.
That was easy enough to promise, I thought, for (being grandpapa's grand-daughter, you see) I hate Germans, I detest the Scotch, and I simply and solely abominate City men. So I made up my mind that, whatever the others did, I at least would keep a good hold over my own twenty thousand, letting Linda and Maud, in their various romantic ways, behave as they might with their separate portions.
Half an hour after papa had finished explaining the position to us, however, I was sitting in my own room, making day-dreams after my fashion, when suddenly there came a nervous little knock at the door, and, to my great surprise, enter Linda, excited. I could see at a glance the poor girl was very much flurried about something, for her face was pale, and her eyes were red; besides which, she instantly turned the key in the door in a most resolute way, and flung herself upon the bed as if her heart was breaking. Though Linda was four years older than me, she always came to me in all her troubles.
"Oh! Ethel," she cried, between her sobs, "this is too, too dreadful. I've been leading him to suppose for months that... well, that, if anything was ever to happen to poor dear grandpapa, he and I could be married; and now— this hateful, hateful will! I can't bear it. I can't endure it. How can I ever tell him?"
I was utterly taken by surprise. I didn't know who she meant. I could hardly believe my ears. Linda engaged to somebody for months before, and me never to have observed it! Never even to have suspected who on earth she was speaking of! This was almost incredible.
"Him!" I exclaimed, bewildered. "Why, who's he, Linda? I haven't the remotest notion who it is you're talking about."
Linda raised her head, open-mouthed, and gazed across at me, half-incredulous. "You don't mean to say, dear," she cried, with a sort of spasm of surprise, "you've never even noticed it!"
"Never, dearest," I answered sincerely, holding her hand and smoothing it. "Who is it? Mr. Mackinnon?" For he was really the only Scotchman of our acquaintance I could remember at the moment as at all a likely person for Linda to fall in love with.
"Mr. Mackinnon!" Linda repeated, half-angrily. "Mr. Mackinnon— indeed! Well, really, Ethel, I do think you might give me credit for better taste than that! No, it isn't Mr. Mackinnon. I wouldn't for worlds say a word about it to Maud— she'd be so unkind and unfeeling : she never cared for him ; but I can trust you my dear, I'm sure: you're always so sympathetic, and I just must tell somebody. Well, for eight months past— I wonder you never guessed it— I've been engaged quite quietly to Charlie Vanrenen. Only, on poor grandpapa's account, both Charlie and I thought it was better for the present to say nothing about it."
Before I could answer there came a knock at the door again, and I heard Maud's voice saying, in a very cold, despairing way, "Ethel, let me in, please: I want to speak at once with you!"
Linda started up with a perfectly tragic air. "Oh, send her away, dear!" she cried, in a low, tremulous tone. "If she were to find out what I was saying, I could never, never, never marry poor Charlie!"
"You can't come in just now, Maud," I answered, going over to the door; and, speaking through the keyhole, "I'm— I'm writing letters." But that was a fib— I hope and trust a harmless one. "Come back again in half an hour, there's a dear, and I'll accept your confidences."
And I went over to the bed once more and tried my best to soothe down Linda. "Why, what's the matter," I asked, leaning over her and wiping her eyes, "with poor Mr. Vanrenen? He isn't a German, and he isn't a Dutchman; he isn't a Presbyterian, and he isn't a stockbroker. Why on earth should poor grandpapa's will interfere with you in any way? I understood Mr. Vanrenen was some sort of a writing person— a journalist, don't they call it? And poor grandpapa, though his prejudices were sufficiently comprehensive, never made any express stipulation against the literature of our country."
But Linda began to cry again, even more bitterly than before. "Yes, Charlie's a newspaper man," she said, through her tears; "he's on the European edition of the New York Tribune: and he's been brought up in England; and he's as English in every way as you or I are; and he only earns about three hundred a year, and he couldn't marry on that. But, Ethel, the dreadful thing of it all is this— he's an American citizen, and he's never been naturalized!"
I pursed my lips. It was clear at once this was a hopeless case. There was nothing for it but to comfort her and condole with her. And I comforted her with all the consolation in my power. As far as I was concerned, I said, my share in her twenty thousand pounds. But at that poor Linda grew absolutely hysterical. It was with difficulty I quieted her down by degrees, and got her off at last to her own room to write a ten-page letter on the subject to "Charlie."
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THE MOMENT she was gone, Maud, who had evidently been listening at her own door to hear mine open and let Linda out, came sweeping in, like a duchess in distress, pale and calm, but profoundly miserable. She seated herself with great dignity in the easy-chair, folded her hands in front of her like a marble statue, and stared at me fixedly for several minutes in solemn silence.
"Well, this is a dreadful thing," she said at last, with an evident effort, "about poor grandpapa's will ! I'm sure I don't know how on earth, after this crushing blow, I shall ever have the courage to face him and tell him!"
"Tell who? Tell him what?" I exclaimed, bewildered once more; for I certainly never suspected such a cold creature as Maud of being in love with anybody.
Maud gazed back at me with the tranquillity of utter despair. "Don't pretend you don't know, Ethel." she cried, in a very frigid voice. "It isn't any use. You must have noticed it."
"Not Mr. Vanrenen!" I cried, perhaps just a trifle mischievously.
The curl of Maud's lip would have been a study for Sarah Bernhardt. "Well, really, Ethel," she said, bridling up, "at a moment like this you might at least spare me from positive insult! Mr. Vanrenen, indeed! That affected idiot! I should be very hard up for a lover, I'm sure, if I allowed Mr. Vanrenen to presume upon proposing to me.... But you surely must know! You can't possibly have overlooked it! There's only one man on earth I'd ever dream of accepting... I wouldn't tell Linda for worlds— Linda's so sympathetic. But you're always kind; I don't mind confessing it in this crisis to you— for it is a crisis... I've been engaged for six weeks past to Malcolm Mackinnon."
"But he can join the Church of England," I said, coolly; for I'm afraid I must confess, being a worldly creature, I didn't think the difference worth losing a wife for.
"No, no, my dear, he can't," Maud answered, with an air of resignation. " That's just the worst of it. His father's something or other in the high legal way to the General Assembly— Assessor, or what-not— and Malcolm's agent for the legal business in London. If he were to give up the Kirk, he'd lose his place, and his father might too, for it would be quite a scandal in Edinburgh. And he's only a junior partner, and he's too poor to marry. But I'll wait for him for ever, Ethel, grandpapa or no grandpapa; and I'll marry him when I choose. And I'll give up everything on earth for him; and you and Linda are welcome to your money, I'm sure; for I mean to marry Malcolm if he hasn't a ha'penny!"
I couldn't have believed it of Maud. But I rushed up to her and kissed her.
She sat there for half an hour, as cold as ice, and then went off in turn to write the news to "Malcolm." And as soon as she was gone I sat down and cried a little by myself for both of them. But, I must confess, I reflected with pride that the whole episode did the family credit. I was glad the two girls should have made up their mind to marry poor men, when they might have gone in, if they wished, for position or money; and I made up my mind at the same time that I, at least, would avoid the very first approach of aliens, Presbyterians, and members of the Stock Exchange. It's so very much easier not to fall in love at first than, having fallen in love once, to fall out again comfortably.
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FOR THE next few weeks life was a burden to me. I lived in a perpetual state of receiving alternate confidences from Linda and Maud, and endeavouring to conceal from each the other's position. This was distinctly hard, but I pulled it through somehow. And I applauded each in turn in her firm resolution that, come what might, she would never give up her Charlie or her Malcolm.
Fortunately, I myself was not engaged. Forewarned was forearmed. I was in a position, I thought, to give a wide berth now to all classes of men expressly included in poor grandpapa's interdict.
However, it was only about six weeks later that I met at the Markwells' a most charming young man, who really paid me a great deal of attention. I liked him from the very first, though I pretended I didn't. His name was Kirkwood, and he was a struggling artist. Now, artists had always for me a certain romantic interest; and, do you know, it may be silly of me, but somehow I never could bear to marry a man unless he were struggling. I can't say why; but well-to-do men always did repel me— they put my back up. I hate their smug, self-satisfied air, and I love the actuality, so to speak, of the struggling classes. Men who work for their living are always more real to me. Besides, Mr. Kirkwood was so retiring and unassuming; and I knew why. He liked me very much — I could see plainly from the very first ; but he'd heard that I was an heiress, and he didn't want to marry me, because I had money. That's the only kind of man I should ever care myself to marry; and I won't deny to you— in confidence— I thought a great deal, for the next ten days or so, in the solitude of my own room, about that delightful Mr. Kirk wood.
A stockbroker, indeed! With five thousand a year! Fancy marrying a stockbroker, in a world where there are men who can paint such beautiful things as he did— and live on next to nothing ! It would be simply ridiculous.
Still, I wasn't going to be taken by surprise. I wouldn't allow myself, even, to begin falling in love the tiniest little bit in the world with that charming painter— at least, I thought not— before I'd satisfied myself thoroughly that he was a natural-born subject of her Majesty the Queen, and a member of the Church of England as by law established. Both those points I satisfactorily got out of him in the course of conversation; and then I made up my mind that, come what would, papa or no papa, if Mr. Kirkwood asked me— why, I wouldn't think it necessary to say "No" outright to him.
One afternoon, some weeks later, to my great delight, Mr. Kirkwood asked us all three to go round to his studio, with Mrs. Markwell and Bella to do the proprieties for us. Well, Linda refused; but Maud and I went, and he showed us his pictures— oh, such lovely pictures! though I'm sorry to say he hardly ever sold them. And Mrs. Markwell was so kind; she stopped behind in one room with the other two girls, while he took me into another behind it, to show me the piece he was then at work upon.
I don't remember much about that piece, I admit, though it was really lovely, for he talked to me a great deal about other subjects— mostly our two selves, I fancy— yet not at all as if he were making love to me. He spoke rather regretfully, as if he liked me very much, but could never ask me. And I knew very well why, I saw it in his face. It was that horrid money that stood between us. How I wished I was penniless— if Mr. Kirkwood preferred it so—
At last he took down a portfolio of sketches from a cabinet in the corner, and showed them to me by the window. They were earlier sketches than any I had yet seen of his— done evidently before he had taken to art as a regular profession. "These are clever," I said, looking at them with my head on one side, and pretending to be critical; "but they haven't such a sense of technique, I fancy, as the ones in the studio." I thought "sense of technique" was decidedly good, and, like a girl that I was, I wanted to impress him with my knowledge of things artistic.
"Well, no," he said, smiling, and looking hard into my eyes; "those are early attempts. They were done, don't you know, when I was still on the Stock Exchange."
I gave a sudden start. "On the Stock Exchange!" I cried, puzzled, and just a wee bit tremulous, "You don't mean to tell me, Mr. Kirkwood, you were ever on the Stock Exchange?"
"Oh yes, I was," he answered, in the most matter-of-fact tone on earth. "But I did no good at it, you know; I'm not cut out for business. I was always daubing or making thumbnail sketches when I ought to have been watching the rise and fall of stocks. So I left it at last as a bad job, and took to painting instead, which is my natural metier; though, of course, I'm still theoretically and legally a sworn broker of the City of London."
I turned so pale at those words that he looked at me in surprise. "That's very awkward!" I cried, taken aback, and trembling violently. Then I grew fiery red, for I saw in a moment I'd put my foot in it.
"Why awkward ? " he asked, coming closer and looking hard in my face. "You're faint, Miss Passavant! You're trembling ! Let me run and get you a glass of water."
"Not for worlds," I cried, stammering and trying to recover myself. "I only meant—"
He seized my hand, and held it tight. He guessed the truth, I think. At any rate, he quivered. "You must tell me!" he cried. "Oh! Miss Passavant, what is it?"
"By my grandfather's will," I began; then I stopped and faltered.
He let my hand drop short. "Oh yes, I forgot," he said, in a disappointed tone; "I should have remembered that before; I shouldn't have dared to approach you."
I saw what he meant in a second, and I felt I really must tell him now. "But by my grandfather's will," I gasped out, in an agony of shame, remorse, and terror— for I felt it was horribly unwomanly of me to have let him see like that into my very heart— "we were to forfeit it all if we— oh ! Mr. Kirkwood, I can't say it— if we any of us married an alien, a Presbyterian— or a sworn broker."
Before I knew where I was, something strange had happened. He was holding me in his arms, and pressing me tight to his breast. He was covering me with kisses. "Ethel— my Ethel!" he cried; "then it's all right, after all! You'll have no money! And you'll never mind ! I know you'll be mine! What's money to you and me? With you to help me, I'm sure I can earn enough for both of us. It was only that horrid, horrid shadow that stood between us!"
I knew he was right, so I stood still and allowed him.
Two minutes later Mrs. Markwell came in upon us. I suppose I looked horribly flushed and flurried; but I understood I was engaged to Arthur Kirkwood.
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NEXT DAY I made a clean breast of it all to Maud. She listened in silence, in that calm, cold way of hers ; then she took my hand in hers, and, to my immense surprise, kissed me most affectionately. "Ethel," she said, with a burst, "I always knew you were a brick! I knew you'd follow the guidance of your own heart. But Linda's so different. Shell never fall in love, you may be sure, with any one on earth who could possibly come under poor grandpapa's prohibitions. She's absolutely mercenary!"
In the astonishment of the moment I blurted out the whole truth. "Why, Maud," I exclaimed, "you're awfully unjust to her! She's in love already— and with an American, too— an alien— a foreigner— well, there, Mr. Vanrenen."
It was a shocking breach of confidence, I admit; and the moment I'd let the words pass my lips I regretted it bitterly. But Maud drew back like one stung; then she jumped up with a sudden air of resolve. "If that's so," she said quickly, in quite a hopeful tone, "I must see Malcolm immediately. Malcolm will tell us ; he's so clever, Malcolm is. I see a way out, I think. But you're quite sure of this thing about Linda, are you, Ethel?"
"As certain as I am about you and Mr. Mackinnon, Maud," I replied, all bewildered. "Though I don't see what difference that can possibly make to you and me, dear."
Instead of answering, Maud looked at me hard once more, in her calmly contemptuous way— Maud had always a very low opinion of my humble intellect. Then she rose at once, and swept out of the room, with her train behind her, leaving me in utter wonder as to what on earth she could be driving at.
That very afternoon, as soon as lunch was finished, Maud asked Linda and myself to go out for a stroll in Kensington Gardens. From the way she asked it, we saw at once she had something definite in view; and, though Linda was the eldest, when Maud asked us in her grand manner to go anywhere, or do anything, we other two girls would as soon have dreamt of refusing to obey her as of refusing to obey a judge in ermine. So we followed her blindly through Palace Gardens, and past the Round Pond, and along the path to the seat under the trees by the Speke Memorial.
As we reached the seat, somebody got up and raised his hat to greet us. He was expecting us, clearly. I saw at a glance it was Mr. Mackinnon.
Maud took his hand in hers without a gleam of recognition, yet I could see he held it a little bit longer than was absolutely necessary. "You got my note, then?" she said, in her commanding voice. "And you've looked this matter up for us, Malcolm?"
"Yes, Maud," Mr. Mackinnon answered, just a trifle confused, and glancing askance from her to me and Linda.
"Oh, never mind the girls," Maud said, quietly, with a little wave of her hand. "They're all in the same box, you see. They won't turn back upon us. Tell us quite plainly what the law is in the matter."
"Well, I've consulted the will," Mr. Mackinnon replied, drawing an envelope from his pocket; "and I've consulted the authorities, and the result is, I find, that if your sister Linda marries Mr. Vanrenen—"
"Oh, Ethel, how could you ! " Linda cried, turning towards me one red flush, and drawing back several paces in a tragic attitude.
But Mr. Mackinnon took no notice of her.
"And if your sister Ethel marries Mr. Kirkwood," he went on; "and if, finally, you marry me, why, then, according to your grandfather's will, which the Courts would certainly uphold in every particular, your sister Linda's share must be divided equally between you and Ethel; your sister Ethel's share must be divided equally between you and Linda; and your share must be divided equally between the other two. So, you see, it cancels out. Each of you'll get just the same in the end, and all will come square, as if there were no restriction."
"Malcolm," Maud said, emphatically, moving back a step and surveying him from head to foot with supreme satisfaction, "I call you a Daniel come to judgment— yea, a Daniel! This is just delightful."
"And what's more," Mr. Mackinnon went on, looking from one of us to the other, "the arrangement would in every way be a most satisfactory one: for the original bequests are left under trust, and subject to many most vexatious restrictions; while the reversions, by a singular oversight, are absolute, and for your own sole use and benefit."
"Girls," Maud said, triumphantly, "you hear him. This is capital. Do you agree to marry and make this redistribution?"
"Certainly," I answered, without an instant's hesitation. "And so will you, Linda, as soon as you've had time to make out what it's all driving at."
I NEVER SAW a man more astonished in my life than poor dear papa when we explained to him the decision at which we'd all arrived. And I never saw a man more baffled either than Arthur Kirkwood when he found out that he'd have to take me after all, burdened with a fortune of twenty thousand pounds, which he'd never expected. It lost him such a chance of romantic poverty with the girl he loved that I really believe, if he hadn't been very much in love with me indeed, he'd have thrown me overboard at once, and started afresh in quest of a penniless damsel. But he managed to put up with it for my sake, he said, and you can see me as his Rosalind in this year's Academy.
____________
6: Florence St. John
Edward Dyson (as by Silas Snell)
1865-1931
Punch (Melbourne) 15 Aug 1918
"SHE DOESN'T LOOK a bit like Florence St. John," said Mr. William Wiegald Nicklepitt, after a peep at the new girl through a keyhole,
William Wiegald Nicklepitt was quite a great man in own line, and the world was paying him respectful attention; but he remained the raffish artist, indolent in everything but his art, the most careless dresser in the Southern Hemisphere, and a man capable of the most juvenile follies and frivolities in his own home.
For instance, young Mr. Nicklepitt did not consider it beneath his dignity to go upon his knees at a keyhole, and take a comprehensive survey of his servant from that discreditable and vulgar point of view.
"You ought to be ashamed, Willie," whispered his wife.
"Why?" asked Willie, ingenuously. "Surely a man may look through his own keyhole! What becomes of the liberty of the subject if a man can't look through his own keyhole? What of our boasted freedom?"
"She might catch you."
"What if she did? I suppose I would be equal to the occasion of a bit of a pot-jostling kitchen Bid caught me at my own keyhole?"
"She's coming. I can hear her. She's coming!"
Mr. Nicklepitt, in the effort to bring off a precipitate retreat from the keyhole, got his feet entrapped in his inevitable dressing gown, fell over the coal scuttle, and shot under the dining-table.
Miss Florence St. John, the new maid, dashed in, anticipating domestic calamity, and encountered the master crawling out from under the furniture. He smiled up at her.
"It's quite all right, Miss St. John," he said. "I— eh— dropped my collar stud."
"I thort how the roof 'ad fell in," said Miss Florence St. John. "If it 'ad uv I'd 'a' reskood you. That'ud be a bit uv orl right. I bin wantin' t' reskoo someone fer a long time. But yeh don't get much iv a charnce in reskooin' people in service, do you, mum ?"
"That's quite all right, Florence," said Mrs. Nicklepitt. "Have you boiled the milk?"
Miss Florence St. John sniffed the air. "There it goes," she said. All a-boilin' 'n' aburnin'. That's the worst iv milk— it's so sudding. Ain't you noticed 'ow sudding milk is?"
"But hadn't you better go to it?" inquired Mrs. Nicklepitt, anxiously.
Miss Florence St. John went in a leisurely way to the rescue of the milk.
"Now, if it had only been a handsome hero in a burning house," Miss St. John sighed.
The opportunities for the play of a romantic nature were, indeed, limited in the prosaic business of scrubbing floors and washing dishes.
William wallowed in his chair, and reached for a cigarette.
"Florence St. John," he said again, with cold contempt. "Pie-faced Jane! Polly Hogg! Jane Ann Gadd!"
"Well, Florence St. John was the name she gave at the registry office," Mrs. Nicklepitt explained. "But I dare say Florence St. John is a nom de theatre. She seems a sentimental little thing."
"They run in all shapes. A sentimental little thing has no right to so many pimples. A little thing with such feet should be as prosaic as a boiled ham. She looks like the by-product of a decadent strain, and I know how she dresses— she throws her clothes on the floor and dives into them."
"She is rather slovenly; but, perhaps, I may be able to break her of that."
Mr. Nicklepitt chuckled, then he chortled, twining his long lean legs in the air.
"Break her of it— you?" he gurgled. "I like that. Did you ever succeed in breaking a servant of anything? Don't you know in the sacred recesses of your own soul that your influence is woefully destructive of any good qualities a servant may possess when she meets you for the first time? Aren't you aware on your honour as a gentlewoman that servants begin to deteriorate from the moment they put their noses into your kitchen?"
Nettie sighed. "I admit I don't seem to be able to hold them up to their work. They do seem to presume on my good nature. But, perhaps Florence will be different."
"Let us live in hope if we die in despair. But how is Flo displaying her charming romanticism ?"
"She is going to be a great picture actress."
"Of course she is. That is the proud ambition of every servant girl."
"She says she was not meant to be a mere 'servingkt'."
"No servant ever was."
"She said that if I would promise that we would always call her Miss Florence St. John, and let her dine at our table, she would come for a shilling a week cheaper."
Willie threw his book against the ceiling, dropped his cigarette into his bosom, and twined his legs above him. "Sit at table with us ?" he squeaked. "That, sit at our table?"
"Hush, for Heaven's sake ! She may be listening."
Willie emitted a yell, and dug the live cigarette out of his underclothing. "Well, of all the incandescent cheeks!" he said.
"Of course, I did not consent. I gave her a shilling extra to eat in the kitchen, and allow me to call her Florence."
"Florence! Florence! Listen to me while I christen our beloved. She's The Tick. You hear— The Tick. Now, henceforth and forever, when I address that abnormal insect it will be as The Tick."
"You'll do nothing of the kind, Willie."
And, of course, Willie did not. When next he had occasion to address the maid he called her Miss Florence. Then he went into his study and threw things about, and kicked himself into a corner.
On the third day, Miss Florence St. John said to Mrs. Nicklepitt over the proper division of a jam melon: "Ain't yeh noticed nothink about me, Mrs. Nicklepitt ?"
"No, Florence— nothing in particular."
"Not 'oo I'm the dead livin' image of?"
"No. I cannot say I've noticed any resemblance to anyone I know."
"Ah, gahn! 'Ave another look."
"Who is it, Florence?"
"As if you don't know. Why, Mary Pickford, iv course— the World's Sweetheart."
Florence was small and sallow, she produced a liberal assortment of pimples, she had no eyelashes, and her nose was scarcely visible; while those of her teeth that remained like ancient landmarks were not to be regarded as ornamental, even if they could be considered useful; her hair was a pale mole colour, and her feet, which Mr. Nicklepitt's unfailing eye had picked out, were truly remarkable in one so young and small— they were oval in shape, and thin, and flat, and large, like something you might use to swat a fly with.
"Yes, tha's me," said Florence. "Everybuddy notices it. All the fellers et Scaly Timms's jam fact'ry got on to it. I wiz called the World's Sweetheart there."
Willie howled gleefully when the information was conveyed to him.
"She's just mad about pictures. The first thing she asked at the registry office was if we were handy to the movies. 'Coz,' she said, 'I gotter see the picks reg'lar, t' keep me 'and in' If I didn't se 'em, I wouldn't never leaim 'ow to act.' "
"Went to see Porline Fredericks Iars night," said Florence, over her washing up. "She's a good hactress all right. She was' appearin' in 'The Spotless Stain,' or somethink like that, 'n' she's in love with the big, good-lookin', foreign feller with the German whiskers, what is up to somethin'; but the other feller catches him at it, 'n' he goes down in one iv them sinkin' ships— not the other feller the one I said she was in love with afore she was in love with the other one— 'n' when the carsle took on fire he sez: 'Stan'aside'r I'll stab yeh to the bone!' 'n' nished in 'n' saved her hisself. Which the King sez: 'I'm glad as 'ow yer name's cleared of all dishonour, 'n' yer me own child born in wedlock.' So she married the other one after all."
Nettie got a lot of this sort of thing in the course of Florence's few months' stay. Miss Flo St. John spelled her way through quite a mass of movie literature, and was familiar with the lives and works of all the well-known performers.
One morning, Florence was most exuberant.
"I'll have to be givin' you a week's notice pretty soon," she said. "I'll be goin' on the pictures afore long. I'm studyin' for it now."
"Indeed, Florence. What makes you think you will be going on?"
"Oh, I'm gettin' to know the fellers. I'm hacquainted with the door-keeper at the Crescent already. He sez I got a good charnce. He sez to me: 'You look after yerself, Sis, 'n' don't take too many 'ot barfs, 'n' go exposin' yerself to chills, 'n' you'll out Mrs. Petrova yet.' He sez I wanter get me 'air to curl, 'n' put some more fire in me eye, 'n' Margaret Clarke won't be in it with me. So I'm goin' in fer a course at one iv them beauty parlours."
After this, Miss Florence St. John devoted a great deal of attention to her skin and hair. She wasted valuable minutes rubbing various ungents into her hide, and at crucial moments, when pots were boiling over, and the gas-stove had back-fired, and the cat was in the cream, she would be busy in her room, curling her hair by force of arms with the aid of heat, and experimenting with needles for the subjugation of persistent pimples.
"She'll have to go," said Mr. Nicklepitt. "Better fire her at once before the house is burnt, and we're all exploded, or poisoned, or die of eating linoleum strip which have got into the brown hash by inadvei'tence."
"I don't like sending a girl away," said Nettie, wofully. "She may bs bad, but one always runs the risk of getting one worse."
"And, meanwhile, we submit to the idlocyncrasies of a natural idiot whose symptoms are aggravated by movie madness. Yesterday, I walked into the kitchen, and found her casting attitudes to fascinate Prince Eric of Dromania, while Billson's bull-terrier was having a catch-as-catch-can contest with our chicken on the mat, the chicken you had just given four shillings for."
But Nettie clung to the devil she had, fearing the other devil that might step into her shoes, and Miss Florence St. John continued on the track of her destiny as the greatest movies actress of all time.
"I'm gettin' on," she said one morning. "I've been interduced to the gent wot plays the little drum in the orchestrer, 'n' he's goin' to use his influence. He sez I got Pickford's charm 'n' Petrova's grace ; 'n' he's goin' to speak to the gentleman what plays the big drum. He sez the gent what plays the big drum is more thought of than the gent what plays the little drum. I expect I'll be on in a month. Could you tell me, Mrs. Nicklepitt, what about me wardrobe? I orter have a wardrobe. All ac'resses has wardrobes. I wonder would you let me have the one in my room cheap. The drummer was sure I'd have t' have a wardrobe."
But Miss Florence St. John was still with the Nicklepitts when six months had fled, and then came the beginning of the end.
"I've bin discovered, Mrs. Nicklepitt," she told Nettie, during the preparations for lunch.
"Discovered, Florence?"
"Yes— found out. Me talents has been discovered. You gotter be discovered afore you go on in the pictures. Sometimes its a big gent what owns a picture fact'ry discovers you, sometimes it's just somebody knockin' round. I've bin discovered by a gent name of Scobie. He sez he expects t' make-milllins out iv me. He's goin' t' make a great hactress of me cheap ; but on'y on condition I let him be my manager. Would you sign ?"
"I don't know anything about it, Florence," said Mrs. Nicklepitt. "But I would advise you to be very careful of men like that."
"Oh, he's a orl right John. My troubles if he wasn't. I'd give him a push in the face soon's look et him. But there ain't notliin' wrong about this one. He showed me his card. I pay five pounds down, 'n' ten shillin's a lesson. He thinks I'll be finished in three lessons."
"He might be a fraud."
"Oh, no, mum; he's got it printed on his card. I s'pose I'll 'ave to give you notice now I'm goin' t' be a hactress, but we'll alwiz be friends."
"That's very nice of you, Florence."
"Oh, yes. There ain't nothin' stuck-up about me. I got five pounds saved, but I'll have to go back to the jam t'act'ry so ez I can 'ave all me evenin's off fer study."
Nettie tried to Induce Miss St. John to look upon Mr. Scobie as a possible confidence man, but Florence always assured her : "It's on his card. He couldn't be a crook, 'n' it on his card. Besides, he's got a stewdio where movie actresses is made by the dozens. I-Ie sez he sent a shipment away to America on'y last week."
Florence did leave. Parting, she said : "Look fer me name in the papers, wontcher ?"
"I will, indeed," Nettie replied.
" 'N' me photographs. I'll be took all ways, 'n' I'll send you some, with me name writ across, when I get to America. Me manager don't know yet if I'll go to the Laslcy Company or the Metro, but it'll be one or the other."
So Miss Florence St. John went away to devote herself to her art.
ONE DAY, a few months later, William Wiegald Nicklepitt, climbing to the studio of a friend in a Queen-street building, came suddenly upon the soles of a pair of peculiar, flat, oval-shaped feet. The owner of the feet, a small, slatternly, sloppy object was scrubbing the stairs above him.
"Hello, Miss Florence St. John," said William.
"Skews yerself," retorted the scrubber— "me name's Jinnie Mills." Then she recognised Mr. Nicklepitt. "Oh, it's you," she said.
"Yes, Florence, it is I! You have given up your intention of acting for the pictures."
Florence pushed a prong of mouse-coloured hair from her left eye with the scrubbing brush.
" 'N' what if I have ?" said she.
"Mr. Scobie was not faithful to you. He did not keep his promise true."
"Scobie," said Miss Florence St. John, dully, "was a dirty nark!" And scrubbing operations were resumed.
________________
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I HAD JUST got back to the camp after riding round the cattle when I heard a Hereford cow keening up near some gum-suckers above the billabong. I know only one cow that would bellow like that; one that had had a late calf. I rode up to see what was bothering her.
A couple of dingoes had found the calf while the mother was drinking down at the billabong. They were very swift and very efficient. The cow was dangerous as she stood, red-eyed, over what they had left of the calf, so I stayed on the horse and circled round till I picked up the blurred dog-prints in the sand.
As I followed them it struck me that the two sets of prints kept unusually close together. Like most bushmen, I'm a pretty silent sort of fellow in human company, but rather talkative to myself, or to my animals. Sometimes you might even catch me having an argument with my horse or dog. Most of us who spend days alone are like that. The way those paw marks kept together was so strange that I asked my horse about it.
"What's got me beat," I said, "is why both should round bushes on the same side; why both should stop when one stops? Did you ever hear of an eight-legged native dog that could send four legs jumping round while the other four kept still? Of course, I can see there are two of 'em, you old fool, but how about them keeping together?
Well, I'm listening." The Waler flicked an ear and appeared to ruminate.
"Another thing," I added, "one of those dogs is always just a bit behind the other. What about that?"
I rode back to the camp, greeted loudly by the dogs chained up there. I let them go for a run, wiped down the horse, hobbled it, and boiled the billy. After sunset I rechained the tykes, cut a leafy bough, then re-saddled the horse. With a long rope I dragged the bough over the mud at the edge of the blllabong. I wanted to see if the dingoes came in to drink.
In the morning I found their tracks in the mud. Stamped clearly, they showed one set of tracks smaller than the other. It suggested an old bitch and a half-grown pup.
Among my canine troop was an old, one-eyed dog that would have been a Beagle only for something his mother had done. Maybe the loss of half his sight strengthened his sense of smell, for Boozer (as I called him) was a notable tracker. All that day he ran along those dingo tracks, with me riding close behind. But I was satisfied that we were never within cooee of the quarry.
This futile business went on for three days, I was sick of the saddle, baffled, piqued. But my blood was up.
"What beats me, Boozer," I said to the old hound that night, "is how a pup could keep up that pace. They've had nothing much to eat since they downed the calf, or we'd have seen the remains."
Old Boozer looked at me solemnly. "That's no pup," he barked, "It's a kelpie bitch gone bush, judging by her feet."
I patted him. "You're right again, old-timer," I said, "and we both know how cunning she'd be!"
I went to bed. Some time before dawn a vociferous clamor awoke me. I could hear the dogs' barks and growls cut short as they plunged and choked on taut chains. As I emerged from the tent something white caught my eye. It was the remnant of my meat bag, which had hung a good seven feet above ground on a box limb. The cunning little devil had known the dogs were securely tied.
In the morning, I found where she had come in, alone, from a fringe of gum suckers and native willow. Farther back I saw where the big dingo had waited while she made the raid. The astonishing thing— far more astonishing than her daring— was the fact that the dingo had remained in the one place all through that canine clamor and my shouts, until the kelpie returned with her booty.
You know, a man gets some queer notions, living alone outback. This business began to get under my skin. Mad for action, I loosed the dogs, mounted the horse, and galloped after them as they rioted across the flat among the cattle, along the blllabong, and into the timber.
All the time I knew it was silly to do a thing like that— me, who'd made a name as a dingo-hunter. I had an uneasy feeling— like a man who knows he Is being secretly laughed at.
You can imagine how I felt when, following the tongulng hounds into camp that night I found my flour bag ripped open, my fat tin licked clean, and my Johnnie-cake gone. After delivering myself of some good bush profanity, I settled down to some steady thinking.
The kelpie was making it a personal affair now— taking a man's Johnnie-cake. Next day I took all the dogs back to the station— a day's ride— stayed there overnight, nnd was back at the billabong next day with a .32 repeater, and without a dog.
The grass was going out of the flats and the water in the billabong was receding. I played a waiting game. Rode round the cattle once a day, then prowled around the blllabong. I wanted the dingo and kelpie to get used to my presence there. I knew that fierce eyes watched me from points in the scrub. I wanted them to watch, though the experience was rather unsettling. Sooner or later, I hoped, familiarity would breed contempt, and one or other make a false move. And then— I used to pat the old rifle-stock, waiting. I wondered ir they still kept together, as their tracks had showed.
Days passed. You have to be patient in the bush.
One morning I caught sight of two canine forms silhouetted for an instant on a distant sand-ridge. It mode me smile. I was relieved to find they were still about. Men appeared, and drove the cattle back to the better feed near the station. They gibed me in their slow, un-rancorous way, and left me a parcel of corned meat.
The water began to go back rapidly. The billabong divided into two. I knew the wild dogs were drinking at the smaller pool, though I never saw them. I began to worry a little, for it would not be long before they moved to new hunting grounds. You see, as the water went from the billabong, so did the ground life about there, field mice, water hens, rabbits— that provided the wild dogs with food. I swung some corned mutton from a sapling near the little water hole.
She took it. Tracks showed how the big dog waited off in the scrub while she did so. I hung more food, and she took that, too. Corned mutton is tasty; no sensible dog, wild or tame, goes far from a spot where such delectable morsels are provided.
I tried hanging it by day and taking it away by night. She wouldn't touch it. Afraid they might clear out, I hung it again by night. It was taken. Deadlock. I wondered why the dingo didn't go off in search of something to kill something from which the hot blood would run. That is the dingo way. I'd heard often of fellows who loafed around all day while their wives did the work, but it was the first time I'd struck it in a dingo.
Some more hard thinking produced an idea. I waded out into the little water hole and rigged up. a shaky platform on thin logs driven into the mud. This I screened with bushes. Then I kept away from the water hole for a day or two, except to hang meat.
A man came out from the station with rations and more corned mutton.
"When you start to climb trees and bark you'll be nearly gone," he grinned. "So you had better come into the station and do some work."
"I'll bet you drinks I get 'em," I challenged. He took the bet and went away.
I now hung the meat in the morning, rode well awny from the camp all day, and returned at night. They were watching me, all right, for they took the meat while I was away. I was up before dawn next day, hung the meat, picked up the rifle, held it high, and without any clothes on, I slid quietly into thc water and waded gently to the screened platform. The water was not very cold, but the air was, and I had a job to keep my teeth still as I lay there, waiting.
A rollicking reveille of kookaburras was ringing down the blllabong as day broke, and a small, tan kelpie trotted confidently towards the meat. The water had killed all human smell. I could not see the dingo.
The kelpie was nbout 120 yards away, and I could knock over a Jam tin at 200 yards with that gun. She had the meat when I squeezed the trigger.
The deep "shung!" of the rifle silenced the birds. The kelpie threw the meat in the air, turned a quick somersault, and was still.
"Got you, my lady!" I exulted, wading out to where she lay. I was flushed with excitement, standing there naked in the morning with the quarry at my feet. "I suppose your mate is going for his life," I muttered, turning her over. "Well, he can go. Without you he won't be half so pestiferous."
Her glazing eyes looked up at me blankly. Something made me look up. Forty yards away, half-hidden behind a native currant bush, stood a big red dingo. Like a flash I threw the rifle up and took a snap shot.
The dingo jumped, turned in a half-circle, and charged straight at me. Amazed, I leapt sideways. The dingo lurched past. I felt his hot breath on my legs. Then he stumbled, gave a queer lost cry, and collapsed, shot through the lungs.
You can imagine my feelings. I'd got the pair of them! It made me caper about like a savage. I almost kissed that good old .32 of mine. Already I could hear myself telling the tale in at the station.
I was stooping to turn the red dingo over, but suddenly straightened up. There was a catch in my throat— that indescribable feeling we get when we encounter something infinitely pathetic.
"You poor, game little devil," I whispered to the dead kelpie.
I'm a pretty tough sort. Nobody could call me a softy. But my eyes burned as though I might cry, and I wished I could do something to show the little kelpie how sorry I was.
For the big dingo, her mate, had been totally blind.
____________
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THE ROOM THEY GAVE ME in the Hotel les Alpes, La Mure, district of Dauphine, France, was over the street. The hotel was in two parts. On the corner where the road swung south out of the village were the restaurant and kitchen, bar and office. On the opposite corner, the bedrooms.
The girl put my bags down and withdrew. I looked out the window. There was the hotel opposite and below it a large church on a mound. When I leaned far out I could see the mountain of l'Obiou some miles away, beyond a valley. My car, a small Austin, black, OXV-148, carrying a G.B.-plate, stood in the street below the window. The girl had gone over to the office to get the key of the garage. I lit a smoke and dawdled at the window, waiting to see the girl come from the office.
Three men came round the corner, crossed the road, stood by the car.
There was a blue twilight. The swifts were screaming above the wheeling and darting.
I wasn't watching the swifts. Because one of the men put his hand on the roof of the car and bent down and looked through the window at the inside.
Because of the blueness in the twilight it was hard to see things clearly, even a few feet below. But all three wore English clothing and were out of place in La Mure. And what the hell were they looking in my car for?
The one in the tweed-cap looked around and up, and saw me in the window. "This your car?" he called. He had a hard, flat voice. Not English, not American. He could have been Australian, only Australians seldom wear tweed caps.
"That's right," I said.
He spoke to the other two, and the one wearing a panama stepped to the hotel-entrance and entered. The others stood by the car. There was something about them. Watchful. Nervous.
I could hear Panama-hat coming up the stairs. My door wasn' t locked. He opened it and walked in. He had a parcel, tied with string, in his left-hand, in his right a short, black automatic.
"Don' t get excited," he said.
HIS VOICE was very soft and casual. He wasn' t pointing the gun at me. But I didn' t have to be told to keep still. The brim of the panama was turned-down over his forehead. His eyes watched me.
He leaned a little towards me and threw out his left-hand so that the parcel fell on the bed. It made a soft thud. He reached behind him with the left-hand and pulled the door shut and turned the key. He pulled the key from the door and held it. All the time he watched me. There was nothing I could do. Only sweat under my shirt and try to keep from yelling.
"Sit on the bed," he said, "and keep quiet."
Nothing I could do, except walk sideways from the window and sit on the bed. He walked sideways to the window and, without turning away from me, called, "All right?"
"Yes, but hurry it up!"
That one was American.
Panama-hat said to me, "Let' s have the ignition-key."
"Look, what the—?"
"Don' t talk," his voice deepened a little. "The key!"
My nerve was coming back. "Go to hell!" I said.
He studied me. His eyes narrowed. His underlip came out.
"Look, man," he said, "we can' t wait. If you want I' ll call King up here and he' ll beat the key out of you. If you want."
All I wanted was to get him a little nearer. It was getting dark, and from where I was. he was outlined against the window, whereas I was in the gloom.
"Somebody coming up," the flat voice called from below. Quick footsteps on the stairs, a small knock on the door. Panama-hat was by me in a flash, hit the light-switch, unlocked the door and opened it. His right-hand was in his coat-pocket, holding the little gun there.
It was the girl with the garage-key. It hung from the big piece of wood in her hand. She was tall, slim, brunette, with flashing eyes. She was astonished to see him there, and said something in French. He replied soothingly, reached out a hand, took her by the wrist, and started to draw her into the room.
That was where he slipped. Because she was Gallic, excitable, unpredictable. She snatched her arm from him and went back through the half-closed door like a flash. She ran down the stairs, shrieking. He stayed in the doorway long enough, with his back to me, staring after her.
I jumped into him with my knees doubled together. They hit him in the kidneys, and he grunted and went down on his face in the passage.
I fell on him and rolled and chopped him and got the gun and scrabbled away from him and stood up. He half-turned on the floor and looked at me. His face was grey and sick with the kidney-blow, but he tried to get up. Then he saw the gun in my hand and eased himself and lay there, on his side, looking at me. The panama-hat was over against the passage-wall.
Down in the street there were shouts, and feet running. Along the passage a door opened and a Frenchman and his wife, half-dressed, put their heads out and then stood, looking at us.
Three gendarmes rushed along the passage. The leading one threw his baton underhand. It hit me across the face, and two of them whipped an arm lock on me so fast I yelled. They helped Panama to his feet and dragged us both downstairs. Downstairs the population of La Mure milled about in the street-lights. They gave a big sigh when they saw us. The gendarmes cleared a way. Beside my car the other two characters stood, gendarmes and civilians holding them. The brunette girl stood near them. She flashed her eyes at me and spat something.
IN the police-station they lined the four of us up before a desk and a sergeant said things. Maybe the other three knew French. I didn' t, except enough to ask for a room or a drink or pick out things on a menu. If the others knew French they played dumb about it.
So they sat us on a wooden bench and talked among themselves and used the telephone. They' d emptied our pockets in four separate heaps on the desk.
When I made signs they let me have a cigarette from my things.
"You mugs' ll get plenty for this," I said to Panama.
A gendarme jumped me. We were not to speak with each other. This was because the village gendarmes couldn' t understand English.
The noises outside died down. I wondered about my car and my bags. Wondered what the devil all this was about. After a while I got sore with sitting on the hard bench, retried to think of some French. I couldn' t even think straight in English. My mind darted all over the place. The gendarmes lazed about. They didn' t seem to worry about me or the other three. Panama stretched his legs out and folded his arms and dropped his head on them. The light brought out a silver hair or two in his head. He had thick, brown, swept-back hair. His hands, on his folded arms, were big and strong.
I couldn' t see the other two very well without leaning forward to look past Panama. I couldn' t be bothered leaning forward. I was tired and sore and worried.
Time went by. We got some relief by pretending we wanted the toilet and being led there by a gendarme, but after a while the gendarmes knew about it and simply sneered when we made signs. A couple of times I tried to speak to them, but it was no good.
It had been a little after ten-o' clock when they lugged us into the station. My watch crawled towards midnight. Just after midnight there was a commotion outside and two police-officers and two men in plainclothes came in. They talked in French to the station-officers, looked at us, looked at our things. The taller of the plainclothes men took charge. He pointed to Panama, Tweed-cap and the one called King. The gendarmes took them through another door.
A gendarme brought two chairs. He put them facing me. The two plainclothes men sat in them, the tall one facing me, the other sitting to one side. A young gendarme I hadn' t seen before brought another chair and sat just behind the tall one and opened a notebook. I watched all this. I didn' t like it. I was a long way from home. In this village I was a foreigner. The detectives and the gendarmes eyed me coldly. Earlier, the girl had spat at me and the villagers were hostile. All I knew was that Panama had stuck a gun in my face and demanded the keys of my car.
The one sitting to one side said, "Deutsch?"
"British," I said.
"Ah. Pardon, m' sieur. I am Detective Corot. My superior is Inspector Pardi. We shall—"
"Look. If you speak English for Pete' s sake tell these cops—"
"M' sieur. Please be quiet! We—"
"Quiet be damned!" I roared.
"A mug walks into my room, sticks me up, wants my car-keys. I get a chance to jump him and do it. Then the cops rush in, grab him and me, grab his two pals, hustle us all in here. And I' m treated like I was a—"
I might have known it wouldn' t get me anywhere.
Cops are cops, wherever you go. They have a way of doing things and nothing anybody can do about it. These French let me yell myself out, and when I was done they just went on the way they' d started.
FIRST they wanted my pass-port. I told them it was in the glove-box of the car, and a gendarme took the car-keys and got it. It was with my carnet de passage, international driving licence, green card for insurance, sundry other papers, all in the yellow pouch the British Automobile Association gives you when they handle your arrangements for taking a car into Europe.
They go through all this, the young cop making notes. They learn I' m Denis Delaney, British subject, tourist, and all the rest of it.
I learn that the girl and her family have accused me and Panama and his pals of trying to abduct her. White-slave traffic, that' s us, the way they see it.
I tell them I never saw Panama or his pals until this night. They bring Panama in, talk at him in French. He talks back. They take him away. As he went out he gave me a funny kind of grin.
Then they brought my two bags from the hotel-room and opened them and looked at everything I had. They brought the girl and her father and the hotel-register and asked me questions and translated my answers.
After a while they left me sitting on the bench, with a gendarme standing by, and went through the door where Panama and his pals were.
It was two-ten a.m. by my watch when the English-speaking detective came back.
"It is all clear, M' sieur," he said. "This trio has admitted to being robbers. In Lyons they beat a traveller, stole his money and his car. They were trying to get south, to Marseilles, perhaps. Keeping to lesser roads, you understand. So they came to La Mure. But the car will not go. It breaks down on the outskirts. They walk into the village. There is your car. True, it is small, but it is new and capable of great speed. Also, because it is small it may not be noticed. So they think they will take it from you. But then the girl came to the room—" he smiled at me and shrugged his shoulders.
"All right," I said, "so you got them. Maybe I can go now and get some sleep. It' ll soon be dawn."
He looked worried. "M' sieur proposes to leave La Mure?"
"Sure. I' m on my way to the Riviera. Soon' s I have about five hours' sleep."
"Pardon. It will be necessary for M' sieur to be in Grenoble on the sixteenth, ten days from now, to give evidence against these bandits."
"Hell. What does that mean?"
"If M' sieur will give himself the trouble of reporting to the police each day so that we may keep in touch with M' sieur, and if M' sieur gives his word to report to the Prefecture at Grenoble on the sixteenth."
"But you' ve got their confessions. Surely"
He pulled his mouth down and shrugged. To show that we were both helpless, I guess. So I had to make the promises.
A gendarme carried my bags back to the hotel. The girl' s father came to help me, full of apologies. He and the gendarme helped me put the car in the garage and lock the big door. After some trouble I managed to make the hotelkeeper understand that I wasn' t to be wakened until nine-o' clock.
Then I locked myself in the room, peeled-off and fell into bed.
THE way the French try to repay you when they discover they' ve done you wrong is nobody' s business.
When they awoke me at nine that morning the hotelkeeper and his wife and daughter fell over themselves to serve me. They brought me coffee-and-rolls to the room, ran a bath, raided my bags and laid clean clothes on the bed for me. My suit had been cleaned and pressed. As soon as I was decent the daughter rushed in and packed my bags, while the father led me downstairs to the garage and indicated the car, all cleaned and polished. When I drove round to the entrance the girl had my bags down and lifted them into the boot herself. I went in and paid the bill, gave the mother 200 francs, came out, gave the girl 200 francs.. Then the mother ran out and gave me a bottle of red-wine and three ripe peaches.
We sang farewells at one another and I headed down the long slope towards the bold head of l' Obiou.
I took it easy. The day was fine, National 85 was a fine road, with the car and 40,000 francs the Riviera looked fine, I felt fine. I waved to the two fellows sitting in a big green car about ten kilometres out of La Mure. One of them waved back.
Between Sisteron and Digne a big green car overtook me and the fellow beside the driver leaned across and stared at me. I waved to him. This time neither of them waved back. A little way ahead the green car faded round a bend.
In Castellane I wrapped myself round a bottle of Strasbourg lager, an omelette and coffee, lazed in the boulevarde cafe, talked to the proprietor about the Virgin on the Rock that towers over the town, smoked. Then I saw the green car across the square and a face peering at me through the rear window.
I got up, got in my car, turned it round, and shot out of Castellane like a bat out of hell, back towards the De Leques pass. There was a sharp bend three kilos out and I rounded it and pulled-off the road under a rock-shelf and stopped. About two-minutes later the green car tore round the bend.
They were almost past when they saw me. I saw the mouth of the man beside the driver fall open. The driver hit the brake so hard the tyres screamed. They almost stopped, then went crawling on. I turned my car and drove back to Castellane and pulled up at the same cafe. The green car had kept me in sight all the time.
It was a good thing the proprietor knew English. In the cafe I said to him, "I cannot speak French, Please call the police-station at La Mure and ask for Detective Corot."
"You are of the police, M' sieur?"
"Not on your life. Get me that detective."
HE studied me for a moment, then went into the back of the cafe. I followed and stood near the wall. I could see part of the street and the square opposite. The green car had gone round the square and stopped. I could see its nose.
The proprietor called me. I took the phone from him.
"That Detective Corot?"
"But yes. Who is that, please?"
"Look, Corot, I' m Delaney. You remember? The fellow was mixed up with that—"
"So! Mister Delaney. Have you some trouble?"
"Maybe. I don' t like being tailed."
"Tailed, Mister Delaney?"
"Followed. Watched. Two birds in a green car. Tailed me from La Mure. They belong to you?"
I could hear him speaking fast to somebody.
"They are not of us, Mister Delaney. Are you sure they follow?"
"Sure I' m sure. Who the hell are they? What should I do?"
He didn' t say anything for a while.
Then, "We do not know of them, Mister Delaney. Perhaps you should report to the gendarmerie in Castellane."
"What does that get me?"
"You should lay a charge. They offend you. They threaten you. They would be held for questions, yes. And—"
"Hey! Wait a minute. Does that mean I' d have to hang round here and wait while they get the business?"
"But, of course, Mister Delaney. You see—"
"Say, what sort of a country is this! I' m a tourist, see! I come here for a holiday. Good for France. Good for every innkeeper and wine-waiter and gas-station and everybody else I pay and throw extra francs at. I even pay for my visa and insurance, and in some of the damn' towns they slap on a sojourner' s tax. Do I mind! Like hell I mind. But that' s the way it is. So I pay and like it, and like the country and the people and having myself a good time. Then what happens. You—"
"Mister Delaney. Please, sir! Mister Delaney."
"Don' t you please me. I' ve had it. I' m not chasing about these Alps with queer birds on my tail. If you can' t get ' em off I' ll shake ' em myself."
I ram the telephone down on its cradle, throw a hundred-franc note at the proprietor, surge out and into my car and swing her out of Castellane and head for the coast. Hell with it!
Four kilometres out the green car showed in my rear-vision mirror. Cooled me off some. Because if I was going to shake these birds it would take wits, not heat.
I could have pulled up and asked them what the blazes they wanted.
I thought of doing just that.
But there were two of them and the way they acted meant they weren' t friendly. Whatever they were aiming at it didn' t mean any good for me, the way I saw it.
SO I thought about shaking them. It' s about sixty-five kilometres from Castellane to Grasse, with the three passes of Valferriere, La Faye, and Pilon to go through. That meant plenty of climbing, plenty of hairpin bends. The road is narrow. Already the little car was twisting on the first bends. Sixty-five kilos is about forty miles. I didn' t have to swing as wide as a big car to cut the bends and I could take them faster. With luck, provided nothing much was coming the other way, I could shake the green car.
Modern baby-cars hold the road well. Once the engine is hot they' ll accelerate in top on pretty steep climbs. I' m no slouch as a driver. The green car was way ahead of me on horsepower, but you need something more than horsepower on an alpine road if the baby ahead of you is well handled. I took a bet with myself I could handle mine better than the green-car driver could handle his.
The way I took some of those bends still gives me a kick. Right up Valferriere the needle never dropped below thirty on even the tightest turn and jumped near sixty on the short straights. I could smell my brakes burning going down to Escragnolles, and nearly got a cyclist in that village. On a short one above St. Vallier the car screamed sideways across the cambered turn and my throat went dry as she bounced into and out of a narrow road-side ditch and metal screamed where a tiny point of the rock-wall scored the wing on the offside front-wheel. I got her out of it by blind luck and went through St. Vallier yelling like a crazy loon, because of the excitement and the way the baby was beating her guts out to make it.
We nearly got it just out of Grasse, where the dropping road takes a couple of savage bends. I heard the bus horn' s high-pitched barking a little too late, and when it swung wide to take the bend I was tearing straight at it. That bus-driver was good. Somehow he tightened his turn enough inches for me to flash by. Had mine been a bigger car it would have been curtains, but my baby just had that little bit to spare, hung on to the last four-inches over a five-hundred feet drop, and got back on to the road.
In Grasse I saw what I wanted— a service-station with a concrete apron and wide doors
behind it. I swung the car round the pumps, in through the door and shot her close to the long work-bench behind a dismantled truck.
The mechanics still had their mouths open when I climbed out, ran to the door and peeped round the edge. I heard them crying at me, but kept my eyes on the road. There was a little traffic, but no green car.
Somebody plucked my elbow. The service-station boss spoke in French. I made noises at him and watched the road. He saw this and began to look worried. I got out my wallet, peeled off a five-hundred and gave it to him. He stopped looking worried, spoke to the staring mechanics, put the note in his pocket, and went away. I guess he was used to mad tourists on that road, and for five-hundred francs he was ready to tolerate my form of madness for a little while. For half an hour I stood by the door, watching. I smoked three cigarettes. The green car didn' t show. They ought to have got to Grasse by then. I knew there wasn' t another road. They had to come in the way I did. Either they' d turned back, or stopped, or hit something.
WHEN they still didn' t show I got in my car, backed-out, waved to the staring mechanics and drove sedately into the town-centre.
I told myself I needn' t worry about the green car any more. But I wasn' t happy. All the excitement of the drive had gone and I felt like something the cat had dragged in. Besides, getting away from them was one thing, trying to guess why they' d trailed me was another. The more I wondered about it the less happy I felt. What was going on? Who were they? Maybe I' d got it wrong. Maybe them acting like they did had nothing to do with me; I just happened to be there. I parked the car and went into a bistro and got a drink and sat over it. But I couldn' t get rid of it. Because deep inside me I knew I hadn' t got it wrong; about them trailing me, I mean. I' d have given a lot to sight somebody I could talk to. But there wasn' t anybody. And if I went to the police what could I tell them? If I hadn' t been driving I would have got good and drunk.
Brooding over it wasn' t getting me any place, so I decided to drift. There were two ways down to the coast. A short run straight to Cannes or a longer one by way of Le Rouret to Cagnes. I went to Cannes.
It was early afternoon— a July afternoon— when I ran into Cannes. I hadn' t any plans. I had to be in Grenoble ten days hence. I had to report to the French police once a day. Fine way to spend a holiday. I parked on the waterfront and walked about, looking at the bathers, the crowd on the concrete-walk, the sea, the traffic, the cafes. The place was crowded. Every time I saw a car that looked green I stared at it. But the one I was looking for wasn' t there.
Then I got fed-up and got in the car and pushed off along the coast-road, heading for Antibes. I didn' t stop there. There was a lot of traffic and I took it slow. I was flat, like stale beer. I was so damned lonely and downhearted I felt like getting out and starting a fight, just for the hell of it.
Near the big casino in Nice two black-headed girls dressed in nothing much gave me the come-on. I spat out the side of the car. That' s how I felt. Maybe if the green car had suddenly appeared on my rear-bumpers I' d have cheered up.
Two American sailors stood on the kerb.
"Hi, Mac!" I yelled at them.
They stared at me. I drove on.
I don' t know why Beaulieu-sur-Mer looked nicer than anywhere else. But it did. Maybe because it was quiet. Maybe because the Med. Was bluer where it came in the little artificial harbor. Maybe because the golden mimosa hung over a high stone-wall and behind it a dark, feathery eucalypt trembled in the breeze. Maybe because I was ready to stop any place.
The Hotel Frisia is a small place, standing over the road, with a narrow road running up the side to the terraced streets and villages above the coast.
They gave me a room at the rear, on the first-floor. One shuttered window overlooked the narrow street, the other looked over a small yard with peach-trees to houses higher up the cliff. The land rises very sharply from the sea along that coast.
There wasn' t a garage. They conveyed to me that guests either parked their cars in the side-street or took them to a lock-up back towards Villefranche. I sent my bags up and took the car back to the lock-up. If anyone came around looking for a black Austin, OXV-148, with a G.B. plate, it wasn' t going to be parked where anyone could see it.
I walked back to the Frisia, opened my big bag, pulled out my swimming-trunks and then stood still.
Then I dropped the top of the bag, went to the windows and looked out. The room was on the south-east corner of the hotel. Too high for anyone to see through the windows. The sun was into the west and the room was a little dim. I went and opened the bag again and stood there.
BECAUSE I' d forgotten about the parcel Panama had dropped on my bed, back in La Mure, when he had to have a free hand to open the door.
It had been overlooked in the excitement which followed; The gendarmes had missed it when they collected my bags from the room. Maybe it fell off the bed. The girl must have found it. When she was packing my bags. She must have thought it was something of mine. She' d simply put it in the bag, believing it to be mine. I picked it up. Its weight startled me. I undid the string and unwrapped the paper. Then I sat down on the bed and looked at what I held in my hand. My mind kind of stopped, then raced.
Because now I knew why Panama and his pals had been in such a hurry to get a car after the one they' d hoisted had broken down. Now I had a clue the green car and the way it had tailed me.
What I held didn' t tell me everything. Not by a mile, it didn' t. But it told me a heck of a lot. And it told me I wasn' t in the clear yet. I stood the thing on its four feet on the dressing-table and pulled up a chair. Then I locked the door and made sure the windows were locked. I sat in the chair and looked at it.
It was a beautifully-made figure of a Tartar rider on his Mongol pony, done in beaten brass. It stood about seven inches high from the hooves to the crown of the rider' s helmet. It weighed fully a pound. The rider was part turned in the saddle, a proud, scornful, alert man, sitting the horse as though he feared nothing on earth. It was like his wild personality had come down the centuries from Genghis Khan, as though he' d swept up to a hillcrest in the Jura and halted to peer disdainfully at the land ahead, knowing it would soon be under fire and sword and the galloping horses of his fellows.
The forgotten workman had caught the man and fixed him in brass for ever. The long, sweeping moustache and chin-whiskers, the broad, heavy, armored collar of the corselet, the dragon' s head on the breast, the long kilt, the armored leg-pieces above the felted boots, the harness of saddle and bridle, breastplate and crupper and backhand, the old Tartar decorations on all the gear.
Just as a brass figure it was worth maybe a hundred-thousand francs. Nothing for Panama and his pals, and the green-car birds, to get excited about. Not until you saw the jewels. They made it different. I' m no jewel-expert. But I know emeralds, rubies and amethysts when I see them. And I was seeing twenty-one of them, every one the same size, every one as big as a dress-stud head, faceted and matched. An emerald in the helmet, rubies for the dragon' s eyes and on the pony' s headstall and saddle-trappings, amethysts and emeralds on the shoulder-armor and the leg plates, rubies on the pony' s breastplate. Maybe I was wrong, but I reckoned I was looking at nothing under two-million francs, two-thousand quid English, say five-thousand dollars to the right buyer.
It was guineas to gooseberries Panama and the rest knew the right buyer. Only now they hadn' t anything to sell him. I had it. By blind chance and the assumption of a village inn-keeper' s daughter when she packed my bags, I had it. It was a safe bet that, even if she was a little astonished by the weight of the parcel, she didn' t even wonder what it could be. It stood on the dressing-table in this room, the brass horseman staring arrogantly into the distance, and I looked at it and knew what to do.
Because what I had to do was wrap it up and go downstairs and call up Detective Corot at La Mure or Grenoble and tell him about it. Or take it to the nearest gendarmerie and tell them about it, and get a receipt for it and leave it with them. I threw a towel over it and got up and opened the window over the side-street and looked as hundreds of cars tried to get out. through the crowds.
A MAN was digging in the garden of a villa beyond the high wall across the street. In the street below me two cars were parked. A girl in a faded red beret passed the cars, walking up the hill, carrying a string-bag full of something. I closed the window, pulled the shutters in, and went to the other window and looked out. The peach-trees trembled. Shadow was on them now, because the sun was low. A blackbird walked the grey old ridge-cap of a shingled roof, digging with its beak into cracks in the wood. I closed windows and shutters, lit a cigarette, took the towel from the figure, sat down and looked at it and smoked and thought about taking it to the police.
After a while I opened the window over the peach-trees and looked out again. The blackbird wasn' t there any more. The blue twilight was forming in the depths of the little garden. I knew there was a high, narrow gate into the peaches from the side-street, flush against the rear wall of the hotel. I knew that the hostess and most of the hotel staff would be out front, where there were a glassed-in cafe and an open-stone terrace with tables and chairs overhanging the coast road and the sea, and where at this hour hotel guests and others would be drinking and lazing in the last of the sunshine.
I sank the horseman in the water in the china ewer in the room, locked the room, and went down the stairs and out the side-door and into the side-street and tried the gate. It opened easily.
I closed it again and went back to the room, fished the horseman out, dried him off, wrapped him in the paper and tied the parcel with the same string. Then I opened the window over the shadowed garden and tossed the parcel on to the soft earth under the nearest peach-tree.
The side-street was deserted when I opened the narrow gate and slipped into the garden. It was hot in the enclosed garden, and there was a strong smell of compost. The garden-shed on which the blackbird had walked was very small, built close against the two stone walls that made a corner of the garden. I pushed the parcel between the shed and the stone wall, threw some garden rubbish over it and went away.
I went upstairs and out on to the stone terrace among the people. When the waiter came I ordered a double Scotch, and asked for a bath to be ready at seven-thirty. I sat there, drinking Scotch, and my nerves started to jump.
So I drank more Scotch. It started to make me glow. It made me feel good and be damned to everybody. Some of the people at near tables looked at me and the Scotch, and caught me looking at them and smiled like they were sorry for being rude. But I didn' t care. Because I wanted to keep the brass horseman.
In the bath I was singing. But every time somebody went along the passage outside I stopped singing and listened to the footsteps. When I was dressed I went to the cafe and gave the waiter three-hundred francs and said I was in a hurry. Funny how a few francs makes them understand English. Even talked it back at me a little.
JUST after nine-o' clock I caught a blue bus to Nice and went among the crowd along the promenade. It was a hot, still night and the place was packed. Every cafe and dance-floor was full, thousands jostled along the pavements and over on the wide promenade. The orchestras were drowned in the beeping of horns I thought I' d pick up a girl and go dancing or to the casino or just push through the crowds with her. But every time a girl gave me the look something clammed up inside me. I gave it away and found a table in a cafe and ordered a Scotch.
A dark-faced man sitting there looked at me and said, "Didn' t I see you in Grenoble? On the sky-lift to Chamrousse?"
Somehow I didn' t jump up and rush away.
"Not Grenoble," I said.
"Some place?" he said.
"Where you from?"
"Pretoria is where I live. My firm sent me to England and then down here. I' ve been here five weeks. It' s a lousy place. Have a drink with me. How do you manage with the lingo? I can handle Basuto and some Afrikaans but over here—"
"Whisky," I said.
He went on talking. Him talking and the noise of the crowd and the heat and the bursts of music and the way my mind was all mixed up and the whisky I knew I had to get out of there. Get out and away from the crowds and the lights and into the dark. Get away and fast.
"Be seein' you, pal," I said and stood up.
I could see the table rushing up at me, but I couldn' t do anything about it. Because of the whisky, I guess.
I WAS OUT for three hours. The South African stayed with me. He and a waiter got their arms round me, and took me across the promenade to a seat on the waterfront, and the South African stayed with me till I came out of it, enough to tell him where I lived. Then he got a taxi and rode me back to the Frisia and dug the concierge out, and they undressed me and put me in bed.
I didn' t wake till about eleven that morning; and there was a note from the South African left with the concierge, telling me to come to the Hotel Brice in Nice and ask for George Cochrane. I was pretty shaky when I got up, and I thought I' d go into Nice and find Cochrane and bring him back and get the brass horseman and have him come with me to the police. Because the thing was driving me crazy. But when I got to the Brice they told me he' d been called urgently and had caught a plane to London. I felt very lonely and went and had a stiffener. It stopped me shaking and I started to worry.
A gendarme on traffic duty told me where the prefecture was and I started to go to it. Then I got scared. I don' t know why. I just got plain scared. So I went into a park and sat on a seat and tried to force myself to snap out of it.
The more I tried to snap out of it the worse I got. A spiv came and sat on the seat and offered me twelve-hundred francs apiece for sterling pounds. I told him to go to hell, and he rose and smiled and bowed and went away:
The brass horseman kept calling to me. I could see his proud face. I could see the jewels studded about him. Suddenly it was like I' d been doused with cold water. My mind was clear. I could feel strength running back into me. Some queer notion got into me that if I went back to Beaulieu and got him and looked at him for a while it would be all right.
I left the park and went and drank some black coffee and went to the autobus port and got a Mentone bus back to the Frisia. I hadn' t used my car because of the way I felt and because it was easier to travel by bus.
It was about two-o' clock in the afternoon when I got back to my room. The windows had been opened to air the room. Down in the peach-trees a man and two women were pottering about and chattering and laughing. They stayed there all afternoon.
I had some lunch and sat on the terrace and smoked. I tried to write a couple of letters, but my mind kept going down into the peach-garden. The hostess came and sat with me for a while. She had enough English to get by and we talked about this and that. If the concierge told her about me getting drunk she didn' t speak of it.
About five-o' clock I got into my trunks, put on a dressing-gown, and went down and dived into the sea off the wall of the little man-made harbor. That did me good. It also made me sleepy.
I went back to the room, and with just the gown on I lay down on the bed and slept. The room was dim when I awoke. I wondered who had shut the windows and drawn the shutters to. I looked at the door.
There was a little, bright-eyed man sitting on a chair with the back against the door. He had a long-nosed gun in his right hand.
"How do you do, Mr. Delaney," he said.
HE said it in a kind of whisper. His face creased up in a smile. Then it uncreased and went sort of dead.
I didn' t say anything.
"Do not leave the bed," he whispered. "You may sit up."
"Thanks." I meant it to be sarcastic, but it sounded like a frog with laryngitis.
"Let us not delay," he whispered. "Trouble yourself to indicate the position of the figure." The smile creased his face. Then the face went dead again. He hadn' t moved a muscle, except to whisper.
Don' t think I' m kidding when I say that right then I wanted to laugh. Because him sitting there, and the gun, and his dead face watching me, washed all the worry out of me and I wasn' t crazy or scared any more. My mind couldn' t go past him and his gun. It didn' t want to. For the time being there was just that— nothing more.
Because he wouldn' t shoot until he got the horseman. And to get the horseman he' d have to scare it out of me or beat it out of me. I was past scaring, and if he tried to beat me up that would be just fine, and then—
"Let us not delay, Mr. Delaney."
"Look, Ugly. Why don' t you put that cannon in your pocket and clear out? I dunno how you got my name or who you think I am, but—"
"I know who you are and I know you have the figure of brass. I also know that you will die, most certainly, unless I leave this room with the figure."
It wasn' t the words that rocked me. It was the way he said them. Each one came in a sharp, bitten-off whisper. Each one was like a short-arm jab. They hit me. I could feel them. Feel the cold certainty of him. He was very still, sitting there, but it was like he was coiled and tense and would do what he said he' d come what may.
"You wouldn' t shoot— here!"
Now I was whispering.
"Not here, perhaps. No, that would be foolish. But somewhere, sooner or later, we would pick you off. You would die in France, M' sieur. Believe me."
I believed him. But I wasn' t dead yet.
"Look, what' s this figure of brass you' re talking about? What makes you think I know where it is?" I forced myself to look right at him, forced myself to look kind of puzzled and innocent.
He kept his eyes on me. I kept mine on him. His eyes were very bright in the dim room. I wanted to look away from him, but stopped myself doing it. Suddenly his own eyes blinked and then darted round the room and back at me.
"Search the room, if you want," I said.
"Why did you flee from us, in your little car, on the passes?" he said.
"I thought you were detectives. There was trouble in La Mure. I was mixed up in it. I thought you were detectives, following me. That' s why I—"
Suddenly he stood up, held up the gun. He was only about sixty-five inches high, but he looked bigger.
"You will dress," he said. "Be careful and quick, if you please."
While I did it I hoped he would take me somewhere. Because that would mean we' d have to go down the stairs, and there could be a chance to jump him. But he was ahead of me. When I was dressed he made me lie on the bed again. Not taking his eyes off me, he went to the window over the street, opened it, pushed the shutters out, called out something in French. All the while he watched me. I heard a car start and then die down to the idling murmur. He came back across the room and stood by the door.
"When my companion comes," he whispered, "we will go down and get in the car. You will not make trouble."
"Where are we going?"
Somebody had come up the stairs and tapped lightly on the door.
"It is possible," he said, "that the people did not tell us the truth. We shall learn that."
He opened the door. A heavy youth in a black beret and dark-blue, baggy suit looked at us. Behind him the passage was dark. He kept his eyes on the little man, ignoring me. His face was dull and heavy. One side of his mouth was pulled down as though too heavy for him to hold up. I could smell his sweat.
"This is Paul." He spoke to Paul. Paul nodded and stepped back a little.
"You will go now," the little man said.
It came to me that this had all been planned. They' d intended two things. One was to put the gun on me and ask for the horseman. The other was that, if I didn' t come through, they would take me out of there, probably to some place where they could give me the business without interruption.
I wasn' t expecting it then. Not when I stepped out the door. I was being smart, playing for time, waiting for a break of some kind. I ought to have known these fellows never gave anybody a break.
PAUL had stood back a little. As I went out. I thought the little man would follow, keeping his distance, knowing I knew he had the gun and would use it if he had to.
He must have clubbed it and then stepped cat-footed close up behind me. The blow didn' t knock me out. It wasn' t meant to. It was timed and weighted to hit the back of my neck and numb my reflexes and slow me with pain and shock and not knock me out. That' s just what it did. I felt Paul take my arm and hold me up. Heard the little man say something and laugh and Paul laugh. Paul led me down the stairs. At the bottom, where the hall opened out and there was more space, the little man took my other arm. Both of them kept talking and laughing. They took me past the open glass doors leading into the public lounge. The lights were bright in there.
People sat around and a waiter moved about. I got my head up and called out to them. I thought I called out. Some of them looked at us and then politely looked away. I knew what was going on, but I couldn' t do anything about it. They held me up and dragged me by the doors, laughing and talking. To the people in the lounge we were just three drunks going off somewhere together. It was the Riviera and summer and three drunks going somewhere was nothing.
They put me in the front seat of the green car. I heard its engine idling and tried not to get in, but I was too numb and sick with the pain. Paul got under the wheel and the little man got in the back. The car' s amber headlights went on and Paul eased it out of the side street into the traffic on the coast road. I could see the yellow headlights and the orange street-lights and moving shadows. Then the car turned sharply up the escarpment, on a narrow, twisting road between villas and stone walls a darker road. Darker till a blinding flash dazzled me and a bolt of pain shattered me and it was all dark. He' d hit me again. This time to knock me out.
When I came to I didn' t even wonder where I was. I was too sore and my head and neck pained and were hot and heavy. All I knew was that it was daylight and all my body ached and darts of pain ran behind my eyes and across my head and shoulders and my stomach was sick and all I wanted to do was lie there and keep still and try not to feel the pain.
After a while somebody came. A big youth. One side of his mouth hung down. He didn' t say anything. He gave me strong black coffee that burnt my throat. Maybe it had something in it. It did me good. He gave me a roll that had been split and had cheese put in it; it was no use to me. All I could do was drink the coffee and lie back on whatever I was lying on and close my eyes.
Later when I opened them again, I felt better. It was a small room with whitewashed stone walls. It had no windows. The light came through a sky-light in the sloping roof. The walls were about ten feet high. One of the panes in the sky-light was broken. I was lying on the floor, on some old sacking. There was nothing else in the room. There was no way to get up to the skylight. I got to my feet. I was shaky and my head and neck ached, but I was much better. There was a narrow door made of heavy timber. Locked. I kicked it. Shouted. Cursed. Nobody came, Then I caught the smell of lavender. It was coming through the broken skylight. I knew I must be somewhere up in the hills, where the lavender-farms are.
My watch was still going. The time was eleven and because it was daylight that made it morning. I wound the watch and lay down again. There was nothing to do but wait. I thought that by lying down I could get some strength back. I knew they' d be back. I didn' t wonder where they were or what they were doing. I just lay there, knowing they' d be back.
WHEN I woke again it was still daylight. The cheese-roll was on the floor. I ate it. There were cigarettes and my lighter in my pocket. I lit a cigarette and then went over to the wooden door and tried to set fire to it with the lighter. It wouldn' t burn. I screwed my handkerchief tightly and lit it.
While it burned I pulled the bottom off the lighter and got about two drops of spirit and set the spirit-soaked flock against the bottom of the door and put the burning handkerchief to it. The flock flared up and the handkerchief flamed and the fumes made my eyes smart, and I got down and blew the fire against the wood. It glowed for a second or two and then the whole thing died down, except for a spiral of smoke.
I kicked the door and yelled some more. But it was no good. About four o' clock I wanted a drink. I shouted and called. My throat got sore from the yelling.
I walked round and round the room, wanting a drink. Then it struck me that this was what they wanted. Get me thirsty and keep me that way and there' d come a time when I' d tell them anything for a drink. I sat down on the sacking and put my back against the wall and kept still and tried to keep my mind still. I thought that doing that would help me not to be thirsty.
But my mind wouldn' t keep off it. It kept seeing water and reminding me how good a drink would be. I remembered reading somewhere that your tongue swells first, and I put my tongue out and felt it and screwed my eyes down to look at it. To find out if it were swelling. Sometimes I thought it was, then I' d know it wasn' t. But I kept wanting a drink.
The light started to go. It scared me to see the light going. I kicked at the door and cried out.
Nobody came.
My head began aching badly and I lay down. I suppose I was sore and exhausted. I thought I was in London, walking past the statue of Nurse Cavell in St. Martin' s Place and she was holding a brass horseman in one hand and one of the pavement artists was screaming at me and three men walked by, in Indian file, each with the number three on his back. The door opened and there were voices and a light, and somebody came into the room and it was like when you wake in the morning and everything is sharp and clear and you feel good.
There were the little bright-eyed man and the youth named Paul and the girl from the hotel in La Mure and her father. The father was so scared he put his back against the wall, with his hands behind him, and shivered and looked sick. Paul had a hand-lamp and wasn' t looking anything because all the upper part of him was in shadow. I stood up and my heart gave a start and then raced. Because I still felt good and my head wasn' t aching.
The girl stood near her father. They must have taken her as she worked, because she still wore an apron and her hair was done up in a pale scarf. Bright-eyes let me see the long-nosed gun in his hand.
"The girl says she knows nothing of the figure," he said. She has told us how she found a heavy parcel on the floor and put it in your bag. Now we shall see who is telling the truth."
The girl stepped forward a little and spoke to me in French. I shrugged my shoulders.
"Ma' m' selle says she is sorry to create you trouble," Bright-eyes said. He laughed a little. The French beat me. She was sorry to cause me trouble!
"You' re the swine that' s going to get the trouble," I told him.
"You are stubborn," he said.
His face went dead and he turned the gun and shot the father.
THE old man spun round and yelled and sat down, holding his right arm with his left hand and moaning. I moved, but Paul stepped to my side and held me, and Bright-eyes swung the gun on me. The girl had a hand clapped to her mouth and stood there, looking at her father, looking at us. Thin screams came from behind her hand. Then she dropped on her knees beside her father.
"To shoot you would be foolish," the little man said. "Unless we have the figure. But these two, would you see them hurt, Mr. Delaney?"
His face creased and uncreased.
I didn' t say anything. I couldn' t. Because, with the old man on the floor moaning, and the girl beside him, it hit me what kind of a man held the gun. Up till now I hadn' t realised what he was. Now I knew. It held me shocked. In a kind of trance.
My eyes went past him, down to the girl. Then the trance went away. Because she was looking at me. In the light of the hand-lamp her face was all broken up. Her eyes were big and deep, appealing to me. She was holding her father and looking at me. I opened my mouth. To tell him. I couldn' t stand it any more. The old man there, and the girl. They were there because of me. Bright-eyes was right. I wouldn' t see them hurt. Not the way he meant to hurt them. Because now I realised what he was. So I started to tell him.
But he couldn' t wait. He thought I meant to hold out some more. He spat out words in French.
Paul left my side and bent and took the girl by an arm. He held the lamp in his left hand and tugged at her with the right. She shrieked at him and fought him. She bucked and kicked at him. I watched this. Bright-eyes watched me. He didn' t turn his head. Paul was slightly behind him, to his gun side. But he ignored the struggle and watched me, keeping the gun steady. I guess he thought Paul could handle her.
Paul could handle her. He changed his grip. Still holding the lamp in his left hand he grabbed the front of her dress with his right, bunched it up, and pulled her upright. Her face gagged with terror. Then it went wild and she showed her teeth and spat in Paul' s face. When he jerked his head back she dropped her own head and bit his hand. He shouted and pulled his hand away.
All this was within six feet of Bright-eyes. He never turned his head. Kept his eyes— and the gun— on me. He had confidence in Paul.
Bu— like Panama— he didn' t know about the girl.
Paul bunched his right fist and threw a punch at her. She ducked and ran forward under his left arm, the one holding the lamp. He tried to keep hold of the lamp and block her at the same time.
His forearm hit her. But it didn' t stop her. It caught her off balance and swung her against the little man' s gun-arm and pushed him sideways. He swung the gun-hand up to get the hand clear.
And I hit him in the throat, just under the jaw, with everything I had. It knocked him sideways, and I went after him and grabbed the gun-hand and threw him The gun bumped on the floor and exploded. The girl screamed and I ducked and Paul rushed into me and went over me. He kept hold of the lamp. All I could see was the gun, and I pounced on it and swung round, getting a shooting grip on it.
The little man looked like he was flying, the way he came at me. He held a stiletto straight in front of him.
The gun jumped in my hand. Jumped again. The noise was deafening. The little man paused, looking all round him, groped as though in the dark. Then he jumped straight up in the air and fell over and twisted on the floor. Somebody was screaming curses in English.
Me!
I looked for Paul. I' d have shot him, too, the way I was. He wasn' t there.
THE girl was there, holding the lamp, looking at me.
"Paul?" I said.
She kept staring at me.
"Where' s that bloody Paul?" I yelled.
She said something in French, in a whisper, a wondering whisper. Then she pointed past me and made like, she was running. I whirled about. The door was wide-open. Before I could start towards it a car started up outside. The engine roared. It was no good running. Paul was driving away like a bat out of hell.
We did what we could for the father. He had a big hole in his left arm, high up. We bound it with my handkerchief and her scarf. But the blood kept coming through.
Bright-eyes was dead.
The girl knelt beside her father and began to cry. I went outside and vomited.
After a while I came out of it. There were lights about a mile below me.
I went in and got the girl and led her outside and showed her the lights.
"Docteur," I said. "Le medecin. Gendarmes. You go."
She got it after a time, went back and spoke to her father. Then she hurried down the hill. She was a good, game kid.
WHERE this all happened was in a deserted stone farm-house above Espinasses. When they got us down there, in the police-office, they took a long statement from the girl. Her name was Marie Benaud. They couldn' t get anything from me because none of them spoke English. So they fed me and let me lie down. Because my head was aching.
In the morning a bunch of detectives and more gendarmes came. Corot was with them. After a while he came and asked me how it had happened. I told him about the brass horseman. He knew about that. It had been reported stolen from a private art collection in Grenoble. He scolded me for not reporting the discovery at once. I let that go. He waited for me to say something. When I didn' t he sighed.
"You have given us much trouble, M' sieur," he said.
"Who, me!"
"You did not report every day, as you promised."
"Oh, that. You just listen to this."
So I told him the score. Every inch of it. Then I had to tell it again while he translated into French and they got it down. After it was all told, he said, "You will not again fail to report, M' sieur?"
"Have the Benauds gone back to La Mure?"
"They have taken the father to a hospital in Gap. The daughter will go home, to aid her family."
"After we go to Beaulieu and get the figure I' ll get my car and go to La Mure. Then you' ll know where I am."
"La Mure, M' sieur?"
"Sure. I like that Marie girl."
He looked at me. Then he said, with a weary kind of smile, "Ah, M' sieur, toujours l' amour. Toujours!"
But he wouldn' t tell me what he meant.
Marie told me.
_____________
9: The Draping of Eros
J. Jefferson Farjeon
1883-1955
Mail (Adelaide) 9 March 1940
HOW DID a woman's evening cloak get on to Eros? When Piccadilly Circus awoke this morning, it found the head of the famous little statue enveloped in deep blue velvet.
'HA HA!' chuckled Mr. Brown. 'Read that!'
Mrs. Brown read the newspaper paragraph he held out to her, while he smiled contemplatively at his distorted reflection in the silver teapot.
'Ha, ha!.' laughed. Mrs. Brown. 'However did it get there?'
'One of those undergrad idiots, I expect,' suggested Mr. Brown. 'Probably climbed the statue for a bet, and stuck the cloak on its head.'
'Or what about a publicity stunt?' proposed Mrs. Brown.
'Isn't Eros famous enough without publicity?' asked Mr. Brown.
'No, I don't mean that,' answered Mrs. Brown. 'I mean the cloak. If the name of the firm was inside, and if it's a pretty cloak, everybody might buy one.'
Mr. Brown did a rare thing. He looked at his wife admiringly.
'Well, that's an idea!' he exclaimed. 'Call it 'The Eros cloak,' eh— and make it the rage?'
But he wasn't quite happy. He preferred to think of the best ideas himself, and he opened his boiled egg thoughtfully to find one.
'Hard as iron again!' he muttered, probing the yellow granite depths. 'You know— really!' The bad moment passed. 'No, I'll tell you what! Burglar, who didn't want to be caught with the goods! Eh? Pops into a nearby hotel — seizes the cloak from a hook— pops out — thinks he's being chased round the Circus —I wish— up goes the cloak and lands on Eros. How's that?'
Mrs. Brown did not reply. She was trying to go one better.
IT WAS a festive evening, but Eustace Whalebelly was depressed. He was not depressed about his name, for he had grown accustomed to that long ago, and countered chaff by quoting an authority that the name of Whalebelly was 'borne by a respectable family in south-east England,' which proved that his origin was unimpeachable.
But no dry authority on names could help him tonight. His gloom was due to a more deep-seated cause. The loveliest girl who had ever graced an air force dance was refusing to notice him. She was dancing with flight lieutenants and flying officers, but pilot officers were beneath her attention.
There she was, the tantalising creature. Dancing with Jones. What wonderful, deep, brown hair! It shouldn't be allowed. What a perfect figure! It shouldn't be permitted. What twinkling feet! What alluring ankles! What adorable blue shoes!
'I am going to do something!' decided Eustace suddenly. 'Why should that bounder Jones have all the luck? I'm as good as he is!'
His mind became Napoleonic. Gradually the plan was born, grew, and expanded. The dance was over. He edged nearer and nearer to the chair in which Venus was sitting beside the odious Jones. Jones was flight lieutenant.
F.L. v. P.O. Well, the pilot officer was going to put the flight lieutenant to flight! But, of course, one must exercise both patience and tact. The patience was soon rewarded.
'Yes, I'd love one,' exclaimed Venus. And Jones departed to get her an ice. Now Eustace slithered along the wall till he was standing right beside her. If he had stretched out his hand he could have touched her white shoulder. Wonderful shoulder! He resisted temptation.
'Enjoying it?' he asked. His tone was casual. Almost fatherly. She turned her head, looked up, and actually noticed him.
'Rather!' she smiled.
'Yes, it's good fun,' he nodded. 'But it gets a bit boring after a while if one doesn't do something.' He was conducting the conversation with admirable control. No youthful eagerness. No immature enthusiasm. He appeared bored already himself, and his attitude was that of a commentator. 'I thought we were doing something,' said Venus.
'Oh! dancing,' he answered.
'Yes.'
'What else is there?'
He waited a moment. He flicked the ash from his cigarette, carefully avoiding the white shoulder.
'Night flying,' he said. She looked at him a little more intently. He hoped the sudden thumping of his heart was not agitating the chest of his blue uniform. Her eyes were on the uniform. Was she studying it, to gather his rank?
'But you haven't got as far as night flying, have you?' she asked, a little too innocently. Kidding him! He kept very still. If he made an ass of himself now he was done for.
'Where do you live?' he inquired, with admirable coolness. 'London,' she answered. 'I'll take you home, if you like,' he said.
Then Jones returned with the ice. 'Hallo!' exclaimed the flight lieutenant wixh good-humored admonition. 'What are you doing in my preserves, Whalebelly? Avaunt ye, thou central point of piscatorial obesity!'
Eustace flushed. 'Observe my discipline, sir,' he said; then saluted and departed.
So that was the end of it. Confound Jones! Why couldn't he have been one minute longer with that ice? Just 60 small seconds. A new expression had come into Venus's eyes as he had issued his invitation, but the expression had melted into amusement when Jones had made puns on his name— only really common people did things like that! — and the magical moment had evaporated into mundane mirth.
'But I'm not cold.'
'All the same, I think you ought to have it. I know where you left it.' Venus and Jones again, a few yards from where he stood! Out for a breather. He heard Jones return into the building. The sound of dance music rose and fell as a door opened and closed.
Then he heard a nearer sound. The rustle of a dress.
'Enjoying it?'
Venus has spied him, and was reopening their conversation with his own words.
'Rather!' he replied, in hers. 'Now we're quits. What happens next?'
There was a little pause. She concluded it by saying: 'We continue from where we left off. You weren't serious about flying to London, were you?'
'Of course I was serious,' he answered.
'Then you really can fly at night?'
'Well, naturally.'
'How long would it take to get to London?' she asked.
'An hour,' he told her.
'That means two hours, there and back.'
'Excellent mathematics.'
'And this dance goes on for―' She held her wrist watch close to her eyes. 'Another two and a half hours?'
'Yes, about that.'
'So you could be back before it ended?'
He took a deep, quiet breath. 'Easy,' he said.
'There's your cloak,' boomed the voice of Jones as his unwelcome form emerged from the building. 'Heavens! Whalebelly— are you hanging round us for the duration?'
Venus laughed. But not, this time, at Eustace.
'Dismiss, Mr. Jones,' she said. 'Can't you see we're busy? Thanks for the cloak.'
Jones stared. Then, with a dark grimace, he saluted, turned, and vanished to seek other consolation.
'Now, I'll see if you really mean it,' exclaimed the girl. 'Lead on, Mr. Whalebelly.'
There was no turning back now. He led on. They threaded their way through black spaces to the aerodrome. In a few minutes Eustace's bus was out of its shed, and he was inviting the girl to enter.
'Well done!' smiled Venus. 'I know you didn't think I meant it,' he answered, 'but now you see I did!'
'Yes, but I didn't.' she answered. 'I was just testing your intentions.'
He looked at her incredulously.
'Do you mean— you're not coming?' he demanded.
'Of course I'm not coming,' she replied. 'I've got to be with my party when the dance breaks up— and you could never get to London and back in the time.'
Queer things happened in Eustace's soul. Both Napoleonic and Whalebellian. He did not speak for several seconds. Then he said, in a voice she had not heard before: 'I may be a mug, but this is the sort of challenge I don't let drop. You say you're testing me?'
'Yes?'
'Well, we'll complete the test. If I get to London and back before the party's over, may I have the last dance?' Now she looked incredulous.
'And since you're not coming with me, can I have your cloak, please? I'd like some company.'
He took it from her shoulders as he made the request. A minute later she watched him rising into the night sky.
EXACTLY TWO hours afterwards, Eustace Whalebelly presented himself to Venus in the ballroom, and claimed his dance.
'How do I know you've been there?' she asked.
'If I'm lucky, your cloak will prove it,' he answered, 'and you'll find a paragraph about it in tomorrow's papers. I dropped it somewhere over London. I'm afraid I can't tell you the precise spot. Of course, I'll buy you a new one.'
Flight-Lieut. Jones also applied for the last dance, but he was not successful.
______________
10: The Foreman of the Jury
Anonymous
In: The Adventurers' Club, 1890
HENRY KING was a man verging on forty years of age, a period of life when experience usually begins to get the better of curiosity, and the desire for comfort that for adventure. Henry King was, however, an exception. He had still the keen appetite of a boy for adventure, combined with the cool head and settled courage of a grown man. In early life he had been in the merchant service, not so much from necessity as from the old boyish ambition, almost obsolete in these luxurious days, to go to sea. Later, he had served in the army and in the "rough-and-tumble" campaigns of one of the South American Republics, where he had managed to lose two fingers of his right hand, though, fortunately, not the forefinger or thumb. He had also tried ranching in the United States, but was recalled to England by the news of the death of his father, a man in a large business connected with the export trade in the city of London. This death put Henry King in the position of a very rich man, and made it his duty to try and carry on the business, which he did for some time, by aid of his general experience and quick brains, and the advice of old and trusted managers and clerks; but he became aware, ere long, that a regular life— consisting of daily journeys from Kensington to the Mansion House, lunch in the city, and back again at six from the Mansion House to Kensington— was not suited to his tastes. Having no desire to accumulate further wealth, and wishing to be unfettered by the responsibility of a large "going concern," he parted with his interest in it for a satisfactory price, and set himself to more varied and congenial occupations, among which the pursuits of the Adventurers' Club took a leading place. He was a powerful man, of about five feet ten, had the ready hands and cat-like activity of a sailor, with the upright figure, square shoulders, trim moustache, and clipped hair of a soldier, and the steady eyes and bronzed complexion of both. He could play cards or chess, carve wood, mend a kettle, or splice a rope, with equal skill. So much for his personality. When the usual ceremony with the map took place, the particular district "King Harry" (as the members facetiously called him) chanced to appropriate was the Borough. He laughed and remarked—
"Don't know much about it, except that Pickwick used to put up there, and Mrs. Hardcastle considered it a resort of the nobility. I suppose I'd better waste no more time now it's settled. I'll take a cab to Charing Cross, and then take the train to London Bridge by Cannon Street. Waiter!"
"Yes, sir?"
"Go and get my overcoat and hat and stick. Well, good-night, boys."
"Good-night, King Hal, and good sport."
"Give me a light, somebody. Thanks. What an awful time that waiter is. He is always longer over my coat than any one else's. Thinks my pockets more worth rummaging than the other Johnnies' perhaps. Wrong though! Ah, here he is at last. Goodnight again, boys."
And he ran down-stairs and hailed the first of the many hansoms which crawl by night in Regent Street. And this was Henry King's story : —
"AT CHARING CROSS Station there, were, as usual, a large number of people, part passengers, part persons keeping appointments 'under the clock,' or roaming to gratify curiosity. I took a ticket to London Bridge. It was a little after eleven, and a good many people were hurrying along to take the train in order to catch the homeward suburban trains at London Bridge. Thanks, however, to my first-class ticket, I found myself in a compartment with no other passenger, until the train was just on the move, when a young lady ran alongside and was helped in by a porter, who banged the door after her. She sat in the corner opposite to, and remote from, myself, and seemed out of breath. I managed to get a look at her in, I hope, an unobtrusive manner, and she glanced in a nervous, hurried way at me, and instantly looked away.
"The object of my curiosity wore a little round black hat coming down rather to a point on the forehead, with two little white wings sticking up at the back mixed up ingeniously with black velvet, a black jacket with braid on it, a black cashmere skirt, neat gloves and boots, an umbrella with a black handle, and she held a purse in her hand. Judging from the small fragments of 'fringe' showing under the hat, she had dark hair. Her face was pretty, with rather an aquiline nose, and she had a rich complexion and large eyes— the kind of pretty face suited to the outside page of a popular waltz, or the lid of a chocolate box. I should put her down to be six or seven and twenty, and most likely a dressmaker or girl from a shop. It was too early for theatre girls; and besides, she was too quiet-looking and dressed too cheap. Governess, perchance, I thought, going to catch a train to Sydenham or Penge. Then I reflected that I was not out to look for pretty faces, but to seek an adventure. She was pretty though, and looked respectable.
"No other passengers got in at Waterloo or Cannon Street. At London Bridge I got out, as did, of course, the other passengers, among them the young woman. My attention was then attracted for a few minutes by the huge capitals on the placards of the evening papers announcing horrible catastrophes in Japan and destructive fire 'now raging' in Battersea, in hopes of a hint for my adventure. Japan and Battersea being, however, both remote from my immediate path, I paid no further attention to them, and strolled out of the station and took the narrow lane leading leftwards down the slope to the Borough High Street, and in that narrow and, at that time, solitary lane, I again saw my fellow passenger, walking quickly before me. You can suppose I had no idea of following her, or behaving in any way unbecoming to a member of this club; but I do not mind admitting that I just noticed her, and wondered a little if she had enjoyed herself, and was speculating on what her home was like, when a rough fellow, with close-cropped hair and a suit of some one else's clothes, made a grab at the purse she was carrying in her hand. She held on to it, and struggled, and uttered a low cry, which I of course heard. The ruffian, as far as could be seen in the foggy light— it should be said that the atmosphere was far from clear that night— gave her a blow on the wrist which made her drop the purse, but before he could pick it up again I was by her side and just had time to deal the thief a blow on the jaw, which caused him to fall sideways in the mud. The malefactor then picked himself up, and ran away into the fog, disappearing round the turning to the left, which leads into the Borough High Street.
"Now I would have run after him, but for two reasons— first, that a chase in a fog in strange streets would be almost hopeless; and, secondly, that I did not like to leave the girl, who was in an excited, almost hysterical, condition, and stood there sobbing without making an attempt to pick up her purse, which lay upon the ground.
" 'Now,' I thought, 'the adventure is beginning, though perhaps in rather a commonplace way,' as I picked up the purse. 'If this is to be all, though, the adventure does not promise to amount to much.' I handed it to her, and said—
" 'There, don't cry. It's all right now. You haven't lost it, after all.'
" 'Oh, thank you; thank you so much.'
" 'Not at all. No trouble. But won't you come back to the station and sit down and have a cup of tea, or rest, or something of that sort? You seem rather put out.'
" 'Oh, I'm quite well now, thank you. It's very silly of me. But I can go home all right now.'
" 'Is it far?'
" 'No— not very.'
" 'You'd better let me see you to the house.'
" 'It's not at all necessary, thank you.'
" 'Yes, it is. I've nothing particular to do, and I'd not be satisfied unless I left you in the hands of your friends safely now. This seems to be what they call in America a pretty tough place.'
" 'Oh, I'm only going down High Street. Don't you mind.'
" 'I'm going down High Street too, and I don't mind the least. Come along.'
"She silently consented, by setting out on her way, and appeared not to be really unwilling to accept an escort.
"I learned that she was employed in a shop in the neighbourhood, and lived with her father, to whom she was now going, having been with another girl to see a melodrama at the Adelphi, for which some one had given her a couple of passes.
"I observed that she displayed no Cockney accent, had a modest demeanour, and appeared to have acquired more education than young women who assist in South London shops usually possess.
"She probably noticed that I was a large and ugly man, with a cool way of saying ridiculous things in an American accent. At any rate, I hoped I did not appear to make the slightest attempt to 'mash,' or, in short, to display any vulgarity whatever. I know I tried to set her at her ease, and adopt what I may describe as an elderly manner, though with what success I do not pretend to say.
"I also tried to be lively and cheerful, in order to put the recent unpleasant experience out of her head. She seemed to become more depressed and anxious-looking the longer we talked and the more she saw of me. At last she said— 'Really, it isn't worth while for you to see me further,' as we walked between the tall ancient houses of the High Street, mysterious in the fog and the glare of gas, and the red reflections the naphtha lamps cast on the whelk-sellers and costermongers' barrows near the Borough Market.
" 'Well, I'm going, any way,' I replied, 'until I see you at your door; so you must put up with me till then.'
" 'Well, if you must, I suppose you must,' she answered, with an air of resignation that I thought hardly complimentary, though perhaps natural. 'We turn up here,' she said in a few minutes, and we entered a passage on the left, proceeded for about thirty feet in a straight line, turned to the right about ten feet further, and then to the left again. I observed we were in a long paved court, about twelve feet wide, with a row of tall, shabby brick houses on the left, and a high soot-brown wall on the right. How far this court extended, or how it ended, the fog and darkness prevented me from seeing. She stopped at the third door, and I saw that the front room on the ground floor had closed outer shutters, with circular holes about four inches in diameter at the top, through which a dim light came. She knocked at the door.
" 'They don't give you a latch-key then, when you go out pleasuring?'
" 'No. Father doesn't approve of it. He sits up.'
"The door was opened by a man who seemed elderly, though it was difficult to see his features.
" 'That you, Mary?'
" 'Yes, father.' ('So you're Mary, are you!' was my mental note.)
" 'Why, who is that?'
" 'This is a gentleman who protected me from being robbed, and he insisted on seeing me safe here,' replied Alary, in rather a tremulous voice.
" 'Will you step in, sir, to my humble dwelling, that I may see your face and give you such thanks as are in my power?'
"I hesitated. 'Well— all right. No thanks needed. I only did what any fellow would have done.' And then I went in. The elderly man shut the outer door and ushered me into the ground-floor room, which was somewhat scantily furnished as a sitting-room, with a small square table covered by a coarse but clean cloth, and a supper consisting of a lump of pressed beef which had evidently come out of a tin, a long loaf of German bread, pickled onions, butter, cheese, and a jug of draught stout. On a chest of drawers covered with books burned a paraffin lamp with a white shade, which, with the pickles and cheese, imparted a curious flavour to the atmosphere so well known in the poorer dwellings of London.
"I was invited to sit down and tell what had occurred, which I related, I hope, in a matter-of-fact way, abstaining from treating such an affair as important.
"The elderly man seemed, however, inclined to regard it in that light. He said— 'You have saved a poor girl from losing the week's earnings she was bringing home to her old father. That may be trivial to you, but it is serious to such as me. May I ask your name, sir? Mine is Meredith. We have seen more prosperous days, Mary and I, and I used once to call myself a gentleman, but it would be ridiculous to do so now.'
" 'My name is King. I'm very glad to have done anything for you, I'm sure.'
" 'You have done more than you think for me. Mary, go and take your hat off, and we will have supper. I hardly dare ask such as you to share our humble repast, sir.'
"Now, not wishing of course to hurt the fellow's feelings, I replied— ' Not at all. I shall be delighted. I've got awfully hungry within the last hour or two. I think punching that bounder's head has given me an appetite. But would you be offended if I suggested a bottle of wine? Let's look on it as a contributory picnic, don't you know.'
" 'I'm not proud enough to say no. Wine and we have long been strangers. There is, I believe, good wine at the Cross Keys, in the High Street.'
" 'All right, I'll go and order it.'
" 'On no account. Mary shall go. She is used to going for the beer. We keep no servant, and we do not send our guests out for things— when we have the rare privilege of having a guest.' Mary re-entered.
" 'Oh, very well. Here's a sovereign; and, Miss Meredith, will you ask for a bottle of Heidsieck's Dry Monopole then? I'm ashamed to let you go.'
" 'Let it be, let it be, Mr. King.'
"Mary soon came back with the bottle of champagne wrapped in brown paper, and put the change out of the sovereign on the table near me. Then she put her hat on the chest of drawers where the lamp stood, looked in the dirty gilt-framed mirror over the mantel-shelf, and proceeded to cut three pieces off the long loaf of bread, glancing occasionally at me, who was probably more visible to her now in the light of the lamp, and her glance seemed to convey a sort of nervous regret very likely that people who ordered champagne came so seldom into the paltry programme of her plodding life— perhaps not, who can tell?"
" 'Now, Mr. King, let us take supper. Mary, child, place a chair for Mr. King. For what we are about to receive, etc. It's not much, sir, but we do well to be thankful for it.'
"And they ate. I confess I performed like a starved survivor from a shipwreck, Mr. Meredith moderately, and Mary hardly at all. Then I opened the champagne with my knife, and filling three tumblers, said—
" 'Mr. Meredith and Miss Meredith, here's your good health. Thank you for your hospitality.'
"Mr. Meredith bowed, and drank gravely. Mary drank a little, and relapsed into thoughtful melancholy.
" 'You look tired and upset, Mary, you had better go to bed; it is well past midnight.'
" 'I think I will. Good-night, father. Goodbye, Mr. King.'
"I naturally rose to open the door for her, and held out my hand. She hesitated, then suddenly seized it, and after pressing it rather hard, ran up-stairs into the darkness. I came back to the table and looked at my host— a man probably fifty, with dark grizzling hair thin at the top, a short, pointed beard, Semitic features, and gold spectacles.
" 'Now, Mr. Meredith, we'll finish the bottle over a pipe, if you'll allow me, and then I will say good-night too. Do you know I've been thinking that I must have met you before somewhere? Your face seems dimly familiar, and yet I can't place you. I've been in so many places, and seen so many people one way and another, that that is very natural however.'
"The man's manner and tone changed slightly, and he replied politely, but rather sternly, with none of the humility of his earlier manner— 'Mr. King, I will tell you where you last saw me, and when. You had some offices in the city, some years ago?'
" 'Yes.'
" 'At that time you were called upon to serve on a jury at the Old Bailey. You were elected foreman. When my Lord said, "Are you agreed, gentlemen, upon your verdict?" it was your business to reply— 'We are, my Lord.'
" 'There were, on that occasion, two men tried for being, with others, concerned in causing an explosion by means of dynamite at the Home Office. I was one, in the name of Lipmann. An American called Connelly was the other. You, in your wisdom and bourgeois respectability, found us guilty, and I remember you well. I served part of my ten years, and on account of my good behaviour, bad health, and sincere repentance, as testified to by the chaplain, got out sooner than I expected. Connelly stayed longer, but he is out now also, and anxious to thank you for his eight wasted years.'
" 'l am amazed, Mr.Lipmann, and distressed. How strange! After all, I couldn't help it. I am not disputing the sincerity of your political convictions, but you know we really can't stand being blown up for anybody's convictions.'
" 'Wait a bit. A year ago or less, I accidentally heard of you from one of our friends, who happens to be a waiter at that Adventurers' Club of yours. He brought me where I could see you, and I recognized you directly. Then I waited for chance to send you wild-goose chasing in this direction. Anton always told me where you were going before you started, while you thought he was getting your overcoat, and time after time I have been disappointed by your going somewhere where I had no means of controlling your movements. I have often attempted the ordinary tricks, when you were out at night, of setting people to enter into conversation with you at bars or music-halls, and such like, but it never succeeded. But at last you have been delivered into my hands. Mary, who is no daughter of mine, but one of us, who simply obeys my orders, got into your train by instructions. The man who pretended to rob her was Connelly, and did so by instructions. He will like you all the better for having knocked him down, I doubt not.'
" 'All a plant, by Jove!' I exclaimed.
" 'Every bit. You see you may get more adventure than you bargain for, when you wander out in search of it.'
" 'Well, what next?'
" 'Well, I propose that you should subscribe a thousand pounds to our funds, by way of paying for the years of our lives you wasted in sending us to "do time," for one thing.'
" 'You have calm cheek, Mr. Lipmann, alias Meredith,' replied I, not taking the trouble to move, and leaning back in my chair. 'And suppose I tell you to go to the devil?'
" 'Wal,' said a voice from the ceiling, 'I believe there'd be a chance of your goin' there first, Mister.'
"I looked up, and saw an open square hole above me, and looking through it the grinning face of the man I had knocked down, and a hand covering me with a revolver.
" 'Don't move on any account,' said Mr. Lipmann, producing another revolver.
" 'The adventure is coming off,' I reflected; 'it is coming off distinctly.'
" 'Don't imagine,' continued Mr. Lipmann, 'that if we fire these it will alarm the neighbours. They are accustomed to rows, and sleep sound. Moreover, we have taken advantage of that excellent invention, the noiseless and smokeless powder, of which the recipe was kindly stolen for us by a sympathetic deserter from the Imperial German Arsenal at Spandau.'
" 'Very ingenious,' I replied, wondering what I had better do next.
" 'Wasn't it? Connelly is a very good shot, and the range is not great, so I will leave him to cover you, while I put these nice steel bangles on.' And Mr. Lipmann clasped them round my wrists, saying, 'I am sorry if they are a little tight, but you should not have such large wrists. I don't think I would struggle,' he continued, in a soothing voice, like a nurse to a child, 'because Connelly's six-shooter might go off. That's right. Now I will put this bit of rope round your ankles, and this nice soft comfortable gag in your mouth; and fasten it in a bow at the back— so, quite easy, I hope Now I will cover you with my pistol, while Connelly comes down. Now, Connelly, take his head while I bind the knees. Now up-stairs with him.'
"And up-stairs I was carried, and laid upon an iron bedstead in the room above, where the two miscreants proceeded to overhaul my things. Then they tied me on to the bedstead, and Mr. Lipmann, taking the candle they had lit off the floor, and placing it on the mantelpiece, addressed these remarks to the victim of a thirst for adventure.
" 'Now, Mr. King, attend!'
"Connelly stood behind Lipmann, a strongly built brute, with a round head, small eyes, and a reddish thick moustache cut along the lower line to clear the mouth. There was a mark on one side of his face where I had hit him, as I was consoled to observe.
" 'As the Banks do not open till nine tomorrow morning, we propose giving you some time to rest and reflect upon your critical position. As your Bank is along way off— I believe the South Kensington Branch— I shall have to bring you to a decision rather early, especially as there is a thick fog which will impede traffic and cause delay. These are the terms:— If, by seven to-morrow morning, you do not consent to sign a cheque (blank paper with a penny stamp is good enough) payable to bearer for one thousand pounds, we shall use the electropathic appliances, which patients of languid or irresolute habit find extremely stimulating. You observe that wires are attached to the two posts at the foot of the iron bedstead on which you lie. These wires (carefully insulated, as you see) proceed to the room below, and are in connection with a sufficient supply of Ohms and Volts to make this bed you lie on red-hot, if necessary. One has only to turn the key to the right or left to close the circuit. Now such a course would, if adopted, be likely— almost certain— to cause you great pain and annoyance, and then you would die, which nobody but a fool ever wants to do, and you are no fool, except that you belong to the Adventurers' Club. In the meantime, should you decide to accede to our wishes, you can tap the handcuffs together three separate times, and whoever is down-stairs will hear, and bring you writing materials. Is that right, Connelly?'
" 'Indeed it is.'
" 'Then I will leave you to "consider your verdict," Mr. Foreman. Come along, Connelly.'
"And the two brutes left the room, and went down-stairs, and I heard them sitting down in the apartment below, and the sound of a kettle being put on the fire. It was a tight situation truly, especially about the wrists. Elegantly landed I had been too, for an old hand. Question arises, as I lay on the bedstead I thought, 'If I cave in and pay, shall I get out?' In any case it would be doubtful, for those beasts know I would bring in the nearest bobby in five minutes; besides, it would be humiliating to tell the story to the club to-morrow. No, I'll trust to my luck and brains, which generally pull me through. Any way, I'll take a nap, and then I'll be more up to the mark. Deuced uncomfortable this bedstead! Never mind, I've slept in worse places.' And then I soon fell into a kind of uncomfortable doze, and dreamed fitfully of unpleasant things.
"After a time, I know not how long, a hand touched me, and I woke. It was the girl Mary, who had entered the room, dressed as I had seen her, but without her boots. She unfastened and removed the gag, and untied the ropes on my legs. I spoke never a word, but looked significantly at my wrists. She shook her head, and taking a piece of paper, wrote on it with a pencil—
" 'They open with a key. I dare not do any more. You must manage the rest yourself.'
"I made a motion with my finger for the pencil. She held the handcuffs so that they should not clink while I wrote— 'Is the front door any good?' She shook her head. I thought a long time, she still holding my left hand and the links, and gazing down at my face with a remorseful sort of look. Then I wrote— 'Can I go if I pay?' She wrote in reply— 'No. Lipmann means to leave you here to starve if he gets the money.'
"I pondered again a while, then wrote— 'How high, the wall over the way? What on other side?' She understood.
" 'Higher than this window. Churchyard outside. This place was the Marshalsea Prison once.'
"I wrote— 'Is the top of wall lower than window above? Can I go upstairs? I will jump on wall.'
"She nodded twice, and then wrote— " 'But if I let you out from my room they will kill me.' I nodded and wrote—
" 'Right. Go away now, and come again when Lipmann has gone with my cheque. See?' Mary smiled and nodded. I wrote—
" 'Now, that's a broth of a girl. I won't get you in a scrape if I can help it, and will give that filthy Jew fits before I've done with him. Look here, you just tie these ropes on again, tight as you please, and replace the gag. I know what to do.'
"Mary did as she was instructed, and went, but before she went she kissed the helpless Adventurer on the forehead. When she had had time to get up-stairs, I made the preconcerted signal with the handcuffs, and Lipmann and Connelly promptly arrived with a piece of note-paper with a stamp affixed and a pen and ink. The former ruffian held these for me to write on, while the latter presented the revolver at my head, as it was of course necessary to release my hands. I then wrote a cheque in the usual phraseology for one thousand pounds to bearer, but signed it in a manner entirely different from the signature to which the Bank was accustomed.
" 'Thank you, Mr. King. I need hardly add that you will stay here till I have returned with the cash, in case you have tried any tricks with the signature.'
"And they re-handcuffed me and departed.
"I chuckled, for I thought— 'Lipmann will be detained by Bank for a certainty. That gets rid of one of them. I'll trust a pretty girl to consult sentiments before politics.'
"Between seven and eight Lipmann departed from the house, leaving the door locked behind him and taking the key. Connelly was whistling the 'Wearing of the Green' below, when Mary came in again, with the pencil and a fresh piece of paper. She removed the gag and undid the cords. I then wrote—
" 'Would you mind unlacing and pulling off my boots?'
"She did so with noiseless dexterity. I cautiously got on my feet. She carried the boots, and left the cords and gag on the floor. We both crept up-stairs to her room above. There I asked her in a whisper to put my boots on again for me. "'You'll kill yourself!' she whispered, as Igot on the window-sill.
" 'Not I! It's very foggy, but I can just see the top of the wall. I can jump that far, and it will be easy falling on the other side. When I'm gone, just take your things off and go to bed, and mind you shut the window again. Good-bye, Mary; I shall never forget you.'
" 'Nor I you. Good-bye.'
"Then I carefully stood upright outside the window, judged the distance, swung my handcuffed arms in the air, and jumped. My feet landed on the top of the wall, and I fell over into the churchyard of St. George the Martyr. I was bruised and dirty, and nearly stunned, but not seriously injured, and after a time I got up and found my way slowly in the foggy darkness to the gate, which I climbed with some difficulty owing to my manacled hands. I walked quickly along the street till I met a policeman, with whom I went to the nearest station, where I told the inspector on duty briefly the whole story. My handcuffs were removed, a telegram was sent to the Bank, and a sergeant and two constables went, under my guidance, back to the house in Marshalsea Place. When they got there, a sound of voices was heard inside, as of some persons quarrelling. 'Don't waste time!' I said. 'That's that Irish-American's voice, and he'll kill that girl if we don't stop it.' And I just kicked the door in, and rushed in, followed by the sergeant and constables, to see Mary pursued up-stairs by Connelly with a revolver. On seeing the invaders, Connelly darted into the room where I had been imprisoned, and standing on the bed, aimed his pistol at me, and was pulling the trigger when Mary, who had come down-stairs again as far as the door of this room, ran in front of me, holding her arms before my face, and receiving the charge in her body, sank to the floor. The constable rushed at Connelly, who stumbled in his excitement, and, in some mysterious manner, closing the circuit of the electric current, evidently died instantaneously— a most unattractive object. I warned the police not to touch him or the bed till they had got somebody who understood that sort of thing to stop the current.
"I expect to have to attend two inquests. Lipmann will live to do more mischief, though he will be rather older than he is now, I reckon, before he is at liberty to pervade society at large."
___________
11: Why They Got Married
Sherwood Anderson
1876-1941
Collected in: Death in the Woods and other stories, 1933
People keep on getting married. Evidently hope is eternal in the human breast. Every one laughs about it. You cannot go to a show but that some comedian takes a shot at the institution of marriage— and gets a laugh. It is amusing to watch the faces of married couples at such moments.
But I had intended to speak about Will. Will is a painter. I had intended to tell you about a conversation that took place in Will's apartment one night. Every man or woman who marries must wonder sometimes how it happened to be just that other one he or she married.
"You have to live so close to the other when you are married," said Will.
"Yes, you do," said Helen, his wife.
"I get awfully tired of it sometimes," Will said.
"And don't I?" said Helen.
"It is worse for me than it is for you."
"No, I think it is worse for me."
"Well, gracious sakes, I would like to know how you figure that out."
"I was in New York, was a student there," said Will. It was evident that he had risen above the little choppy matrimonial sea in which he had been swimming with Helen— conversational swimming— he was ready to tell how it happened. That is always an interesting moment.
"WELL," SAID WILL, "as I said, there I was, in New York. I was a young bachelor. I was going to school. Then I got through school. I got a job. It wasn't much of a job. I got thirty dollars a week. I was making advertising drawings. So I met a fellow named Bob. He was getting his seventy-five dollars a week. Think of that, Helen. Why didn't you get that one?"
"But, Will, dear, you are now making more than he will ever make," Helen said. "But it wasn't only that. Will is such a sweet, gentle man. You can see that by just looking at him." She walked across the room and took her husband's hands.
"You can't tell about that gentle-looking kind sometimes," I said.
"I know it," Helen said, smiling.
She was surely a very lovely thing at that moment. She had big gray eyes and was very slender and graceful.
Will said that the man Bob, he had met, had some relatives living over near Philadelphia. He was, Helen said, a large, rather mushy-looking man with white hands.
So they began going over there for week-ends. Will and Bob. Will's own people lived in Kansas.
At the place where Bob had the relatives— it was in a suburb of Philadelphia— there were two girls. They were cousins of Bob's.
Will said the girls were all right, and when he said it Helen smiled. He said their father was an advertising man. "They made us welcome at their house. They gave us grand beds to sleep in." Will had got launched into his tale.
"We would get over there about five o'clock of a Saturday afternoon. The father's name was J. G. Small. He had a swell-looking car.
"So he would be at home and he would take a look at us, the way an older man does look at two young fellows making up to the young women folks in his house. At first he looks at you as much as to say, 'Hello, I envy you your youth, etc.,' and then he takes another look and his eyes say, 'What are you hanging around here for, you young squirt?'
"After dinner, of a Saturday night, we got the car, or rather the girls did. I sat on the back seat with one of them. Her name was Cynthia.
"She was a tall, heavy-looking girl with dark eyes. She embarrassed me. I don't know why."
Will went a bit aside from his subject to speak of men's embarrassment with such women. "There is a certain kind that just get your goat," he said, speaking a bit inelegantly, I thought, for a painter. "They feel they ought to be up to their business, getting themselves a man, but maybe they have thought too much about it. They are self-conscious and, of course, they make you feel that way.
"Naturally, we made love. It seemed to be expected. Bob was at it with her sister on the front seat. Everybody does it nowadays, and I was glad enough for the chance. Just the same I kept wishing it came a little more natural with me— with that one I mean."
When Will was saying all this to me he was sitting on a couch in his apartment in New York. I had dined with him and his wife. She was sitting on the couch beside him. When he spoke about the other woman, she crept a little nearer to him. She remarked casually that it was only a chance that she, instead of the woman Cynthia, got Will. When she said that, it was very hard to believe her. I doubt whether she wanted me to believe.
Will said that, with Cynthia, it was very hard indeed to get close. He said she never really did, what he called "melt." The fellow on the front seat, that is to say his friend Bob, was usually in a playful mood during these drives. Of the two girls, his cousins, he always seemed to prefer, not the one named Cynthia, but a smaller, darker, livelier one named Grace. He used to stop the car sometimes, on a dark road in that country somewhere outside Philadelphia, and he and Grace would make up to each other.
It was simply amazing how the girl named Grace could talk. Will said she used to swear at Bob and that when he got, what she called "too gay," she hit him. Sometimes Bob stopped the car and he and Grace got out and took a walk. They would be gone quite a long time. Will sat in the back seat with Cynthia. He said her hands were like men's hands. "They looked like competent hands," he thought. She was older than her sister Grace, and had taken a job in the city.
Apparently she was not very competent in love making; Will thought Grace and Bob would never come back. He was trying to think up things to say to Cynthia. One night they all went together to a dance. It was at a road-house, somewhere near Philadelphia.
It must have been a rather tough place. Will said it was, but when he said so, his wife, Helen, laughed. "What the devil were you doing there anyway?" Will suddenly said, turning and glaring at her as though it were the first time he had thought of asking the question.
"I was after a man and I got one, too. I got you," she said.
SHE HAD GONE to the dance with a young man of the same suburb in which Bob's cousins lived. Her father was a doctor. Helen took the tale right out of Will's hands. She explained that when Will and Bob and the two girls, Grace and Cynthia, came into the dance hall she spotted Will at once. "That one's mine," she said to herself and almost before they had got inside the door she had been introduced to Will. They danced together at once.
There must really have been some tough people in the road-house that night. When Will and Helen were dancing together there was a big, low-browed, tough-looking fellow who kept trying to "make" Helen, Will said. He had started to tell me about it and then got an idea. "Say, you look here, Helen," he said, turning to look at his wife, "didn't you have something to do with that? Had you given that low-browed man the eye? Were you egging him on?"
"Sure," she said.
She explained that when a woman, like herself, was at work, when she really was laying herself out to get a man, the right thing to do was to have a rival in the field. "You have to work with what material you have at hand, don't you? You are an artist. You are always talking about art. You ought to understand that."
There came very near being a row. Will had taken Helen to a table where Bob sat with Grace and Cynthia. The young tough swaggered up— he was a little high— and demanded a dance with Helen.
Helen got indignant. She looked frightened and Will felt it was up to him, and he isn't the kind that is good at that sort of thing. Will is the kind that in such an emergency grows rather helpless.
Such a man begins to tremble. His back hurts. He dreams of being cool and determined, but is so helpless that very likely he shouts, makes the situation much worse, goes too far. What happened was that Helen settled the matter. She had already become a little tender about Will.
"What did you do?" I asked. "I understood you had become indignant."
"I had," she said, "but I managed. I got up and danced with him. I liked it. He was a good dancer."
Helen, like Grace and Cynthia, had got her father's car for the evening. When they left that tough place the young man who had come with her was on the back seat of the other car with Cynthia, and Will was in the car with her. That did not much please Cynthia, but it seemed Cynthia had very little to do with it.
So they had got started in that way. Afterward, Will continued going to Philadelphia with Bob for the week-ends, but things were different at the cousin's house.
"It was not so warm and cheerful there," Will said. Helen was always dropping in. Soon the two young men began stopping at a hotel in Philadelphia. Bob had also got interested in Helen. They stopped at a cheap hotel, not having much money, and Helen came to see them. Will said she came right up into the hotel bedroom. As he began thinking of what went on during that time, Will looked at Helen with a kind of wonder in his eyes. "I guess you could have had either of us," he said, with a note of awe in his voice. It was obvious he admired his wife.
"I was not so sure about Bob," Helen said.
She wrote letters to both of the men during the week, when they were in New York at work, and when they arrived in Philadelphia, there she was. She always managed to get her father's car. She went home to her suburb late on Saturday nights and came back again early on Sundays. Saturday nights they all went together to a dance.
One day her father grew alarmed and angry, and followed her. He saw her go to the two men, right into their room, in the cheap hotel.
She had to decide the matter. She had made up her mind to marry one of the men, was tired of living at home. Things, I gathered, were getting rather warm at home. She was an only child. She said her mother was crying all the time and her father was furious.
"I had to be hard-boiled with them for the time," she explained. She was rather like a surgeon about to perform an operation on a frightened patient. She cajoled and bullied them. When her father tried to put his foot down she issued an ultimatum.
"I'm twenty-one," she said. "If you interfere with me I shall leave home."
"But how will you live?"
"Don't be silly, Father, a woman can always live."
She went right out to the garage, got her father's car and drove to Philadelphia. In the room in the hotel she was studying the two men. She got Will to go down to the car with her. "Get in," she said. They drove away from the hotel. "I didn't know where we were going," Will said.
They drove and drove. Will spoke of her mood that night. He was in love. When I heard this tale he was still very much in love. "It was a soft clear night with stars." Speaking of it, he took hold of his wife's hands.
"Let's get married," she said to Will that night.
"But when?" he asked. She thought they had better do it at once.
"But think of my salary," Will said.
"I am thinking about it. It isn't much, is it?" The meagerness of his salary didn't seem to alter her determination. "I can't wait any longer," was what she said. She said they would drive around all night and get married early the next morning.
And so they did. Her people, the doctor and his wife, were in a panic.
Will and his wife went to them the next day.
"How were you received?" I asked.
"Fine," Will said. He said that the doctor and his wife would have been happy no matter whom she had married.
"You see, I had arranged for that," Helen said. "I had got them into a state where marriage sure seemed like salvation to them."
__________
12: Towelled Up
Con Drew
Conway T. Drew 1875-1942
Smith's Weekly (Sydney) 2 April 1938
They had an outback boxing match nicely rigged. What could possibly go wrong?
AIN'T ever told you fellers about the time I toured the Mary River, Queensland, with a boxing show. We had a slap-up lot of mitt-artists in the team.There was two pretty lively feathers, a couple of welters, and a heavy, called Banger O'Brien.
Banger wasn't a champ., but he had a wallop that would knock you as groggy as a five-days-old giraffe if he hung it on your chin. On top of that, he had plenty of sand in his craw. Thumps didn't worry him no more than the fall in the rupee.
Well, we started off at Maryborough, and worked along the Mary River. If I'd known what we were letting ourselves in for, I would have given the trip a pass.
To cut out the harrowing details, we'd been on the road about three weeks when I decided to disband the team. I had barely enough mazuma to send the feathers and welters back to Maryborough, and me and Banger pushed off on our own.
THREE days later, we ambled into a little town on the northern bank of the river, and put up at the only pub in the dump. You can think how surprised was when, after tea that night, who should breeze into the pub but Thimble McKenzie. They called him Thimble because he could make the walnut-shells behave. As soon as he seen me and Banger, his eyes stuck out like waistcoat buttons on a Cabinet Minister.
"Well, if that, don't beat four aces," says he, shaking hands. "Here I have been watching the horizon hoping for something to turn up, and you two boys come along. It couldn't be better."
"How so?" I asks.
"I'm managing the local heavyweight champ," says Thimble. "That's why."
And then he gives me an earful of how the local lad, whose name is Gillett, has bumped off a few third-raters and is looked upon as a comer.
"The mob here," says Thimble, "was just breaking their necks to see him in action again, but there was no one to stack him up against. If we matched him with Banger, they'd fill the local hall."
"Bah," says I, "if this Gillett, or whatever you call him, has only met third-raters, he'd have about as much chance with Banger as a curate in the lap of a Darlinghurst widow."
"I know all that," admits Thimble, "but the crowd won't know it. We could slow Banger down, couldn't we?"
"We could— if the indoocement was big enough," I come back.
"The indoocement," says Thimble, "would be that you cut 50-50 with me in the gate money."
"Don't stint yourself," says I. "If Banger slows down, he'll have to be recompensed for slowing down. We'll agree to a 60-40 cut, with you to take the forty."
"You're pretty hard, ain't you?" says Thimble.
"You got to consider Banger's reputation," I come back. "If he makes a bad showing against a third-rate bruiser, it ain't likely to do him no good."
WELL, after some more conversation, we fixed it that Banger and Gillett was to meet at the local hall on a 50-50 basis in two weeks' time. Banger was to stall for a round or two, and make it look as if he'd learnt his boxing by post. As soon as good odds were on offer against his chance. Thimble was to llop a score of frogskins on him, and cut up the winnings with me.
We thought it would be better not to let Gillett into the joke. If he won fair dinkum, good luck to him. Well, we put it around next day about the fight, and the locals were tickled to death. They rolled up in force to see Banger doing his training stunts, but I never let him go all out. In two or three days, they got the idea that Banger was a bit of a washout. The local bookie attended the workouts, but he didn't take much risk with him. In the betting before the light, Banger was even money.
TWO days before the mill, a crowd of gents from the surrounding district started to foregather in the town. When we lobbed down at the hall on the Saturday night, the place was packed. Gents in moleskin pants filled the ringside seats. At the back, they was plastered as close as paper on a wall. I inserted Banger into his fighting togs, and let him lay off for a bit. As soon as Gillett had entered the ring, I took Banger in.
Me and Thimble had arranged a code of signals, so while we was waiting for the referee, I says to Banger. "See that towel hanging on the middle rope in Gillett's corner?"
"I do," says Banger. "Well, as long as that towel is hanging there, keep slalling and waltz along quiet. When Thimble gets the money on, he'll pull it down. Then you can step on the gas. Understand?"
"Yes, I understand," answers Thimble.
"Right," says I. "Well, see that you don't forget your lines and get too willing."
Just then, the referee climbed through the ropes. I don't know where they dug him up, but he took the eye as being a bloke who knew a bit about the boxing business.
As per arrangement, Banger let Gillett force the fight. Gillett went after him from the jump. Twice in the first half-minute he bailed my bloke up in a corner, and shot in jolts at the ribs and chin. Banger caught them on his gloves or elbows, and ducked out of trouble each time. Now and then to make things look good, he'd stop a swing or two with the side of his head. Of course, it didn't worry him none.
Every now and then, I seen him shoot a glance at Gillett's corner to see if the towel was still there. It was wonderful acting. The crowd thought that Gillett was putting it all over my bloke, and nearly yelled the roof off.
This sort of thing went on all through the first round, and continued during the second. In the meantime, Banger had eased considerable in the betting. The local bookie, who had been calling his price at evens, was now offering six to four.
"Something will happen in the next round," I mutters to meself— and it did. I'd been watching the boxers intently, when suddenly I shifted me eyes to Gillett's corner, and seen that the towel had disappeared.
Banger must have noticed it almost as soon as me, for all of a sudden he stepped on the gas. For a start, he propped a straight left in Gillett's face, and followed it up a second later with a snifter right hook to the jaw. He unloosed another almost instantaneous, and, looking mighty serious, Gillett back-pedalled out of reach. Banger went after him hotfoot, and forced him into a corner with a fusillade of hooks and jolts.
Gillett's friends was on their toes, and the place was a bedlam of noise.
"Smother up!" they yelled, "Smother up!" Gillett did his best to smother up, but he was a fraction of a second too late. Banger saw a chance of a sitting shot at Gillett's chin, and unlimbered his starboard gun.
BING! Like a flash, the right whipped across, and Gillett flopped to the floor and was counted out.
"That's fine," I said to meself. The scheme was sound and foolproof. To-morrer we'd hit the breeze for Brisbane. Then I collected the gear, and took Banger down to the dressing-room.
After a bit, Thimble dashed in. He was looking all hot and bothered.
"What's up with you?" I says. "You look as if you'd been losing money instead of winning some."
"We're winning nothing," gasps Thimble. "Absolutely flaming well nothin'."
"What's that?" I yelled.
"We're stonkered," says Thimble, "I'm waiting for the odds to lengthen another quarter of a point, when over floats the referee. 'How do you expect the ringsiders to see the fight with that towel blocking their view?' he says, and snatches it off the rope, and throws it down on the floor."
___________
13: The Flame
Ruby Doyle
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BLUE shadows, the colour of half-ripe plums, were slowly filling the studio. Through the window the setting sun looked like an immense bonfire. For a moment Bryan stared at it, and then could no longer see his picture which had become a moving mass of round black spots. He put down his brushes, crossed to the window, opened it, and stared down at the hurrying crowd. A busy place, the city. Just now Bryan longed for the country. He would write to Mary and invite himself to her charming country home, stay a while, paint rural scenes: cows against a green hill; horses straining at the plough; men in blue shirts and wide felt hats decorated with fly veils. Mary, in her garden, with her boys, Gerard and Phillip. He might even paint Steven, Mary's husband— if he were not too busy. He looked at his watch— half -past five. Time he stopped work, put his brushes aside. As he cleaned and put the last brush down the door opened, and Mary came in. Pale and weary with travel, yet exquisite and charming as always. Her blue eyes blazed with some unusual excitement; her mouth, drooping, wistful, betrayed the fact that she had been crying.
'Mary … I was just thinking of you.'
'Were you, Bryan. That's queer.' He drew her into the room, kissed her, wondering why she had not written. 'Like some tea?' he asked, as he settled hp in a chair.
'Rather! I'm famished for a cup. The train was so rough.…'
'I know... those country trains. Nevertheless, I was contemplating a trip up to your place.'
She turned piteous eyes upon him. 'Impossible, Bryan, I've run away.'
'Run away?' He stared at her in amazement. He had always thought Mary one of the happiest of women. 'Why— if you don't think me inquisitive?'
'Because I don't love Steven, and I'm tired of pretending.'
BRYAN sat down beside her, took her hands in his. They were cold as ice, though her cheeks burned as with a fever.
'This is serious, Mary. Steven's not a man to be trifled with, and what about your boys, Gerard and Phillip? Who'll look after them?'
'Helen will. She's there now. Steven will feel more satisfied with his sister in charge.'
Bryan sat staring at her. The situation was perplexing. Annoying, too. He had been looking forward to that trip up country, to the opportunity of painting cows against a green hill; horses straining at the plough. Mary had always seemed so contented in her country home. And now she had run away... for the silliest of reasons. Because she did not love Steven. Steven, crude with the crudeness of the gentleman farmer, perhaps, but sound to the core of him. What the dickens did she want?
Suddenly Mary began to weep with an abandonment that distressed him. 'You see,' she whispered, 'I just couldn't stand it any longer, Bryan. The pretence was killing me.'
'Why did you marry him?'
Mary twisted her handkerchief into knots with desperate fingers. 'I wanted a home.... We never had a proper home... living in boarding-houses. I thought I'd be happy in a home of my own... that it wouldn't matter if I didn't love him.'
Bryan put a match to the fire, and the flames leaped joyously around the kindling wood. 'But a home isn't enough, Bryan...'
'You had your children, Mary.'
'Yes,' she whispered, 'but they won't really miss me very much, except Phill perhaps... for a while.'
Bryan crossed to the window and stared out at the sun sinking behind a barrage of grey buildings. The studio was packed now with shadows. Mary, in her chair before the fire, dominated the scene. Mary, still weeping spasmodically. Mary, tired and rebellious. A run-away Mary. He felt he could shake her. If every dissatisfied wife ran away— what a world it would be?
'Hello, Bryan, boy. How are you?'
'Hell!' thought Bryan. 'I forgot old Dick said he'd look in for tea.' He turned towards the door. 'Come in, old chap. Come in. Here's Mary— down for some shopping. Mary, this is Dick Furness. I've mentioned him often enough in my letters.'
Mary dried her eyes with furtive celerity, controlling her trembling lips to smile at Dick Furness. In a second she was transformed from the desperate run away to a lovely enchantress. Dick Furness's arrival brought her back abruptly from shadow to light.
'Lovely and unhappy,' thought Dick as he studied her. She reminded him of a released prisoner who still fears recapture. Every movement betrayed nervous apprehension, and, at the same time, unconscious coquetry.
He talked to her while Bryan set out his best china and glassware on the round cedar table. The room was furnished with antiques. The chair in which Mary sat was a treasure, low-backed, and curved like a swan's neck. When Mary leaned back Dick thought he had never seen so lovely a picture. He was entranced.
As Bryan disappeared into his pantry Dick bent down to Mary and whispered, 'Why have you never come before?'
She smiled in a shy, frightened way, like a child. She was afraid. Afraid of what? She was like no other woman he had ever met. 'She's still asleep,' he thought. 'Life means nothing to her yet.'
'Tea's ready,' Bryan spoke in a matter-of-fact tone.
While Dick and Mary talked he made tea in a squat Wedgewood teapot he had unearthed in a junk shop, and talked briskly to fill the gaps left in the conversation between the other two. Their friendship had progressed rapidly while he had prepared the tea. Well, perhaps old Dick was better suited to Mary than Steven. His thoughts leaped ahead. A pity to lose that country home. He'd miss it himself. But... well... there it was; she wasn't happy with Steven.
'You haven't answered me yet, Mary,' Dick spoke with quiet insistence. 'Why have you been so long coming?'
'Because … because …' she murmured, and could not finished her sentence.
'No reason at all. Anyhow, I'm glad you're here at last. To-morrow we'll go to a show— see something together.'
'Two lumps, Mary?' Bryan held the silver tongs over the sugar basin.
She did not hear him. Smiling, he put two lumps in her saucer, and turned away to stoke up the fire.
Presently he'd slip out for a breath of fresh air— leave them together. Mary did not even see him go.
AS the door closed softly behind him, Dick drew two chairs close to the fire. 'Sit here, Mary,' he said, 'and tell me your trouble.'
A little dazed at his audacity she obeyed, leaning her elbows on her knees, her head lowered. 'I've run away,' she told him... 'from everything.'
'It sounds serious, Mary.' There was tenderness in his voice. 'I should have done it long ago.' She turned her beautiful eyes full upon him, and made a little gesture of entreaty. 'Don't blame me,' she implored. 'I... I was so tired of pretending.'
He slipped to the rug at her feet, took her hands in his, and kissed them. 'How can I blame you, my dear, when I've been waiting so long for you. You're like a lovely dream come true.'
'I was too afraid to run away before,' she murmured, 'and then... somehow it happened.'
Suddenly she was telling him all. A little trembling story, full of gaps and hesitations. An incoherent story which he must piece together as best he could. As it unfolded he felt sorry, in a way, for Steven. Steven, who had not known how to hold this lovely child called Mary. But he felt more sorry for Mary, trapped by her wish for a home into a marriage with a man she did not love. She had asked so little of life. A home... companionship. And Steven had been too engrossed in his own affairs— his cattle, horses, the management of his estate— to realise how he had failed I her.
'He seemed to forget I was there,' Mary whispered.
So, after eight years, she had rebelled and run away from the hearth where no flame of love burned bright and comforting. She seemed bewildered at her own audacity, and the magnitude of her adventure. 'I just couldn't stand any more of it, Dick, so I've come down here to Bryan. I'll get something to do, of course … some work. Teaching, perhaps....'
'I shall have something to say about that,' said Dick abruptly. 'You'll get your divorce, Mary. He must give you that.'
SHE turned troubled eyes from his, tried to withdraw her hands. He would not release them. It happened so strangely, this meeting with Dick Furness. Bryan had often mentioned him in his letters; she had wondered what he was like. He had not disappointed her, with his blue-grey eyes, set wide, and the shock of dark hair above his splendid forehead. Somehow he looked like a writer. His charm and bold-ness had taken her heart by storm; his smile would win any woman. She wanted to put her head on his shoulder and cry her heart out. But Steven might come in at any moment, and take her again. Steven, masterful and quiet, as big men often are.
The fire leaped up the chimney in rib-bon-like flames that wavered in and out upon each other, and were caught up and merged in bands of purple and green. As they roared softly about the logs a thin layer of grey ash slowly formed into fantastic patterns against the dark wood. Dick Furness drew Mary's face down to his, and their lips met. Mary felt she had reached the haven she had been seeking, the haven of love. Her troubles had become Dick's. He would shoulder them for her. She drew his head to her breast, feeling herself an abandoned woman for thus showing her feelings so openly. She did not realise that, from the moment she had met him she had been unconsciously wooing him. Her spirit had been calling his as his called her's. This hour before the fire, with the flames roaring softly up the chimney, had been given them for all time. The flame of love was theirs, and a great sense of peace. Mary felt, at last, the door of her cage had closed behind her. She was free.
They did not hear the door open quietly— did not see Steven standing in the aperture until Phillip pushed past him and shouted boyishly, 'Mother! Dad's bought a new car....painted green. Are you glad?'
He flung himself upon her, a small dishevelled boy the image of Mary. Dick Furness leaped to his feet, drew back into the shadows, became a mere onlooker.
'Well, Mary.' Steven drew her up from her chair, kissed her with a husband's possessive assurance. 'Why on earth didn't you wait and come down with us,' he asked.
'I'm... I'm sorry…' she faltered. Her eyes flew past Steven and searched the shadows. Just when she thought she had escaped she was back again in her cage. She had not guessed that Steven would be so clever as to bring Phillip. Phillip, who needed her more than any of them.
STEVEN, calm in the knowledge that she was his, smiled down at her, drew her closer. Perhaps he'd been too engrossed in his own affairs. He'd been selfish …. forgetful. Things would be different in the future, or she might flutter away altogether some day.
Dick Furness, watching from his corner, felt furious hatred of the big man. Didn't he realise she had run away from him? He stepped forward, opened his lips to speak.
'Where's Bryan?' Steven forestalled him.
'He went out for a blow; he'll be in any time now.'
'Tell him we couldn't wait for him,' Steven boomed. 'The car's outside, Mary. If you've finished your shopping we'll get back home to-night.'
Mary felt herself drawn towards the door, saw freedom fading like a mirage, receding, vanishing.
'Good-bye.... Good-bye?' Steven boomed in his mellow bass. 'We've forty miles to go. Bryan will understand.'
He stood for a moment in the doorway, an immense man, lion-headed, lion-hearted. Let Mary escape him? Never.
'Who was that young chap, Mary?' he asked as he tucked the 'possum skin rug round her feet and ice-cold hands.
'A friend of Bryan's,' she whispered. She could not even mention Dick's name to Steven— Steven, who had thrust her back into her cage.
WHEN Bryan came in an hour later he found Dick crouched over a dying fire, and still dazed at the abruptness of Mary's departure. She had slipped into his life like a moonbeam and vanished as suddenly. The flame which had leaped to life between them, burned so radiantly, had been vanquished by Steven, formidable as a mountain.
'Where's Mary?' Bryan asked.
'Gone.' Dick Furness leapt to his feet and kicked savagely at the smouldering fire, wishing it were Steven. A golden flame shot high, wavered like a living thing in the wind puffing down the chimney, sank back, and was extinguished in a smother of grey ash, as though it had never been.
___________
14: Fever
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MASTERS sank listlessly into a deck-chair and a slight tremor shook him. It had been a hard day— a day of a bald, blue sky and a scorching sun that beat upon his head like a furnace blast; a day when the shrewd gentlemen of Arikaka, with their notebooks and pencils, jotting down suspiciously the weights recorded on the rusty steelyard, had been more than usually exasperating. The pungent reek of their sweating, brown-skinned bodies had nauseated him; their refusal to recognise that he was "another-kind trader," trying to give them a square deal, had disgusted him.
It was not his fault that they had been demoralised by association with the wrong kind of white man.
With dull eyes he watched the sun flame down into the sea, turning the sky into a riot of shimmering gold shot with vermilion and flecked with crimson. The air seemed alive with mysterious noises— the chirp of crickets, the bell-like notes of frogs and the rustle of palm-fronds stirred by the faint breath of the land breeze.
Night descended, and suddenly he felt cold. He could hear Kamari rattling crockery in the kitchen. There would be tinned "bulla-macow" for dinner, and tinned cabbage, and tinned— pah! How he loathed the very thought of a tin!
"No kai-kai, cookie," he called wearily.
"Tea, tha's all."
The "boy" brought a steaming pannikin and wrapped a blanket around the white man's shoulders.
"More better you go sleep, taubada," he said, and his dusky face assumed an expression of solicitude. "Gott'm fever, I t'ink."
From the "boy-house" came the syncopated notes of a tin-whistle and the twang of a Jew's-harp playing a tuneless, monotonous air. A dog howled mournfully, and then from the direction of the river there arose a deafening roar, half-bellow, half-squeal, like the death-cry of a wild boar impaled on the hunter's stake. Masters shuddered. Then he laughed— a silly, teetering, hysterical laugh. He had never become accustomed to the bellow of the bull-alligator calling to his mate.
He huddled into his blanket, squirming this way and that, twisting his body into grotesque contortions, striving to find relief from the dull ache which began to rack his limbs.
"Taubada!" Kamari's voice was insistent. "More better you go sleep."
"Go away, boy!" Masters raised his hand impotently. "I'll —I'll — g'way!"
His voice trailed off as another bellow from the river rent the night air. He shook with sudden dread. His eye roved helplessly, to rest on his rifle standing in a corner of the dimly-lit room, and he felt comforted. To-morrow he would get that brute. What a fool he had been to build on a mud flat when there was so much high land handy!
He staggered to his feet and dragged his chair to the verandah. The jungle chorus should have died away long ago. Mysteriously the confused noises of the night seemed to have gained volume, and now thundered in his ears like the roar of breaking seas on a rock-shelved beach. Five— ten— fifteen— good God ! He had swallowed forty grains of quinine that day! No wonder his ear-drums felt as if they would burst.
Kamari was still pottering about in the kitchen. Why the didn't he turn in?
He was a good lad, Kamari, different from these tight-laced, truculent Mekeo bucks who swaggered into his store, pawing his stock and arguing about the price of cocoanuts. A pity the local nuts were so small! In the Gulf a man could trade a "stick" for twenty nuts, and five thousand would make a ton. Here a ton of copra took all of six-seven thousand— seven thousand— alligators!
Ugh! That brute again! To-morrow he would— he would—
A faint odor assailed his nostrils, an odor of musk blended horribly with something foul, something abominable. Fear gripped him— blind, unreasoning fear. Tiny points of light flashed before his eyes, his body seemed to be burning in a consuming fire, and his head throbbed agonisingly. Then suddenly he felt strangely calm, strangely cool. He stood up, and his eye sought his rifle. He did not know that he was swaying like a drunken man; he did not know that the hand that clutched the weapon shook and trembled; he did not know that stark madness blazed from his eyes.
He was back on the verandah, lurching towards the steps. The floor was rising and falling, like the deck of a ship at sea. His free hand clawed the air, groping for the verandah-rail. Damnation! Where were those steps?
At a frightened shout from behind him he wheeled in sudden rage. A pair of sinewy hands gripped his ankles. He lashed out, and yelled exultantly as he felt his heavy hoot meet soft flesh. He heard somebody whimpering in the darkness, and, as from a great distance, a frightened, faltering voice.
"Taubada!"
Ah! Kamari— the murdering swine!
Blind rage surged within him. He staggered forward, swinging his rifle upwards. Then he felt his, strength ebbing from him. A luminous mist swam before his eyes, and he was falling— falling.
THE FIRST faint streaks of dawn were filtering through the jungle when Masters came to himself. The fever had left him, but he felt cramped and cold. He rose stiffly to his feet, and at the sight of Kamari— lying flat on his back fast asleep, his head pillowed on the stock of the rifle— he scratched his head in faint bewilderment. "Must have had the dingbats pretty bad!" he muttered.
He seated himself on the steps, his brow furrowed, his mind vaguely troubled. Suddenly he started, and an expression of horror came into his eyes.
"Good God!" he gasped through stiff lips. A dim recollection stirred within him. He felt his heart thumping, and he broke into a cold sweat.
Within three feet of the bottom step, clearly impressed on the soft mud, were the tracks of a monster alligator.
_____________
15: Towers of Silence
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WITHOUT, in the grounds of the famous Florida resort, modernity hummed in strident, imperative accents. Eight-cylindered cars raced along a bevelled speedway. High overhead an airplane buzzed like an angry wasp. Below, from a jazz band in a poinsettia-decorated tearoom, came the epileptic measure of a "shimmy" dance. But in the suite the Chatterjees occupied was Persia.
The sitting room where Sir Rustumji Kama Chatterjee, the great Parsee merchant whom the British Government had honoured with a title, sat with Brereton Ford was hung here and there with intricate, heavy-lined rugs, while on this table and on that great brass jars stood, chased with all the skill of the Benares worker. Blue-and-white tiles, very like Chinese, were scattered hither and thither; and the blinds were drawn to dull the tropic day. That was not much to suggest the Orient, but there was a spirit of the Orient all about it, of the calm, ancient Persia of fire-worshipping days, and it was more probably the figure of the Parsee prince, old Sir Rustumji, very strange, very venerable, and of his daughter, Putlibai, who had just left the room, that gave it that dimness of a perfumed Persian dusk, rather than the turquoise and silver tiles, or rugs of Guzerat.
Brereton Ford was leaning toward the merchant prince, his bronzed hawk's face, with its New England blood, standing forth dramatically against the semi-languor of the Parsee's olive skin and dreamy eyes.
"Shorn of ritual, the religion of Zoroaster comes right down to an active practice of benevolence," Ford was saying. "Its religious observances are a rigidity of personal cleanliness. How simple!"
"And its worship a worship of a Supreme Being, under the manifestation of Fire, which is Light and Great Cleanliness, my son." Very benevolent and meticulously clean did old Sir Rustumji appear, as he leaned back watching the young architect. His loose and flowing white garments, with the rimless maroon turban, sloping backward at an angle from the top of his forehead; his venerable white beard; his kindly black eyes, all gave the air of a priest instructing a neophyte.
Ford leaned toward him more tensely.
"It may seem absurd to you, sir, to hear one say so, but for years I have been searching for— oh, well, let us say truth— a belief, and, as it were, a manner of life, that earnest accord with a belief that is a manifestation of Supremity on earth, and that I should be following Its wishes. It's the sort of thing one seldom mentions aloud— but—
"In the Zend-Avesta," the Parsee baronet began, and for an hour or a little more perhaps, in his perfect English he informed Brereton Ford of the tenets of Zoroastrianism. He told him of the faith which Zoroaster gave, which are homuté, purity of thought, and bookté, purity of speech, and virusté, purity of action. He explained to him the worship of the Manifestation called the Sun. He informed him that all Parsees must be born on the ground floor of a house, as life must be commenced in humility. He mentioned to him how when dead, a dog, man's faithful companion, is brought in to say farewell. He told him then of the disposition of the body.
"It is brought to and laid in the Tower of Silence," said Sir Rustumji, "and the vultures, the scavengers of God, take the corruptible covering from the frame. The Sun receives the vital essence."
BRERETON Ford shivered: It was better to lie in the cool earth, where flowers grow.
"From the sun thou camest! To the sun thou goest! Child of the Sun!" quoted the Parsee....
Putlibai, Sir Rustumji's eighteen-year-old daughter was singing in the little morning room on the lake. Her slight, liquid accents, clear as a bird's, changed the guttural Gujurati to a flexibility like Italian. She was carolling a love song of Narsingh Meta's:
"O you with large eyes, bright and open as cups,
"You have two young citrons nestled on your breast.
"Your teeth are mother of pearl; your lips are honey.
"Your hair is like a fragrant bush and spread upon your shoulders,
"The down on your face is like violets under a bed of roses.
"Whoever comes to gather the flowers, tell him they are thine.
"Thou art my nightingale and my shrub of roses..."
"Putlibai," the Parsee called.
Her feet made no sound, so softly did she enter the room. For an instant she paused at the door, an apparition of tropic beauty such as Labid, prince of poets, would have sung, or Firdausi, the Accomplished One, or Omar, who built the tenets of verse. Very small and very slight she stood there, and the clear olive of her beautiful skin seemed only a precious cloth on which her two ruby lips were laid, and the opalescent jewellery of her eyes. Her small and delicate hands, very like flowers, peeped from the folds of her blue sari, and under her head-cloth of thin white stuff her hair, black and lustrous, showed like oiled silk.
"There is a translation into English of the Zend-Avesta, Putlibai," her father said, "that I brought with me from Bombay. Bring it here for Mr. Ford."
She smiled as she went out to get it, a frank eager smile, such as an Occidental woman might give, and Brereton Ford, as he watched her go, became more and more convinced that with her his destiny was bound. Life had suddenly become for him a quest in a perfumed Persian forest for a treasure of three hundred lakhs of rupees, which is nigh unto ten million dollars gold, all of it the property of Sir Rustumji Chatterjee, a Parsee merchant. And Putlibai, whom the poets of Bombay had called inaccessible as the dark stars, was to be the necessary but delectable guide. And the treasure was guarded by fortresses, high, implacable, lonely, terrible, called the Towers of Silence, where vultures hovered. And though willingly he would have embraced an alien life for that treasure, the high towers appalled him. He was a great architect, was Brereton Ford— America honours him still— but he was a very great blackguard also, and a coward to boot....
IN ALL THE COLONIES of the Parsees in India and Persia; in Bombay, in Guzerat, in Surat, in Broach, the name of Sir Rustumji Chatterjee is revered, not only as a business man and a great philanthropist, but as an ornament to his religion. The great rest-house in Surat for Parsees, the foundation of the chair of Pehlevi at Oxford— those things are not treasured up as much as the fact that he wrote the Zarthoshti Sitisbak, which caused many unbelievers to see the light; and that he is meticulous in ritual.
But if Sir Rustumji Chatterjee is religious, it is because of the vision and epic of his worship and that there is great colour to it, great adventure, and that is more to him than mechanical ritual and set prayers. Back to the dimness of ancient days—before Abraham was, much less Moses— Zoroaster was giving his laws to the Medes and Persians. Pliny and Marcellus, and Apuleius, and Strabo, the blind geographer, spoke of them with reverence, and when in Bethlehem of the Jews a Babe was born, Persian magi went to it with reverence. They saw Brahma rise and Isis and Osiris die. The epileptic Mahomet came out of the desert like a whirlwind and their faith-mates drooped under the Moslem steel. And they arose in the night-time, and Persia knew them no more.
"But the Sun cannot be quenched," old Sir Rustumji used to tell himself. "Its glory abides for ever." His sixty years of life had passed like a long, benevolent day. India was the better for him. Its banks prospered. Its cottonfields were more fruitful by reason of him and his associates. He bothered no man and all revered him. Musing over his religion, coeval with the sun, a bachelor until forty-five, he passed his life going from trading station to trading station.
At forty-five he married— Adnai, daughter of Kaikabod Jhijhiboy, great in Bombay annals, and from her he had Putlibai, daughter of his heart. Adnai his wife, died, and the child was all that was left to him....
PERHAPS it was because it was so late that he married, and that he gave at that time all of love his intense, proud nature could summon that the loss of his wife Adnai struck him so harshly. However, it did. But day by day the little Putlibai became more and more like her, until at sixteen and seventeen she was a living image of Jhijhiboy's daughter. He could not seem to part with her. When he went to Fookon or travelled by caravan to the Persia he loved, he brought the child with him. When, toward the end of seeing American machinery, with the view of developing the Indian ore supply, he proposed visiting America, he wished her to come with him.
"Will you come with me across the water, Putlibai?" he asked her. "Farther than Persia, farther than England, to America— the new world?"
"My father, I will," she answered joyously.
And so, to America they came, two strange figures such as might have wandered out of some Oriental classic, The Book of Wisdom and Lies for instance, or The Thousand and One Nights. Reporters interviewed them in New York, in Pittsburgh, in the Middle West, speaking alternately of the wealth of old Sir Rustumji— a millionaire, incredible to believe, who was not an American; of the winsomeness of Putlibai, whom they with unpardonable ignorance insulted as a Eurasian beauty; of Parsees whom they mixed up recklessly with the Pharisees of Bible days. They were lonely, in a way, these twain. And when winter came they went southward to Florida, where they met Brereton Ford, the architect.
"He is America's foremost artist," Reynolds, the Omaha banker, who knew more of Renaissance architecture than any living man, introduced him to Sir Rustumji.
And Sir Rustumji was glad to know Ford, for he wanted to discuss with him the points of Indian architecture, the Taj Mahal, for example, and notably, the monument he had recently raised to his wife Adnai, a lone, massive Tower of Silence which brooded over the hills of Guzerat.
THERE ARE none who ever speak of Brereton Ford but as of a great man.
"But not a good man," many will tell you. "If you remember, he had no friends."
No! He had no friends; that is true. There was no such thing as friendship to him in the world. Everyone to him had a definite value, and that depended on what he could get from them. Not only money, but knowledge, ideas. Born in the gutter, he had fought his way upward by sheer power of will.
"Ford, somehow, makes me afraid," a professor at Princeton once said. "There is something in the man that glitters, that will out, by fair means or force." That was his genius.
He persuaded a Massachusetts family to give him his chance in Paris. He succeeded in getting a Prix de Rome. The family he dropped callously when he needed them no more. It was so with his first partnership. Young Briggs he used until he had become acquainted with everyone of value whom Briggs knew. Then Briggs went by the board.
"Well," says Briggs pathetically— bless his heart! There is no rancour in him! "A dub like myself has no license to travel with a genius like Brereton Ford."
Genius he was! He took the dry bones of conventional architectural detail and chucked them to the four winds. "I'll get down to mere building," he said, and of mere building he made simple grandeur. Witness the country house he built for Epstein the sugar king, in Westchester County. "A pig in a king's castle!" Ford characterized his client. Abruptly he dropped that style, and, falling back on old Romanesque and Byzantine types, he evolved a style so distinctively his own that the veriest layman could recognize it. Those little churches throughout New England, those gem-like little libraries, all are living memories to his head and pencil!
"I'm sick of building houses for tripe-merchants, and churches for hypocrites," he broke out bitterly at his club.
"What do you want to do, then?"
"I want money enough to do anything I like. If I choose to raise a monument to Galileo in Wichita, Kansas, or an obelisk to Booker T. Washington in Atlanta, Georgia, I want to be in a position to devote the time to making such a work of art as will overcome ignorance and all prejudice. I want to justify my genius."
Randall O'Connor, that shrewd trial lawyer who possesses an uncanny knowledge of human nature, has an interesting theory about Brereton Ford. "The old Masons," he will tell you, "were the closest guild in the world— an occult guild, very cruel. They used to sacrifice human lives for the safety of their bridges. To my mind Brereton Ford is a reincarnation of one of the old master-masons, who builded the pyramid of Cheops, perhaps, or the Hanging Gardens of Babylon, revisiting the earth. A cruel, unnatural being, brimming with genius." Well, why not?
NOW, when a certain city in Florida, which shall be nameless, decided that it would build a magnificent city hall, it did a good thing: it engaged Brereton Ford. The Florida city had made a pretty penny from its trade in citrus fruits; from some very spendthrift government shipyards; and from gold-scattering Northern tourists. The Sons of Noe must have felt extremely like that city council when they decided to build a tower on Shinar plain, in the place which was afterward called Babel.
"We want something worthy of this premier city— of this gateway to America's tropic empire." Colonel Milo Rosenthal acted as spokesman for the city fathers. "Something as high as anything New York has, and at the same time substantial and commodious. Something that can be seen as the ships come up the harbour. Something like the Colosseum at Rhodes; yes, ahem! Rhodes! Make it," he concluded grandiloquently, "make it the eighth wonder of the world!"
At this most architects would have shrugged their shoulders and gone northward, or have gone ahead with the work in a spirit of tolerant humour, giving the Boosted City a replica of a Philadelphia skyscraper. Not so Brereton Ford. He merely blinked.
"How much money have you got?" he asked succinctly.
On the answer to this Ford's comment was brief, brusque and snorting. "Hell!" But he went ahead and achieved a miracle. Little by little at his direction the edifice rose, white, slender, very like a spear. It reared above the drab commercial hive like a standard of battle. There was music to it, and line, and poetry.
"When this thing of mine is finished," Ford told Colonel Milo Rosenthal, emphasizing every word with a vicious jab of his forefinger into the Southern aristocrat's ribs, "you can drop your citrus fruits, your shipyards, your hotels. The people will come to your city to see that thing alone."
"By golly, I believe you," the colonel agreed. He was right to agree about it. For people do.
WHILE THE CITY HALL was in process of building Brereton Ford was almost all of the winter at various resorts nearby: St. Augustine; Ormond; Miami. He was no garret genius. He needed the decencies of food and music and evening clothes for his art. He liked acclamation, which he received in good taste. He liked to have people presented to him, and to mix among bankers from Texas; automobile millionaires; wheat and coal magnates, as their equal, and to look down on them as their better. And in due course he met them and impressed them, even the most ignorant of them, such as Gates, the Saint Paul department-store man; even the most reticent of them, as were Sir Rustumji Chatterjee and his daughter Putlibai, the Parsees, who came westward from the strange Asian colony which worshipped fire and practised benevolence and left their dead for the Sun and the Birds in their lonely and bleak and terrifying Towers of Silence, ...
"And so, sir," Ford told Sir Rustumji, "I have become convinced of the Truth as laid down by Zoroaster, the prophet; and my wish and utmost intention is to embrace the faith of the Parsee."
"Many Europeans," Sir Rustumji said, "become convinced of the truth of Buddhism, and not a few turn to Islam. But to our faith there have been few converts. Nevertheless ... In Bombay you will undergo the ceremony of nirang, which is a purification. And about your waist will be laid the cincture of seventy-two threads, which denote the seventy-two chapters of Zend-Avesta...."
He was outwardly calm, was the old Parsee prince, but within a great pride had arisen in him, and a great joy with it. He had come to America to bring back dry facts about machinery, and with it he was returning in company of a convert to the faith he held to with all the power of his fine soul. A man great among his countrymen, an artist, a thinker. He praised God in his manifestation of the Sun....
"And another thing, sir," Ford continued. "I should like to be joined to you by a nearer tie. But— I am poor—"
THAT WEIGHED little to one who followed the precepts of ancient Persian days. Ford was a great artist, a poet in stone. And were not poets heaven-sent and heaven-directed? Had not a prince loaded the camels of Firdaussi with gold for a single distich; and Labid, was he not called the "Companion of Kings?" Who better for Putlibai than this young architect, without a peer, who was dear to the old man's heart, dearer than a son could be? His convert!
"Putlibai," he told her, "I have found you a husband."
And Putlibai's slender frame trembled and her throat swelled, and her eyes flickered like stars. For Brereton Ford was a prince to her, a prince from an Arabian tale. Great-armed, blazing-eyed, he would stand among the men of her nation like a warrior among helots, two heads higher than they. A poet, or as good as a poet! And about him hung the mystery of the Occident—for if the West finds the East mysterious, the East finds the West equally so. From her lips, as from a flute, there rose the marriage-song of Guzerat:
"All hail this day!
I gave thee an order, goldsmith;
I told thee to make an armlet for my Sorabji's arm,
And a wine-stringed necklace for me, his beloved.
I gave thee an order, mercer;
I told thee to bring a plaid for my Sorabji,
And a pair of palôris for me, his adorer.
I gave thee an order, jeweller;
I told thee bring rings for my Sorabji,
And a pair of bracelets for me, his bride."
And as Putlibai sang, old Sir Rustumji stroked his beard, and thought. Ee-yah! He was happy. Now he had a son for his family, and a husband for his daughter. Time would flow by in soft and reverential days, and when the end of his life came he would be tended. And more time would slip along, and by his side, happily, would repose his daughter and his new son in the great Tower of Silence he had builded above the hills of Guzerat....
TREGARTHEN, the young Cornish poet, who had been across to America to represent art and letters on the British High Commission, was much taken with Brereton Ford. But then Tregarthen was taken with anything sinister. In early days he had sung the poetry of absinthe. Later he had become a Satanist. Now he had developed, in a month of Florida, an admiration for Brereton Ford.
They had wandered from their hotel up toward the shore, where the sea was continually complaining, and back down the soft Florida night to the resort grounds, a developed arid garden of no perfume, where palm-trees in ordered, repulsive rows, and barren poinsettia plants rose shamefully from the sandy soil. They sat down, lighting cigarettes. In a little while the moon would rise, but as yet it was very dark. They had been talking of recent art topics— a book by Ibanez; a new Spanish colourist; the Victory Arch in New York.
"By the way," Tregarthen drawled, "the notice of your engagement is in all the New York papers. You know I never did anything but congratulate you, but, if you'll pardon me, I don't understand—"
"Well, I'll tell you," Ford said brutally. "I need the money. I can't work unless my surroundings are harmonious. To lack anything that money can buy irks me. This Parsee, my young poet, would make a Detroit millionaire seem like a piker. Frankly, I need the money."
"I thought maybe you were in love with the girl?"
"With the girl!" Ford laughed. "My lad, I've told you time and time again what my ideal of a woman is: a chic French marquise, or one of our well-groomed white beauties. The girl! Blast it! I think as little of her as of any good-looking coloured girl working in the hotel. In a little while this fat father-in-law of mine will be reposing in one of his disgusting Towers of Silence— my soul! what a savage, vile conception!" and Ford shivered— "and I'll be back in civilization hunting a divorce—"
"And you're not overwhelmed at the truth of Parseeism?"
"Parseeism! Bah!" Ford fairly spat. "It's the same to me as the Holy Rollers, or any voodoo lodge. Damn their coloured religions! Listen, Tregarthen, doesn't it make you laugh? Sun-worship! And Towers of Silence! Blazes! Why not cannibalism? Why not—"
"What was that?" Tregarthen had heard a noise in the garden.
"A mullet jumping in the river perhaps, or some tripe-merchant walking off his heavy dinner." Ford was paying no attention. "I suppose most people would call me a damned scoundrel, but you know, as a poet, that art is unmoral, therefore, the artist, it follows, must necessarily—"
Ford whistled as he dressed by electric lights. It was decent of old Chatterjee, he decided, to ask to see his city hall before leaving for the North. The party had arrived in the town only late the evening before and at seven this morning they would be going north to New York. But the Parsee wanted to see his future son-in-law's masterpiece. Wherefore, Ford arose at five in the morning to bring him to it.
"I will show him what he's getting into the family," the architect boasted.
Below, in the lobby of the hotel, he found old Sir Rustumji alone, dressed in tweeds, a soft deerstalker on his reverend white hair.
"Did you have coffee?" the old man asked.
"No," answered Ford. "I ran across no one, and I didn't say I was coming out."
"Too bad to get you up, my son, so early." Sir Rustumji beamed benevolence.
"It's but a block away," Ford answered. "And I'm only too glad."
They went out through the deserted streets. The morning was heavy, foggy. As yet there was no sign of the sun. All of the town was sleeping, evidently, for they met no man.
"There it is!" Ford stopped on a side street. "I'm going to take you up on the roof just as you asked. Lucky I've got the keys. And the service elevator is running."
Ford made his way across stubble and planks to the elevator cage. He motioned the old man in before him.
"They're going to have an immense job to get this finished by the first of May, when they've announced the opening. My work on it's done, anyway. The carpenters, joiners, plumbers, have their month before them. They can do it, I guess, without me."
"I hope so, my son."
They left the elevator and climbed a short winding stair. With a mighty heave of his shoulder Ford opened the trap-door to the roof. It creaked as it rose. He slipped on to the solid ground alone. Sir Rustumji followed him, with surprising agility.
"There it is," Ford exalted. He looked down into the streets. The Parsee followed his eyes.
Towering like a spear from the ground up, the great white building rose like a spirit of flame. Very slender it was, with a slenderness of a young birch tree, and very white, like silver. It rose above the other buildings as a tall tree rises above shrubs, and the whole city seemed only a pedestal on which Brereton Ford's conception was a monument. And there was great silence—the silence of the sleeping city, and in all the city it was the most silent building of all.
The Parsee was thoughtful for an instant. He turned to the east, where mottled morning clouds were piled massively with here and there a ray of sunlight bursting through.
"It is a great work," Sir Rustumji acknowledged.
Suddenly, with the melodrama of southern climes, the sun seemed to shoot above the horizon— a huge scarlet splash in the east. The old Parsee bent his head.
"God is good," he said. "He gives us this magnificent orb to know Him by."
He turned to Ford calmly.
"I was in the garden of the hotel the night you spoke to your poet friend," he told Ford.
Ford had not been paying much attention to him, but these words seemed to drip into his brain like acid, etching into his intelligence like aqua fortis, and as he turned and looked at the Parsee, he felt his knees shaking suddenly, and a cold wind blowing through his hair. Sir Rustumji had lost his benevolence.
"I did not care about the money so much. If you had needed money you could have had it from me without marrying my daughter. And even what you said about Putlibai that night might have been forgiven and you allowed to go. But you did something else."
Ford could not take his eyes from the Parsee's face. Something he had never seen before stood out in it, mystic, very terrible, the Orient of ancient days, before Moses lived, or Abraham.
"You used God and His symbol and His prophet Zoroaster to get money for your uses. And then, laughing, you blasphemed Them. And for that you are going to die."
Without a hurried movement, Sir Rustumji took a revolver from his pocket.
"Here on your own tower, silently, you will lie with your face to the sun, as you would have lain dead eventually had you come with me to Guzerat, and married my daughter, and embraced our faith." And the old Parsee began shooting him. High in the air above the city, the sound of the explosion seemed negligible, and at the fifth shot Brereton Ford died.
The Parsee descended to the stairway, clanging the iron door behind him. From the street below, some minutes later, he looked up at Brereton Ford's tower rising with slender, silent majesty into the air. On the white top of it the sun seemed to beat in a kind of fury, white, infinitesimal; and in the blue sky overhead two buzzards were perched.
___________
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IT HAD BEEN a disastrous afternoon: rain had streamed incessantly from a low grey sky, and the road was of the vilest description. There were sections consisting of sharp flints, newly laid down and not yet rolled into amenity, and the stretches in between were worn into deep ruts and bouncing holes, so that it was impossible anywhere to travel at even a moderate speed. Twice we had punctured, and now, as the stormy dusk began to fall, something went wrong with the engine, and after crawling on for a hundred yards or so we stopped. My driver, after a short investigation, told me that there was a half-hour's tinkering to be done, and after that we might, with luck, trundle along in a leisurely manner, and hope eventually to arrive at Crowthorpe which was the proposed destination.
We had come, when this stoppage occurred, to a crossroad. Through the driving rain I could see on the right a great church, and in front a huddle of houses. A consultation of the map seemed to indicate that this was the village of Riddington. The guide-book added the information that Riddington possessed an hotel, and the sign-post at the corner endorsed them both. To the right along the main road, into which we had just struck, was Crowthorpe, fifteen miles away and straight in front of us, half a mile distant, was the hotel.
The decision was not difficult. There was no reason why I should get to Crowthorpe to-night instead of to-morrow, for the friend whom I was to meet there would not arrive until next afternoon and it was surely better to limp half a mile with a spasmodic engine than to attempt fifteen on this inclement evening.
"We'll spend the night here," I said to my chauffeur. "The road dips down hill, and it's only half a mile to the hotel. I daresay we shall get there without using the engine at all. Let's try, anyhow."
We hooted and crossed the main road, and began to slide very slowly down a narrow street. It was impossible to see much, but on either side there were little houses with lights gleaming through blinds, or with blinds still undrawn, revealing cosy interiors. Then the incline grew steeper, and close in front of us I saw masts against a sheet of water that appeared to stretch unbroken into the rain-shrouded gloom of the gathering night.
Riddington then must be on the open sea, though how it came about that boats should be tied up to an open quay-wall was a puzzle, but perhaps there was some jetty, invisible in the darkness, which protected them. I heard the chauffeur switch on his engine, as we made a sharp turn to the left, and we passed below a long row of lighted windows, shining out on to a rather narrow road, on the right edge of which the water lapped. Again he turned sharply to the left, described a half-circle on crunching gravel, and drew up at the door of the hotel. There was a room for me, there was a garage, there was a room for him, and dinner had not long begun.
Among the little excitements and surprises of travel there is none more delightful than that of waking in a new place at which one has arrived after nightfall on the previous evening. The mind has received a few hints and dusky impressions, and probably during sleep it has juggled with these, constructing them into some sort of coherent whole and next morning its anticipations are put to the proof. Usually the eye has seen more than it has consciously registered, and the brain has fitted together as in the manner of a jig-saw puzzle a very fair presentment of its immediate surroundings. When I woke next morning a brilliantly sunny sky looked in at my windows; there was no sound of wind or of breaking waves, and before getting up and verifying my impressions of the night before I lay and washed-in my imagined picture. In front of my windows there would be a narrow roadway bordered by a quay-wall: there would be a breakwater, forming a harbour for the boats that lay at anchor there, and away, away to the horizon would stretch an expanse of still and glittering sea. I ran over these points in my mind; they seemed an inevitable inference from the glimpses of the night before and then, assured of my correctness, I got out of bed and went to the window.
I have never experienced so complete a surprise. There was no harbour, there was no breakwater, and there was no sea. A very narrow channel, three-quarters choked with sand-banks on which now rested the boats whose masts I had seen the previous evening, ran parallel to the road, and then turned at right angles and went off into the distance. Otherwise no water of any sort was visible; right and left and in front stretched a limitless expanse of shining grasses with tufts of shrubby growth, and great patches of purple sea-lavender. Beyond were tawny sand-banks, and further yet a line of shingle and scrub and sand-dunes. But the sea which I had expected to fill the whole circle of the visible world till it met the sky on the horizon, had totally disappeared.
After the first surprise at this colossal conjuring trick was over, I dressed quickly, in order to ascertain from local authorities how it was done. Unless some hallucination had poisoned my perceptive faculties, there must be an explanation of this total disappearance, alternately, of sea and land, and the key, when supplied, was simple enough. That line of shingle and scrub and sand dunes on the horizon was a peninsula running for four or five miles parallel with the land, forming the true beach, and it enclosed this vast basin of sand-banks and mud-banks and level lavender-covered marsh, which was submerged at high tide, and made an estuary. At low tide it was altogether empty but for the stream that struggled out through various channels to the mouth of it two miles away to the left, and there was easy passage across it for a man who carried his shoes and stockings, to the far sand dunes and beaches which terminated at Riddington Point, while at high tide you could sail out from the quay just in front of the hotel and be landed there.
The tide would be out of the estuary for five or six hours yet; I could spend the morning on the beach, or, taking my lunch, walk out to the Point, and be back before the returning waters rendered the channel impassable. There was good bathing on the beach, and there was a colony of terns who nested there.
Already, as I ate my breakfast at a table in the window overlooking the marsh, the spell and attraction of it had begun to work. It was so immense and so empty; it had the allure of the desert about it, with none of the desert's intolerable monotony, for companies of chiding gulls hovered over it, and I could hear the pipe of redshank and the babble of curlews. I was due to meet Jack Granger in Crowthorpe that evening, but if I went I knew that I should persuade him to come back to Riddington, and from my knowledge of him, I was aware that he would feel the spell of the place not less potent than I. So, having ascertained that there was a room for him here, I wrote him a note saying that I had found the most amazing place in the world, and told my chauffeur to take the car into Crowthorpe to meet the train that afternoon and bring him here. And with a perfectly clear conscience, I set off with a towel and a packet of lunch in my pocket to explore vaguely and goallessly that beckoning immensity of lavender-covered, bird-haunted expanse.
My way, as pointed out to me, led first along a sea-bank which defended the drained pastureland on the right of it from the high tides, and at the corner of that I struck into the basin of the estuary. A contour line of jetsam, withered grass, strands of seaweed, and the bleached shells of little crabs showed where the last tide had reached its height, and inside it the marsh growth was still wet. Then came a stretch of mud and pebbles, and presently I was wading through the stream that flowed down to the sea. Beyond that were banks of ribbed sand swept by the incoming tides, and soon I regained the wide green marshes on the further side, beyond which was the bar of shingle that fringed the sea.
I paused as I re-shod myself. There was not a sign of any living human being within sight, but never have I found myself in so exhilarating a solitude. Right and left were spread the lawns of sea-lavender, starred with pink tufts of thrift and thickets of suæda bushes. Here and there were pools left in depressions of the ground by the retreated tide, and here were patches of smooth black mud, out of which grew, like little spikes of milky-green asparagus, a crop of glass-wort, and all these happy vegetables flourished in sunshine or rain or the salt of the flooding tides with impartial amphibiousness. Overhead was the immense arc of the sky, across which flew now a flight of duck, hurrying with necks outstretched, and now a lonely black-backed gull, flapping his ponderous way seawards. Curlews were bubbling, and redshank and ringed plover fluting, and now as I trudged up the shingle bank, at the bottom of which the marsh came to an end, the sea, blue and waveless, lay stretched and sleeping, bordered by a strip of sand, on which far off a mirage hovered. But from end to end of it, as far as eye could see, there was no sign of human presence.
I bathed and basked on the hot beach, walked along for half a mile, and then struck back across the shingle into the marsh. And then with a pang of disappointment I saw the first evidence of the intrusion of man into this paradise of solitude, for on a stony spit of ground that ran like some great rib into the amphibious meadows, there stood a small square house built of brick, with a tall flagstaff set up in front of it. It had not caught my eye before, and it seemed an unwarrantable invasion of the emptiness. But perhaps it was not so gross an infringement of it as it appeared, for it wore an indefinable look of desertion, as if man had attempted to domesticate himself here and had failed. As I approached it this impression increased, for the chimney was smokeless, and the closed windows were dim with the film of salt air and the threshold of the closed door was patched with lichen and strewn with débris of withered grasses. I walked twice round it, decided that it was certainly uninhabited, and finally, leaning against the sun-baked wall, ate my lunch.
The glitter and heat of the day were at their height. Warmed and exercised, and invigorated by my bathe, I felt strung to the supreme pitch of physical well-being, and my mind, quite vacant except for these felicitous impressions, followed the example of my body, and basked in an unclouded content. And, I suppose by a sense of the Lucretian luxury of contrast, it began to picture to itself, in order to accentuate these blissful conditions, what this sunlit solitude would be like when some November night began to close in underneath a low, grey sky and a driving storm of sleet. Its solitariness would be turned into an abominable desolation: if from some unconjecturable cause one was forced to spend the night here, how the mind would long for any companionship, how sinister would become the calling of the birds, how weird the whistle of the wind round the cavern of this abandoned habitation. Or would it be just the other way about, and would one only be longing to be assured that the seeming solitude was real, and that no invisible but encroaching presence, soon to be made manifest, was creeping nearer under cover of the dusk, and be shuddering to think that the wail of the wind was not only the wind, but the cry of some discarnate being, and that it was not the curlews who made that melancholy piping? By degrees the edge of thought grew blunt, and melted into inconsequent imaginings, and I fell asleep.
I woke with a start from the trouble of a dream that faded with waking, but felt sure that some noise close at hand had aroused me. And then it came again: it was the footfall of someone moving about inside the deserted house, against the wall of which my back was propped. Up and down it went, then paused and began again; it was like that of a man who waited with impatience for some expected arrival. I noticed also that the footfall had an irregular beat, as if the walker went with a limp. Then in a minute or two the sound ceased altogether.
An odd uneasiness came over me, for I had been so certain that the house was uninhabited. Then turning my head I noticed that in the wall just above me was a window, and the notion, wholly irrational and unfounded, entered my mind that the man inside who tramped was watching me from it. When once that idea got hold of me, it became impossible to sit there in peace any more, and I got up and shovelled into my knapsack my towel and the remains of my meal. I walked a little further down the spit of land which ran out into the marsh, and turning looked at the house again, and again to my eyes it seemed absolutely deserted. But after all, it was no concern of mine and I proceeded on my walk, determining to inquire casually on my return to the hotel who it was that lived in so hermetical a place, and for the present dismissed the matter from my mind.
It was some three hours later that I found myself opposite the house again, after a long wandering walk. I saw that, by making an only slightly longer detour, I could pass close to the house again, and I knew that the sound of those footsteps within it had raised in me a curiosity that I wanted to satisfy. And then, even as I paused, I saw that a man was standing by the door: how he came there I had no idea, for the moment before he had not been there, and he must have come out of the house. He was looking down the path that led through the marsh, shielding his eyes against the sun, and presently he took a step or two forward and he dragged his left leg as he walked, limping heavily. It was his step then which I had heard within, and any mystery about the matter was of my own making. I therefore took the shorter path, and got back to the hotel to find that Jack Granger had just arrived.
We went out again in the gleam of the sunset, and watched the tide sweeping in and pouring up the dykes, until again the great conjuring trick was accomplished, and the stretch of marsh with its fields of sea-lavender was a sheet of shining water. Far away across it stood the house by which I had lunched, and just as we turned Jack pointed to it.
"That's a queer place for a house," he said. "I suppose no one lives there."
"Yes, a lame man," said I, "I saw him to-day. I'm going to ask the hotel porter who he is."
The result of this inquiry was unexpected.
"No; the house has been uninhabited several years," he said. "It used to be a watch-house from which the coastguards signalled if there was a ship in distress, and the lifeboat went out from here. But now the lifeboat and the coastguards are at the end of the Point."
"Then who is the lame man I saw walking about there, and heard inside the house?" I asked.
He looked at me, I thought, queerly.
"I don't know who that could be," he said. "There's no lame man about here to my knowledge."
The effect on Jack of the marshes and their gorgeous emptiness, of the sun and the sea, was precisely what I had anticipated. He vowed that any day spent anywhere than on these beaches and fields of sea-lavender was a day wasted, and proposed that the tour, of which the main object had originally been the golf links of Norfolk, should for the present be cancelled. In particular, it was the birds of this long solitary headland that enchanted him.
"After all, we can play golf anywhere," he said. "There's an oyster-catcher scolding, do you hear?— and how silly to whack a little white ball— ringed plover, but what's that calling as well?— when you can spend the day like this! Oh! don't let us go and bathe yet: I want to wander along that edge of the marsh— ha! there's a company of turnstones, they make a noise like the drawing of a cork— there they are, those little chaps with chestnut-coloured patches! Let's go along the near edge of the marsh, and come out by the house where your lame man lives."
We took, therefore, the path with the longer detour, which I had abandoned last night. I had said nothing to him of what the hotel porter had told me that the house was unlived in, and all he knew was that I had seen a lame man, apparently in occupation there. My reason for not doing so (to make the confession at once) was that I already half believed that the steps I had heard inside, and the lame man I had seen watching outside, did not imply in the porter's sense of the word that the house was occupied, and I wanted to see whether Jack as well as myself would be conscious of any such tokens of a presence there. And then the oddest thing happened.
All the way up to the house his attention was alert on the birds, and in especial on a piping note which was unfamiliar to him. In vain he tried to catch sight of the bird that uttered it, and in vain I tried to hear it. "It doesn't sound like any bird I know," he said, "in fact it doesn't sound like a bird at all, but like some human being whistling. There it is again! Is it possible you don't hear it?"
We were now quite close to the house.
"There must be someone there who is whistling," he said, "it must be your lame man…. Lord! yes, it comes from inside the house. So that's explained, and I hoped it was some new bird. But why can't you hear it?"
"Some people can't hear a bat's squeak," said I.
Jack, satisfied with the explanation, took no more interest in the matter, and we struck across the shingle, bathed and lunched, and tramped on to the tumble of sand dunes in which the Point ended. For a couple of hours we strolled and lazed there in the liquid and sunny air, and reluctantly returned in order to cross the ford before the tide came in. As we retraced our way, I saw coming up from the west a huge continent of cloud: and just as we reached the spit of land on which the house stood, a jagged sword of lightning flickered down to the low-lying hills across the estuary, and a few big raindrops plopped on the shingle.
"We're in for a drenching," he said. "Ha! Let's ask for shelter at your lame man's house. Better run for it!" Already the big drops were falling thickly, and we scuttled across the hundred yards that lay between us and the house, and came to the door just as the sluices of heaven were pulled wide. He rapped on it, but there came no answer; he tried the handle of it, but the door did not yield, and then, by a sudden inspiration, he felt along the top of the lintel and found a key. It fitted into the wards and next moment we stood within.
We found ourselves in a slip of a passage, at the end of which went up the staircase to the floor above. On each side of it was a room, one a kitchen, the other a living-room, but in neither was there any stick of furniture. Discoloured paper was peeling off the walls, the windows were thick with spidery weavings, the air heavy with unventilated damp.
"Your lame man dispenses with the necessities as well as the luxuries of life," said Jack. "A Spartan fellow."
We were standing in the kitchen: outside the hiss of the rain had grown to a roar, and the bleared window was suddenly lit up with a flare of lightning. A crack of thunder answered it, and in the silence that followed there came from just outside, audible now to me, the sound of a piping whistle. Immediately afterwards I heard the door by which we had just entered violently banged, and I remembered that I had left it open.
His eyes met mine.
"But there's no breath of wind," I said. "What made it bang like that?"
"And that was no bird that whistled," said he.
There was the shuffle in the passage outside of a limping step: I could hear the drag of a man's lame foot along the boards.
"He has come in," said Jack.
YES, HE HAD COME IN, and who had come in? At that moment not fright, but fear, which is a very different matter, closed in on me. Fright, as I understand it, is an emotion, startling, but not unnerving; you may under the finger of fright spring aside, you may scream, you may shout, you have the command of your muscles. But as that limping step moved down the passage I felt fear, the hand of the nightmare that, as it clutches, paralyses and inhibits not action only, but thought. I waited frozen and speechless for what should happen next.
Exactly opposite the open door of the kitchen in which we stood the step stopped. And then, soundlessly and invisibly, the presence that had made itself manifest to the outward ear, entered. Suddenly I heard Jack's breath rattle in his throat.
"O my God!" he cried in a voice hoarse and strangled, and he threw his left arm across his face as if defending himself, and his right arm shooting out, seemed to hit at something which I could not see, and his fingers crooked themselves as if clutching at that which had evaded his blow. His body was bent back as if resisting some invisible pressure, then lunged forward again, and I heard the noise of a resisting joint, and saw on his throat the shadow (or so it seemed) of a clutching hand. At that some power of movement came back to me, and I remember hurling myself at the empty space between him and me, and felt under my grip the shape of a shoulder and heard on the boards of the floor the slip and scoop of a foot. Something invisible, now a shoulder, now an arm, struggled in my grasp, and I heard a panting respiration that was not Jack's, nor mine, and now and then in my face I felt a hot breath that stank of corruption and decay. And all the time this physical contention was symbolical only: what he and I wrestled with was not a thing of flesh and blood, but some awful spiritual presence. And then….
There was nothing. The ghostly invasion ceased as suddenly as it had begun, and there was Jack's face gleaming with sweat close to mine, as we stood with dropped arms opposite each other in an empty room, with the rain beating on the roof and the gutters chuckling. No word passed between us, but next moment we were out in the pelting rain, running for the ford. The deluge was sweet to my soul, it seemed to wash away that horror of great darkness and that odour of corruption in which we had been plunged.
NOW I have no certain explanation to give of the experience which has here been shortly recounted, and the reader may or may not connect with it a story that I heard a week or two later on my return to London.
A friend of mine and I had been dining at my house one evening, and we had discussed a murder trial then going on of which the papers were full.
"It isn't only the atrocity that attracts," he said, "I think it is the place where the murder occurs that is the cause of the interest in it. A murder at Brighton or Margate or Ramsgate, any place which the public associates with pleasure trips, attracts them because they know the place and can visualise the scene. But when there is a murder at some small unknown spot, which they have never heard of, there is no appeal to their imagination. Last spring, for instance, there was the murder at that small village on the coast of Norfolk. I've forgotten the name of the place, though I was in Norwich at the time of the trial and was present in court. It was one of the most awful stories I ever heard, as ghastly and sensational as this last affair, but it didn't attract the smallest attention. Odd that I can't remember the name of the place when all the rest is so vivid to me!"
"Tell me about it," I said; "I never heard of it."
"Well, there was this little village, and just outside it was a farm, owned by a man called John Beardsley. He lived there with his only daughter, an unmarried woman of about thirty, a good-looking, sensible creature apparently, the last in the world you would have thought to do anything unexpected. There worked at the farm as a day labourer a young fellow called Alfred Maldon, who, in the trial of which I am speaking, was the prisoner. He had one of the most dreadful faces I ever saw, a cat-like receding forehead, a broad, short nose, and a great red sensual mouth, always on the grin. He seemed positively to enjoy being the central figure round whom all the interest of those ghoulish women who thronged the court was concentrated, and when he shambled into the witness-box—"
"Shambled?" I asked.
"Yes, he was lame, his left foot dragged along the floor as he walked. As he shambled into the witness-box he nodded and smiled to the judge, and clapped his counsel on the shoulder, and leered at the gallery…. He worked on the farm, as I was saying, doing jobs that were within his capacity, among which was certain housework, carrying coals and what-not, for John Beardsley, though very well-off, kept no servant, and this daughter Alice— that was her name— ran the house. And what must she do but fall in love, it was no less than that, with this monstrous and misshapen fellow. One afternoon her father came home unexpectedly and caught them together in the parlour, kissing and cuddling. He turned the man out of the house, neck and crop, gave him his week's wages, and dismissed him, threatening him with a fine thrashing if he ever caught him hanging about the place. He forbade his daughter ever to speak to him again, and in order to keep watch over her, got in a woman from the village who would be there all day while he was out on the farm.
"Young Maldon, deprived of his job, tried to get work in the village, but none would employ him, for he was a black-tempered fellow ready to pick a quarrel with anyone, and an unpleasant opponent, for, with all his lameness, he was of immense muscular strength. For some weeks he idled about in the village getting a chance job occasionally and no doubt, as you will see, Alice Beardsley managed to meet him. The village— its name still escapes me— lay on the edge of a big tidal estuary, full at high water, but on the ebb of a broad stretch of marsh and sand and mud-banks, beyond which ran a long belt of shingle that formed the seaward side of the estuary. On it stood a disused coastguard house, a couple of miles away from the village, and in as lonely a place as you would find anywhere in England. At low tide there was a shallow ford across to it, and in the sand-banks round about it some beds of cockle. Maldon, unable to get regular work, took to cockle-digging, and during the summer when the tide was low, Alice (it was no new thing with her) used to go over the ford to the beach beyond and bathe. She would go across the sand-banks where the cockle-diggers, Maldon among them, were at work, and if he whistled as she passed that was the signal between them that he would slip away presently and join her at the disused coastguard house, and there throughout the summer they used to meet.
"As the weeks went on her father saw the change that was coming in her, and suspecting the cause, often left his work and, hidden behind some sea-bank, used to watch her. One day he saw her cross the ford, and soon after she had passed he saw Maldon, recognisable from a long way off by his dragging leg, follow her. He went up the path to the coastguard house, and entered. At that John Beardsley crossed the ford, and hiding in the bushes near the house, saw Alice coming back from her bathe. The house was off the direct path to the ford, but she went round that way, and the door was opened to her, and closed behind her. He found them together, and mad with rage attacked the man. They fought and Maldon got him down and then and there in front of his daughter strangled him.
"The girl went off her head, and is in the asylum at Norwich now. She sits all day by the window whistling. The man was hanged."
"Was Riddington the name of the village?" I asked.
"Yes. Riddington, of course," he said. "I can't think how I forgot it."
____________
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THE ROTUNDA ROYAL, as everyone who knows the world knows, lifts its immense mass of yellow masonry (not really masonry but iron thinly faced with stone) right in the middle of London. It is the largest music-hall in London, and the most successful music-hall in London; and it burns more electricity than any other place of amusement in London. Its upper parts are glitteringly outlined in green and yellow electricity; its high tower can be glimpsed from all manner of streets, and the rich glow of the whole affair illuminates a cloudy sky for the whole of central London to see. Though entirely respectable, it has an altar of its own in the hearts of the young and the old bloods of provincial cities who come to town strictly on business. It is the Mecca of suburban inhabitants with a dull afternoon in front of them and ten shillings in their pockets to squander. To have his, or her, name printed in fire on the façade of the Rotunda is the ambition of every music-hall artist in the world, and of many another artist besides. In brief, the Rotunda is a very important, grandiose, and impressive organism, an organism which emphatically "functions." And it is a household word. Even judges of the High Court have heard of the Rotunda. No daily paper in London ever appears without some mention of it somewhere.
Now daily and nightly behind a counter on your left as you enter by the main entrance into the grand foyer stood, until lately, a girl named Elaine Edar. She was a blonde, with bright hair, an attractive, pretty and benevolent face, and a good figure— because these attributes were essential to her position. Her simple, smart dress was of black, but it had touches of fantasy and of colour— because Mr. Walter King (managing director— risen from call-boy, as he openly stated about ten times every day) had said that he did not care for his girls to look like hotel clerks. Elaine's face and hair were known to tens of thousands of people. Often in the street such people would start at the sight of her and murmur something to a companion, and Elaine knew that they were saying:
"That's the box-office girl at the Rotunda."
So that she had a certain importance on earth, and assuredly at the Rotunda. For she gathered in money, and to Mr. Walter King ("Old Wal" behind his back, to his employees, and "Wally" without concealment to those proud persons who had the great privilege of his intimacy)— to Mr. Walter King the Rotunda was in the end nothing but a machine for gathering in more money than it paid out. Not that Elaine was the sole instrument for gathering in money. Far from it! Above her counter were displayed the words: "Box office for this performance only. Boxes. Royal Fauteuils. Royal Stalls. Stalls. Grand Balcony." All advance booking was done in a special office up the street, and each of the unreserved parts of the house had its own entrance, with turnstile and money-taker. Still, Elaine took a goodish bit of money twice a day, and she was easily the most prominent of all the human machines that received silver coins and notes in exchange for bits of coloured paper or base-metal discs.
Twelve performances a week—and Elaine had to be on duty ten minutes before the doors opened and to remain on duty until one hour before the end of each performance. Then she had to check her money and prove to the cashier's department that the total was correct. An anxious job, especially during the "rush" quarter of an hour, when she had to read with the glance of an eagle the numbers on the "sheet" of the performance, treat every patron as a benefactor, return good for evil, give change like a flash of lightning, detect spurious coins in the tenth of a second, and render sweet smiles to louts, curmudgeons and cats! Happily she was by nature profoundly and universally benevolent— and in this respect indeed a wonder to her assistant who did the telephoning and lent a general hand. It was her benevolent air that had recommended her to Mr. Walter King, who had sacked her predecessor for being hoity-toity to patrons whenever business was abnormally good. She was devoted to the theatre. Nobody thought of her apart from the theatre, and in fact she had little private life. Mr. Walter King was himself passionately devoted to the theatre, and he expected all the staff to be passionately devoted to the theatre; but whereas his own devotion brought in a large share of the profits, Elaine's devotion brought in only a small fixed salary, which Mr. King did not dream of passionately increasing when business grew fabulous. Elaine saw nothing odd in this arrangement.
It was a quarter to ten. The day's work was nearly over. Elaine's assistant had gone. The entrance-hall and foyer blazed, deserted, with their super-lavish electricity. When an idle programme-girl swung open a door at the end of a vast corridor and peeped forth, Elaine could faintly catch the sound of clapping. She rarely got more of a performance than these brief distant rumours of applause. For her the Rotunda was not an auditorium but a foyer with box-office; and the artists were mere names on bills. She estimated the quality of the applause and glanced at the clock and the time-table to know who was being applauded, for she had to be in a position to inform patrons what artist was "on" at any given moment. Then she proceeded with the secret counting of notes on a shelf beneath the counter. In view of the absence of a grille to protect the counter and of the prevalence of gangs of robbers in London, her situation with all that money for Mr. Walter King might seem perilous. But it was not so in reality. Elaine and her treasure were well guarded by formidable giants and astute dwarfs in the shape of gorgeous doormen and pages. Though he disapproved of grilles, Mr. Walter King took no chances with the night's receipts. Elaine was as safe as a priestess in a temple, dedicated, imprisoned, inviolate.
Then a dark and elegant young man in full evening panoply appeared from the street. The guardians saluted him. He saluted Elaine. This unidentified and mysterious gentleman came nearly every night towards ten o'clock. Elaine guessed that he came to witness the performance of the Russian dancer, the incomparably illustrious Feodora.
"Did you keep the fauteuil for me, Miss Edar?" (He had picked up her name from somewhere, it seemed.)
She nodded, kindly smiling. She liked the regular visitant, not in the least because he was regular, but because he was dark, elegant, slim, and had a sad, wistful smile. Yes, she had kept the stall for him, despite the fact that if he had not come to claim it she would have had to pay for it out of her own pocket. He usually telephoned just before the rush, and Elaine had accepted the risk of his not coming quite a dozen times. Occasionally, as to-night, he would try to get a box, and if successful would pay for both the box and the stall. And he would show amazing indecisions. To-night she had no box to sell; the sole empty seat in the house was the one she had retained for him; and yet in his rich, low voice he would keep talking about a box, and also she had to repeat to him several times precisely where the stall was in regard to the stage.
At length he paid, raised his hat again, and went off towards the auditorium, followed by her benedictory, sympathetic smile. The head-doorman, his pocket gaping for the harvest of sixpences which he would shortly garner for putting patrons into cars and taxis, winked at her rather broadly, as if to indicate that the dark gentleman was queer in the head. But Elaine gently deprecated the wink, seeing in the dark gentleman a victim of hopeless love for a Russian dancer. Silence fell upon the foyer, whose ceiling was upheld by the immobile figures of pink, nude girls.
Elaine had taken out the self-locking steel cash-drawer from its niche, detached and hidden the telephone, and was about to disappear through the little door behind the counter, when Rachel Gordon hurried up rather breathless from somewhere. "I'm the publicity lady," Rachel would introduce herself to the new artists in the wings and in dressing-rooms when she wanted material for piquant press-paragraphs. She did all the day-to-day publicity work for the Rotunda. A pretty Jewess, with full lips and eyes, waved hair, striking clothes, carefully tended complexion, and a general air of knowing all that was worth knowing; not quite young, but far from old! She spent every evening in the theatre, and little in it escaped her attention.
"Feo asked me to give you this note," said she. "I'm so glad I've caught you before you'd gone."
She handed the note, with a characteristic, sparkling glance that was full of chicane and the spirit of plotting. "Feo!" Thus she familiarly referred to the great, the unique Feodora! But then she managed to be very friendly with all, and she could be highly useful even to the greatest.
As Elaine read the note she showed extreme astonishment. It ran: "My dear Miss Edar, I give a party to-morrow night at the Fantasy Club, some friends, dancing, fun. Will you come? I do hope. Your obliged Feo." Indeed the thing was enough to astonish a box-office girl. "Your obliged." Elaine knew what that referred to. A fortnight earlier, when a not uncommon state of war existed between Feodora and Mr. Walter King, Feodora had been unable to get two free seats for friends. She had most particularly wanted those seats, even if it should be necessary to pay for them. But she was too haughty to tell Mr. King that she would pay for them, and so she had herself run round (furs and pearls and all— as described by Rachel for the press) to implore Elaine to allot seats to her even though all seats were sold. And Elaine, by methods known to box-office keepers only, had bestowed upon her the two desired seats—and Mr. Walter King not a penny the wiser! Feodora, in the generosity of her impulsive, poetic heart, had not forgotten.
"Shall you come?" asked Rachel, who evidently knew what was in the scrawled note.
"I— I haven't a rag to wear," answered Elaine, much flustered.
"Oh, stuff!" observed Rachel simply. "You're always awfully well turned out. Everybody knows that."
"But evening wear—" protested Elaine, despite a secret mistrust of Rachel.
"Oh, stuff!" Rachel repeated.
Elaine could scarcely sleep that night. It was an incredible happening. She rose early to look through her wardrobe.
ii
THE FANTASY CLUB, scene of Feodora's party, was in Goodge Street, off Tottenham Court Road. Elaine had never heard of it, and indeed had some difficulty in finding it, since its portal was hidden at the end of a long covered passage and showed no signs of festivity. No wonder the conductor of the motor-bus by which she travelled could give her no information about it! In the lobby she saw a printed notice: "Breakfasts served from 5 a.m." This frightened her, but she was reassured by the sight of Rachel Gordon in the cloak-room.
Rachel gave the names of sundry high-brow novelists and painters and musicians who regularly frequented the club, and she said that in the art of turning night into day they were the greatest experts in London. Rachel laughed at the nocturnal pretensions of the more famous dancing-clubs— she scorned them as "bourgeois." Anyone could join them, but according to Rachel not anyone could join the Fantasy. You had to be someone or the approved friend of someone to be admitted to the Fantasy.
The dancing-room was large, low, and very bare— compared to the ornate interiors of the Rotunda. It had no decorations except electric lights in Chinese lanterns, and the costumes of the ladies. These decorations, however, were extremely effective. The room was full; it was also noisy and torrid. Revellers were eating, drinking, dancing, chattering, laughing, and giggling, with much gusto.
"There's Feo's table," said Rachel, pointing to the biggest and busiest table in the place, and led Elaine towards it. Elaine was nervous.
"How sweet of you!" the slim and gorgeous Feo greeted her. "How sweet you look! No! It is more than sweet. I understand now when Carly does say how you are exotique. It is so. Yes. Sit down. Have drink? Have chicken? Or soup? Yes. Soup first. Rachel, occupy yourself with Miss." Feodora turned to two young men, who kissed her hand.
Elaine listened eagerly to the confused talk at the table, but, though all laughed or giggled, she heard nothing that struck her as amusing. No doubt the humour was being accomplished in French or Russian, of which languages Elaine had no knowledge. However, all the ladies looked either lovely or strange. She was still very shy, but she was mysteriously happy too— somehow uplifted.
"Who is Carly?" she murmured to Rachel, and Rachel by a discreet turn of the head indicated a young man who stood behind Feodora against the wall. Elaine started and flushed. It was the nightly visitant for whom she reserved stalls. The word "exotic" in the tiny mouth of Feodora had already exercised Elaine, who could not comprehend how anybody could regard her as deserving of such an adjective. That the nightly visitant should deem her exotic, and should have said so to a high goddess like Feodora, almost disturbed her— while enchanting her! Rachel beckoned to the nightly visitant, who approached.
"Mr. Lyeskov," said Rachel. "Miss Edar. I think you have met."
She laughed. Mr. Lyeskov blushed.
The next moment Elaine became aware that her hand had been kissed. A unique experience. Hand-kissing was, of course, "foreign" and somewhat foolish, but it was surprisingly delicious, even flattering. So this was the young man who, while paying for stalls from which to worship Feodora, had found time to examine herself and to decide that she was exotic. Yes, disturbing! Disturbing!
He now asked her to dance. Could she refuse? How ridiculous! Unfortunately, in the dance she could not think of a single thing to say to him. He was a fine dancer, but scarcely cleverer as a talker than Elaine. They just danced, yielded themselves to the music and the movement. It was exquisite.
"You are a natural dancer. You have the gift," he remarked.
She smiled. She knew that she was a natural dancer. She had no more learnt to dance than she had learnt to breathe; she rarely danced— and only in suburban resorts with one or two dull acquaintances; yet she knew all the steps and never erred, never hesitated. They danced two consecutive dances. As he restored her to the table he asked if he might dance again with her very soon. Feodora called to him.
"How did you get on?" Rachel demanded of Elaine, with a peculiar glance.
"Oh, splendid! He's asked me for another dance."
"And did you refuse?"
"Ought I?"
"Don't be silly. Can't you see he's mad about you? Why do you suppose he comes to get tickets off you every night? Why do you suppose he got Feo to ask you here to-night? And let me tell you— he may be a French-Russian, but he's very serious and very rich. He didn't lose anything in the Revolution, he didn't! Pity he's so shy, isn't it?"
Elaine's face burned again. The fact is, she was overwhelmed, absolutely overwhelmed, as she realized bit by bit that "Carly" came nightly to the Rotunda not to worship Feodora but to worship her! It was staggering! She was glad when a male performer in Feodora's troupe invited her on to the floor. She did not care for his face, nor for his coarse manners, nor yet for his dancing— how different from "Carly's"!— but he enabled her to escape from Rachel Gordon's enigmatic scrutiny. As she went round the room with the professional dancer something happened to her and she half stumbled and turned wholly pale. It was a night of sensations, blushes, and pallors, such a night as she had never before known. The dancer looked at his faltering partner inquiringly, but said no word, and Elaine recovered herself. No one knew, no one could guess, what had happened to her. And after all it was naught. She had only caught sight of Ned seated at a table with another man, and he had seemed to be somewhat unprosperous and defiant, in his shabby evening-dress. And he looked older, thinner, worn.
Ned was the one man who had entered into that private life of hers the existence of which none of the patrons of the Rotunda could visualize. It was six years ago, when she was twenty-one, and before her connexion with the life of music-halls. Ned was an advertising-agent and lots of things beside—he had had a hand in promoting one or two of the earlier dance clubs. He was up one month and down the next. He had defects, but he had made love to her, proposed to her, been accepted. She gave him all her heart; she learnt rapturously to love love. The world became magical. The date of the wedding was fixed. Then Ned came one day and said that candour was best, and that the sole manly course was to confess to her. What? What? That he had mistaken his feelings. That he had found that he did not care for her "in that way." Whereas he did care for Alice "in that way" and Alice cared for him "in that way." That, of course, he was hers to command, but would it not be better for her sake and for the sake of them all if she...? He was extremely sorry. He did not and could not defend himself.... Alice was a friend of hers, had but a few months before been congratulating her on her betrothal to nice Ned. Ned married Alice. And so that was that. Elaine's tragic grief softened gradually into vague regret, and vague regret changed into a vague feeling that perhaps she had done well to lose Ned. Such stories lie buried in the memory of numberless girls who go through life apparently as though butter had never melted in their mouths. And you dig up the stories with difficulty, with amazement....
Well, she had caught sight of Ned Haltright.
The next minute his table was empty. She hoped he had not seen her, and could not help thinking that he had. Undoubtedly she had had a shock. But, after powdering herself anew and drinking some champagne, she put her hand once again in the hand of Carly Lyeskov, and felt his right hand lightly on her back, and resumed the dance with him, the effects of the shock soon disappeared. She glimpsed herself in a mirror and was satisfied with the vision. Idle to deny that she was pretty, had a good figure, or that her frock was smart! She was as presentable as most, and more so than a lot of them, though her only trinket was a necklace of Chinese-dyed mother-of-pearl. Carly's worship of her blossomed like a flower. It was heavenly to be worshipped, to be able to confer a favour by merely consenting to exist. She had a sense of dominion which intoxicated. And then there was the band, the colours, the movement, the feeling of being surrounded by illustrious and witty artists—she wondered who was who! And Carly was so distinguished. His very shirt-front was a miracle. And he was so deferential.
"May I ask where you live?"
She told him Fulham.
"I suppose you would not let me drive you home in my car?"
Yes, she would— he was really too kind! Romance! Romance! Soon she was thinking that Carly was unique in the whole world— so sympathetic he was! And he worshipped her. He had gone off his head about her. Triumph! Power! Dizziness! It was silently established between them that they would dance every dance together! And they did. The Fantasy faded to a dim background for their emotions. And Elaine looked with pity at her past life, at the horrid grind and daily work, at her loneliness— because behind her counter she was nearly as lonely as a bus-driver, and at home in her rooms she was terribly lonely. How had she supported it? Could she possibly continue to support it?
At three o'clock, when the gaiety was at its apogee she said she thought she must go home. Not that she wanted to go home or had any reason for going home. She wanted simply to command him and to prove to the entire Fantasy Club that he was hers to command. She took leave of Feodora, who poured over her a delicious cascade of protests. And Carly did drive her to Fulham— Parson's Green it was. No little "liberties" in the large, smooth-gliding car, such as are expected and condoned by the primmest maidens after such ecstasies, in such circumstances, at such an hour! Nothing but the deepest respect! Yes, he was "serious." ... She leaned forward suddenly and tapped on the window. The car stopped. Mr. Lyeskov sprang to the pavement, handed her out, removed his hat, kissed her hand, and was richly rewarded by her smile under the lamp-post. He waited until she had found her latchkey and opened her door. Of course it was a poor little suburban house. But she knew that that didn't matter. It was where she lived. Her presence in it transformed it for him. Another smile from her; another bow from him. She shut the door. The car drove off.
iii
ELAINE went to bed in a state of ecstatic, blissful excitement. No sooner had she laid herself down than she heard the prolonged trill of the front-door bell in the back room. She occupied the two rooms which constituted the third or top floor of the old house. (In earlier days she had had only one room, but destiny had been fairly kind to her.) The front room was a sort of bed-sitting-room; the back was a kitchen-scullery-dining-room. The floor was her home and held all that she possessed. Compared to many young and ageing women in her situation of life she was affluent and of luxurious habit. Now there were four bells on the front door, each labelled. Sometimes, and especially at night, visitors got confused and rang the wrong bell. Elaine thought that on this occasion the wrong bell had been rung.
"They'll have to keep on ringing," she said. After all, the bell did not make a great deal of noise. The bell continued to ring.
"Nobody can possibly be wanting me at this time of night," she said.
Nevertheless she put on her dressing-gown and opened the window and looked forth and down. But she could not see who was ringing because of the wide, leaded eaves of the old-fashioned porch. She shut the window and shut out the invading chill of the dark night. At length the persistent bell began to exasperate her fatigued nerves, and with an annoyed, apprehensive shrug, she crept step by creaking step all the way downstairs and softly undid the front-door.
Ned Haltright was standing in the porch. She gave a start, and instinctively drew the thin peignoir more tightly round her shoulders. As she did so, she stiffened, looking at him. She was affronted, angered, by this inexcusable visitation. Nothing but sheer good nature prevented her from shutting the door in Ned's face.
"I saw you at the Club—" he commenced.
"Not so loud, please!" She stopped him in a sharp whisper, thinking of her immaculate reputation in the crowded house that so often buzzed with gossip. To have come home at God knows what hour in a car was bad enough, but to receive male callers still later...!
"I want to see you. I must talk to you," Ned whispered plaintively.
"Not now," she whispered.
"Yes, now."
She shook her head firmly.
"Fancy coming here now," she whispered, in still colder reproof. "And how on earth did you get here, at this time?"
"Walked," he whispered.
"Walked?" she whispered.
"Yes."
He must certainly have walked over six miles. The whispering seemed to render them intimate in spite of her aggrieved attitude towards him. It struck her as strange and affecting that she had once been his affianced sweetheart, that they used to kiss each other with long kisses, and that now they were nothing to each other.... She made a sign for him to enter. She very gently and cautiously closed the door.
"I'm on the top floor now," she murmured, scarcely audible.
He nodded. The fan-light over the door let through the ray of the street-lamp, so that the first flight of stairs was fairly plain. The higher flights were dark. But Ned knew the staircase. Ned followed her on tip-toe, and every now and then a stair creaked with a thunderous sound that no prudence of tread could avoid. Elaine had the horrid illusion that behind every door as they passed it women with slanderous tongues were greedily listening.
At the summit of the perilous climb she led him into the kitchen-scullery-dining-room, and found the matches, lit the gas, lit the gas-stove. She put her fingers to her lips. They must still exist and communicate without sound. No sound-proof floors in that house! She motioned him to the wicker easy-chair. He sank into it. She looked at him and looked round the room. Happily the room was very tidy and cosy. He was pale, pathetic, with his pointed, exhausted, weak-charactered features. He wore a blue Burberry, strapped close at the waist and bulging out above and below, over his evening clothes. In his hand he held an ordinary bowler hat.
No style! What a contrast with Mr. Lyeskov! He had the air of defeat, even of being a prisoner-of-war. And he had walked more than six miles in his madness. Without a word she turned away, lit the gas-ring, and began to make some tea. She had to do it from simple humanity. And there she was with him, sharing surreptitiously the room with him, in night-dress, peignoir and slippers. And their tender intimacy emerged towards them out of the past, indestructible. Somehow, what had been still was. How could she treat him as a stranger? She could not. Moreover, she felt far superior to him in moral force; she felt, despite her resentment, almost protective in a casual condescending way. She had the adoration of Carly Lyeskov at her back.
"Well?" she whispered.
Ned gazed at the rug under his feet. Silence. Hiss of the gas-stove; hiss of the gas-ring; fizzing of the blue-yellow gas-jet within its mantle!
"Well, how's Alice?" she whisperingly questioned, in a rather indifferent, half-quizzing tone, as if saying: "Well, you got your Alice. How does it work now you've had her six years?"
He whispered solemnly:
"Poor Alice died two years ago, and the baby's two years old. Hadn't you heard?"
She shook her head. She could not speak; her throat was suddenly constricted; tears glittered in her eyes. At length:
"I'm sorry to hear it." How poor the words! Then after a pause, while Ned stared at the inside of his hat: "Is it a girl or a boy?"
"A girl."
"What have you called her?"
"Alice."
"And how do you manage about the poor little thing?"
"Ah! That's the trouble. How do I manage?" He looked up suddenly, and he was crying.
"Ellie"— nobody else had ever called her "Ellie"— "Ellie, I made a frightful mistake when I broke it off with you, and I've known it for years. And then when I saw you to-night.... It was too much for me. Yes. I had to talk to you." His whispered utterance was so obscure and feeble that she had to guess what he said; but she guessed right. The water boiled. She turned from him again to fill the teapot.
How weak he was! So impulsive! But so enterprising, too! Full of initiative as usual! He had had the wild idea of coming to her and he had come. He had arrived. He had wanted to talk to her, and he was talking to her.
"And how's business?" she asked, extinguishing the gas-ring. She was bound to say something— and something ordinary, banal, off the point.
"Oh, pretty fair," he whispered. "Not bad. Changeable, of course. But you rub along, you know."
She was confirmed in her notion that he was out of luck. He drank the hot tea, which seemed to revive him— he was a man easy to revive and easy to deject. She took some tea herself. As an after-thought she cut some bread-and-butter; she gave him a slice with her hand, as there was no plate save the wooden bread-platter. He ate it savagely, and several more slices. The scene was domestic. The night, the enforced whispering, his trouble, her peignoir, the informality of the little meal, made it domestic. She stood near the fire in order to keep warm in her thin raiment.
"Ellie," he said, rising vivaciously to put his cup and saucer on the table, and standing near to her, "I've always been in love with you. I know there's no excuse for me. I didn't treat you right. But there it is. And when I saw you to-night—" He had raised his voice.
"H'sh!" she warned him.
She spoke gently, keeping resentment out of her voice, partly because she was flattered by the realization of her power over him (and she had the same power over Carly Lyeskov), and partly because he was so wistful and she pitied him in his unhappiness. Nevertheless in her heart she was indignant. And she thought of her independence, of the stability of her position as a self-maintained woman beholden to none. She did not see Elaine Edar abandoning her independent situation for the status of the wife of a Ned Haltright, asking a Ned Haltright for money when she needed it, considering his wishes in regard to her own conduct, sacrificing herself to the baby of the girl who had supplanted her, sharing the material vicissitudes which must inevitably result from his character. He might love her, admire her, but that could not compensate. Moreover, the whole idea was absurd, monstrous. His suggestion amounted to effrontery. And Carly Lyeskov existed and worshipped. However, she offered no reasoned reply. Her daily traffic with all sorts of human beings had taught her when to argue and when not to argue.
"Please don't say any more," she murmured firmly. "You can't burst out like this."
"But I've had it on my mind for years, I tell you."
"Please don't say any more."
He seemed to wither.
"I'll go. Better go. Sorry I spoke."
The wicker easy-chair, empty, complained with creakings of the burden which it had had to bear. The dawn began delicately to announce itself in silver-grey gleams through the interstice between the curtains of the window.
"You mustn't go yet," Elaine whispered.
"Why not?"
"Because it's getting light, and the people on the first floor will be about, and I can't have a man, especially in evening-dress, leaving my rooms at this time. Besides, there's no buses or trams yet. You must wait till everyone's up and people have begun to go up and down stairs, and you must cover up your shirt-front properly. Then you can slip out." She whispered soberly, with the sagacity of a young woman who has learnt her world. She added: "I shall lie down. I'm frightfully tired, and you must be too. Try to sleep in the chair." She left him for the front room, and locked the door, and dropped on to her bed. She was indeed exhausted, but she could not sleep. Her eyes burned. She reflected that dancers were still dancing at the Fantasy. Then she slept.
iv
WHEN SHE WOKE, the alarm-clock (which never alarmed) showed the hour of ten. The memory of the night gradually re-established itself in her mind. How fortunate that her charwoman came only at eleven-thirty! She thought gladly: "Yesterday it was the day after to-morrow that I was to see Carly. Now it is to-morrow. Tea at the Regent Palace at five." It was she who had chosen the Regent Palace. She arose, washed, dressed deliberately, gave particular attention to the toilette of her face. Cautiously she unlocked her door and cautiously went into the back room. Ned was fast asleep, in a twisted, uncomfortable posture in the wicker-chair. His pallid face had the pathos of a corpse. He appeared tragically defenceless, so much so that she could have cried at the sight of him and at the thought of his weaknesses, his perils, his incompetency to deal with the responsibilities attached to little Alice the baby. Much gas had been burned, but she did not care. She drew the curtains back and the entire room became pathetic— the tea-cups, the teapot, crumbs on the floor. The image of Carly Lyeskov was obscured in her soul. She turned off the gas-jet. Ned awoke with a jump.
"You're all dressed. Shall I go now?"
"Where's little Alice?"
"She's with some people in Canonbury."
"Who are they? Relations?"
"No. Not relations. I'm not strong in relations. You know that. I think they're very decent people. She seems to be pretty well looked after."
"Oh, Ned! You must give me the address. I'll go and see her to-morrow morning. I'll have a look at things a bit."
The images of Carly Lyeskov, automobiles, luxury, distinction, worship, adoration, passion, eternal romance, began to slip away from her. She clutched at them, drew them back, held them fast, hugged them, but the next moment they were wriggling away again like eels.
"Oh, Ellie! There's nobody like you, and there never was. You're an angel and nothing else."
She wept. She let the tears fall— drop, drop; they slipped down her cheeks and fell into space. Perhaps she was sorry as much for herself as for little Alice and little Alice's father. She saw vistas of effort, struggle, reverses, obstinate recommencings, narrownesses, dependence, despairs, fluttering hopes, quarrels, reconciliations, disillusions, and illusions. People would cease to stare at her in the streets of the West End because she would never be in the West End. She would be withdrawn from the vast world of pleasure and excitement and electricity, where tinted statues of nymphs supported heavily carved ceilings on their frail shoulders. Yet an immense peace took possession of her disturbed soul and stilled it.
"This is my fate," she thought. "I was born for it. I wasn't really born for the other thing."
The immense peace in her was warmed and lighted with tenderness, and by the memory of far-off kisses. It was a strange sort of happiness, austere, purposeful, braced; but she was happy. She smiled kindly. Ned advanced towards her. She lifted her chin and stopped him. Did he suppose that things were as simple as all that, that the virgin fortress would yield like that at the first summons of the trumpet? Her smile changed to a look of self-possession and extreme gravity.
"Meet me this afternoon for tea at the Regent Palace, will you?" she said. "After the matinée. Then you can tell me just how matters stand."
And Carly Lyeskov went back to his Paris.
___________
18: Ride 'em and Weep
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In the years after World War 1, "flying circuses" abounded, with ex- air force pilots making a living doing fairground shows in war surplus planes.
IT WASN'T that this red-headed bird didn't know ships. He did. In the first place he had those goggle-cuts around the eyes— and I figured from the first second my baby-blue eyes glimpsed his fire-top, that he'd crashed them far and wide. Bert Billings, who runs the "Billings Air Circus," looks up from a pile of high-test gas bills, and greets the new arrival cheerfully.
"I'm betting you're Happy Hennessy," he says. "—Sometimes known as Red. An' you're down in Texas to tie up with the roughest ridin' air circus what is. Am I right?"
This red-headed boy never blinks an eyelash. He's tall and thin, and his face is a perfect brown.
"What is, right now," he says slowly. "But not what was. I just come from an outfit, man, where we landed the crates upside down, an' did outside loops to cool our toes off. Out in California we used to zoom 'em with the engine throttled down just to get a kick out of it. I can remember the time that—"
Bert interrupts with a chuckle. "That you fell out of a loop into two airholes an' a dozen left-handed cotter-pins. Happy, you've come to the right outfit this time.
"Where that bunch you left stopped— that's where we start down here! Tell him, Gus!"
"Happy," I says, innocent-like, "the boss is right. I can tell by your face that you've set 'em down fast and furious, an' that more than a few has nosed over on you. But you don't know nothin' yet, Red. We always land cross-wind down here— an' the boss has a set rule that we gotta side-slip to within six inches of the ground. We got a master mechanic who hates engines to hit smooth-like; and the boss gives a grand prize for the guy that takes a ship off with the most cylinders missing—"
"That," this red-headed bird interrupts, "aint nothin'. Out in California we flew 'em without usin' the controls unless we was in a sixty-mile gale, an' we never—"
And right there the boss got sore. Bert's like that. He can stand just so much— and no more. I guess he had visions of a two-months' no-crash record being shot to pieces. The Billings outfit was sane and safety-first, and this red-headed bird had the boss wind up from the start, even if Bert did try a bluff.
"Happy," he says slowly, "you got a sweet rep back of you. Since Jake 'went West' last week we've been short-handed. But none of the boys has even strained a landing gear in the last month— not countin' the tail-spin that Jake neglected to come out of— an' we don't want no epidemic brought along by you. Am I getting across?"
Well, this lean bird looks serious-like for several seconds, an' then just grins.
"Boss," he says slowly, "I got right sick of them excitin' times in California. An' I like the Texas scenery. I'm a safety-first pilot, an' I really handle a stick as careful as a maiden-lady handles an honest-to-God marriage opportunity."
The boss stared, and then nodded his head. But this red-topped bird didn't fool me none. I'd seen 'em like that before. It takes a neck-crackin' crash to cure the wild ones, and then the only kind of flyin' they do is with harps.
"Apple soup!" I mutters (very much to myself) and clears out of the office to put the rest of the gang wise to what's with us. It looks like things aint going to be so quietlike— with Happy on the payroll.
We sure had a queer-lookin' bunch of ships out in the canvas hangars. They were rambling wrecks with wings on, but the boys handled them gentle-like, and the boss kept them out of the rain as much as business allowed. There was two D.H.'s, a couple of ancient Curtiss two-seaters, one Nieuport and a few mixed breeds. We was doing sky-writing, plane-to-plane jumpin', wing-stuff, and the ordinary variety of stunting and passenger joy-hopping. In them days there was coin in the game. There is yet— for a few.
Well, I made it my business to be among them present when Happy Hennessy gives the ships the two-eye. An' it sure was worth it.
The red-headed one looked with his eyes and felt with his long fingers—an' rambled off a past history of each plane that was so close to the mark that it was scary-like. An' finally, with Pack Kennedy right behind him, he reaches the Curtiss two-seater with "Mary" painted in big, black letters on her fuselage sides. I seen trouble comin' then— with that slow grin spreadin' on Happy's face.
"Now aint that sweet!" he says in that drawl of his. "Whose particular little pet is she?"
Pack Kennedy scowls. Kennedy gets his leadin' name because of the fact that he's our "chute" man. Seventy-two parachute drops in three months— an' not even a twisted ankle! Not so bad, I figures, and it looks as if Happy has picked the wrong bird this time.
"She's my hop-off ship," Pack says, calm-like— but I knows he's boilin' inside. "Gus here— he flies her. Got any kick?"
The red-headed one just grins all the more. He winks at me.
"I'll bet your girl christened her with a bottle of vi-o-let perfume," he says, lookin' at Pack again. "Where I come from they numbers their ships— don't name 'em pretty-like."
"If you like that system," shoots back Kennedy, "why the hell don't you go back to where you came from?"
Which, I figures, was straight to the point. But this Happy Hennessy wasn't gettin' the least bit flustered. Nothin' like that. Instead he just grins at Pack.
"Maybe," he says casual-like, "I can teach you guys a few new tricks. Mind if I take Mary up for a loop or two— or is she just for you, private-like?"
Pack's face is kinda white. You see, Happy aint wise to the fact that Pack's crazy over this kid Mary. She's a looker, and it aint no secret that Pack and she is figurin' on gettin' hooked up before the outfit clears Texas.
"Mister," says our star jumper, "I been readin' about you in some old papers. You seem to be some wild sky-stunter. An' maybe you are. The boss here lets any pilot on the payroll take any ship up above. That's his business method. That includes—" Pack kinda swallows hard— "this two-seater, here. Take her up, Mister. Personally, I hope she bounces you out into plenty of non-supportin' air! I don't like you, Mister. You strike me like a fresh guy. There's the ships." Pack gestured with both sun-browned hands. "An' all I gotta say is ride 'em an' weep!"
Which I figured was a pretty good-sized mouthful. But Happy didn't seem to figure things that way.
"Roll this sweet-named one out!" he instructs the ground crew. "I aim to see if she's got what them opery guys call temper'ment."
Right then and there we all knew that Bert's outfit was too small to hold both Pack and Happy. And when we seen what the red-headed one did to Mary, while Pack stood near the hangars and muttered to himself, we commenced makin' little bets with ourselves as to the exact length of time required before the two boys would tangle.
Stunts? Say, the lanky one from California put the two-seater through every trick a ship can do, and keep her wings— and a few others, too. He pulled a pretty falling leaf coming down, went into a vertical slip at five hundred feet, and held her in it until I closed my eyes. When I opened them she was landing sweet and pretty.
And while the ground crew's getting the two-seater in her hangar again Happy strolls over to where Pack is tryin' to calm his nerves with a cigarette.
"She aint bad," Happy says, calm-like. "Considerin' the name you tacked on her she aint half bad."
Pack says nothin'. For myself, I don't think that silk-hopper could have said anythin'. He was too sore. In fact, he was even sorer than that. He just looks at Happy. I seen a killer look at a judge that had just sentenced him to life, a few years back— an' the look that killer gave the judge was mild compared to the one Pack gives Happy. It was one of those looks that means trouble with a capital T.
Mary Thomas is one of these good-lookin' kids, slim and tall and athletic. She drives a blue roadster out to the hangars every day or so— an' what I mean she drives it! Pack is crazy about her, an' she seems crazy about Pack. At least that's the way the crowd had things figured. But she's a woman— and there aint no real way of figurin' a woman.
She drives out the day after Happy blows in, and just by luck that bird is up above givin' the little ship her daily dozen. Well, the kid's eyes is turned high, and she spots that kind of flyin' as somethin' else again. Not that the rest of us can't fly— but Happy can and does.
"Who is up in the sky, Gus?" Mary says to me, I bein' the nearest to the blue roadster.
I grins. "That," I says, effective-like, "is the California Comet— Happy Hennessy. When it comes to ridin' them high and wide he's hotter than the color of his hair—so he says."
"The gentleman," Mary observes with a certain grimness, her eyes watching two sweet Immelmans and a barrel-roll, "has reason for such an observation."
Well, that afternoon I was slated to take off the two-seater, with Pack as the hopper-off, at some sort of a convention holdin' out in the ball-park on the outskirts of Dallas. An' I was busy prayin' that Happy didn't crack her up. She's a good ship, patches an' all.
Happy gets her down pretty, an' the first thing I know Tex Connell is introducin' him to Pack's girl. Aint that sweet? An' the answer is— it aint! Pack's in town buyin' a gross of his favorite chewin' gum, an' he don't see the eyes the two of them make at each other. But I see— an' I know right then that Mary Thomas aint slated to help things along none.
I been wrong a few times in my life— but not this time. Pack is in a bad humor— and he makes a rotten jump at the Dallas convention. He gives me a scare as I circle around him on his way down. Pack can guide a 'chute when he wants to— but this afternoon he don't even hit the convention field. He misses the ball-park— and lands twenty feet from the right-of-way of the Texas and Southern Railroad, with a train roaring along. An' he gets a badly sprained ankle out of it.
That's where Happy comes in. The first thing I know he's doin' the jump stuff for the "Billings Air Circus"— and he's doin' it good, too. Pack's just grouchin' along. And the girl's smilin' at both of them.
"Pretty quick now," says Tex Connell,— who's been tied up to a woman twice, an' should know,— "there's goin' to be a smash."
I nods at the time. But the smash comes sooner than I figures, and from a different direction. I sets a D.H. down a bit fast, a week before we're slated to clear out of Dallas, an' she blows a tire an' noses over on me. I'm slow gettin' my head away from the cowl— an' when I come back to things Bert is tellin' the boys that I'll have to rest up a bit. Then he pulls it.
"Pack's ankle is all right now," he says easy-like. "The way I figure things, an' with us short-handed, Happy'll fly the Curtiss hop-off ship— an' Pack can make the last jump in this here vicinity."
I groans at that, but the boss thinks it's on account of my head. An' it aint up to me to say nothin'. Happy flyin' the two-seater— an' Pack making the leap! The two of them together— up there where there aint no traffic cops to butt in!
"Ride 'em— an' weep!" I mutters to myself, but Bert hears me.
"He's off his nut," he tells the gang.
"An' I thought he had a hard head, before he got this bump!"
The boss is sympathetic like that.
Pack an' Happy wasn't speakin' when they climbed into the two-seater to get into the air for the final hop-off. Dallas was celebratin' Old Home Week, or one of them things that cities like to celebrate to take the citizens' minds off taxes for a day or so.
"Take it easy," I advises, but knowin' that neither of 'em will pay any attention to me. "We've been havin' a few unhappy landings around the outfit, an' a change of atmosphere will do us all good. An' if you guys—"
"Tell Mary," says Happy in that loud voice of his, "that I'll take good care of any of her boy-friends that the boss sends up with me."
I frowns at that. Pack, fumbling with his parachute-pack, kinda hisses between his teeth. But he says nothin' until he was ready to climb into the rear cockpit.
"Too bad you aint flyin' me, Gus," he says then, plenty loud enough. "I always did enjoy the stuntin' you pulled before I got loose. Guess it'll be kinda mild this trip."
An' Happy, in the front cockpit, tunin' up the engine, just grins. Which hits me hard an' gives me the first real idea I've had in a couple of years. I goes close to Happy, an' he bends his head down.
"Be yourself!" I mutters in his ear, above the roar of the engine. "If you get Pack rattled on his jump I'll—"
"Yeah," the red-headed one comes back, interruptin' me, "the air sure is quiet. Nice day for stuntin', aint it?"
Pack was to make his jump over the ball-park, same as he'd done several times before. An' the ball-park bein' only about two miles from the field in which we was hangin' out, we had the day-glasses ready after the two-seater got into the air.
I was wonderin' where the girl was. She always came out to the field before Pack made a jump, but today she hadn't shown. Lately, for that matter, she had come out to see Happy about as much as Pack. Maybe more— I ain't up on the signs, not bein' an expert.
I was pretty worried— an' I'll admit it. Them boys up in the sky wasn't spillin' over with love for each other. An' the outfit had been gettin' some bad breaks lately.
Well, at five thousand feet, almost directly over our hangars, an' a couple of miles from where he should have pulled a few stunts, Happy let loose. I groaned when I seen him start. Barrels, Immelmans, loops in succession, slips— two tight spins. And then a zoom into a stall.
"Hell!" I heard Tex mutter, beside me. "That Curtiss can't stand the gaff. If he doesn't lay off the sharp stuff pretty quick—"
Tex broke off, an' I stiffens. The two-seater engine is missin' badly. Then there's a sharp clatter— back-fire. Back-fire aint nice in the air. Too risky.
I hears Tex mutter again— and then, with the ship fallin' off into a spin, I sees the black cloud of smoke— comin' right up off the engine. The ship is burnin'!
There's no roar from the engine now. She's dead. The nose comes down, an' I can see the smoke cover up both cockpits as it streams out an' up. Then the ship's comin' down, an' I can see that this bird Happy is usin' his noodle. He's tryin' to slip her down, an' keep the black stuff and flames away from the cockpits.
At three thousand I see the wing surface start to go— an' I figures then that the game's up. The ship's out of the slip an' in a spin, with black smoke trailin' back of her an' remindin' me of the "flaming coffin" D.H.'s of the war.
"Pack can jump for it!" I hears Tex mutter. "Why the hell aint he over the side by this time?"
She's out of the spin, plungin' straight down now, two thousand feet off the ground. An' then we see it!
Two figures close together, through a break in the smoke—both of 'em half out of the cockpit! An' as the black streams over them again, Tex groans.
"Fightin'!" he mutters. "Can you beat it? Fightin' with the ship fallin'—"
The ship's plungin' straight down now, an' behind her she leaves that trail of smoke, thinner than right around her. Then, out of the smoke, we see 'em. Two figures— two dark streaks! Tex lets out a yell.
"They got clear!" he howls. "If the 'chutes open—"
An' they did just that. The two-seater crashes to earth with a dull roar as the bunch hops into the two flivvers on the field, and drives toward the gently falling 'chutes. I takes a good look with the glasses. Pack is movin' in his harness— but Happy is just danglin' below the white silk of his.
"Closer to the engine!" I mutters, grim-like. "The smoke and flames got him an'—"
I breaks off talkin' to myself. That thought gives me a jolt. I'm standin' there thinkin'— when the flivvers gets away— an' I'm left. An' that's why the kid hands me the letter, a couple of minutes later, when he drives up in a light truck. It's addressed to me— an' I reads it in a daze, wonderin' how bad the boys is burned, an' tryin' to get over the kick the whole business has handed me. An' the letter hands me another wallop. I read it twice— and then twice again.
Three hours later I reads it to two boys whose faces an' hands are bandaged tighter than one of them hospital dummies the young docs practise on. When I finish Pack mumbles a few words:
"Eloped with a kiwi! Can you beat it? One of them second-louie instructors over to Kelly Field! Well, I'll be damned!"
"A ground bird!" Happy mutters, with more difficulty, because of more bandages. "I bet he never flew higher'n a kid's kite! Aint it hell?"
An' me, I just grins, thinkin' of the girl throwin' the boys over for a ground instructor with a nice shiny uniform. An' I'm thinkin' of Pack helpin' Happy get clear of the front cockpit, stickin' to him until they both could get out of that flamin' mess. An' then I'm thinkin' of the girl again. Safety first— for her.
I can see Pack grinnin' through them slits in the bandages— grinnin' at Happy. An' Happy's tryin' to grin back. It takes a sense of humor to sky-chase, I figures. But it's Pack that makes me sure of that little point. I guess he's thinkin' of that louie— an' the girl.
"Ride 'em— an' weep!" he mutters, an' Happy pulls somethin' that sounds almost like a chuckle.
__________
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SNOW WAS FALLING with a fitful, bitter wind, but the sanded parlour of the "Ring o' Bells" was warm and snug; upon massy table beamed a shaded lamp, upon wide hearth a fire crackled, a cheery fire, whose dancing beams flickered upon divers pewter pots and rustic, gaitered legs— it glowed in Tom the landlord's jolly face and upon the one spurred riding-boot of the Traveller, who sat, his other leg unbooted and swathed in bandages, a tallish, gentlemanly-seeming person, for his wig was modish like his braided coat, and he wore a sword.
" 'Tis gurt wonder as you'm alive, sir!" quoth Tom Fenn, the landlord, shaking solemn head. "Ah, gurt marvel it be as ee beant a-lyin' out yonder a cold corpus, stiff, sir, and likewise stark!"
"Ar!" piped an ancient, nodding, white head, "an' a-wallerin' in y'r gore, sir."
"Indeed," said the Traveller, "I think it is. This particular highwayman is a desperate rogue by all accounts."
"Desprit, sir?" cried Tom. "Ecod, nobody was never despriter nohow. Dick Turpin and Jerry Abershaw was lambs to 'e. You be the ninth as 'e've stopped hereabouts this month— nine, sir! And two of 'em shot stone dead, and five on 'em wounded! Desprit, sir— I should say so! A bloodthirsty rogue is The Shadder."
"Why do you call him 'The Shadow'?"
" 'Cos nobody aren't never seen 'im fair, sir, or— as you might say, distinct, wot wi' his mask, an' 'is cloak, an' 'im so quick-loike, an' 'is 'oss so fast. Happen now ye didn't see aught to reckernize when 'e stopped 'e to-night, sir?"
"Only his hand," answered the Traveller, staring dreamily into the fire, "his left hand, for a moment, in the light of my chaise lantern."
"But The Shadder allus goes gauntleted, sir, gloved, d'ye see?"
"Ay," nodded the Traveller, "but the back of his gauntlet was rent, torn open."
"Ah," sighed Tom, shaking his head, "but a man's 'and beant much to go by, I rackon, sir."
"Did you send for the magistrate?" inquired the Traveller, shifting his injured leg to more easy position.
"Ay, I did, sir, my man Dick went for passon twenty minutes gone."
"The parson? But 'tis a magistrate I want, a justice—"
"Why, ye see, sir, Passon Golightly be the magistrate and the justice and the squire, passon be all three on 'em and hisself into the bargain. And, ecod, there ain't a better passon, a juster magistrate, a koinder justice or a better-respected gentleman in arl Sussex, no, nor nowhere's else— eh, lads?"
"Nor nowheres else!"
"Nary a one!"
"True for ee, Tom!"
Quoth the company in ready and hearty chorus.
"Ay," nodded Tom, "a proper gentleman, ekally ready wi' 'and or purse, practices wot 'e preaches, sir. Ah, if theer wos more like our passon— and 'ere 'e be surely."
The door swung open with a rush of wind and whirling snowflakes, and one appeared at whose advent the company rose in loud yet respectful greeting.
"Well, my lads," cried a hearty voice, "what's all this I'm hearing?" and laying by hat and cloak, Parson, Justice and Squire Golightly stepped up to the hearth. A smallish, comfortable-seeming gentleman in sober, clerical black, but whose comely face, offset by its trim wig, was like the fire, in that it was rosy, beaming and cheerful.
"What's this Dick tells me," he inquired, warming his hands at the fire, "this tale o' roguery, of a gentleman robbed and shot into the bargain?"
"Sir," sighed the Traveller, "I am that misfortunate person."
Parson Golightly turned to view the speaker, with face, voice and hands all expressive of the utmost solicitude.
"Sir, sir," cried he, "I trust your hurt is not serious?"
"A pistol-ball through my leg, sir," sighed the Traveller, "but happily no bones are broke."
"Then, sir, if there is aught I can do to your comfort, pray command me."
"Your kindness touches me sensibly, sir, but I'm well enough, I thank you."
"Indeed and indeed," said the Parson, taking the seat beside the fire Tom proffered him, with a smiling nod of thanks. "I rejoice to see you so well."
"Faith," answered the Traveller, gazing at the kindly parson with his sombre eyes, "I hold myself singularly fortunate to be alive for I— invited death by snatching at the fellow's hand."
"Aha!" cried the Parson eagerly, " 'twas bold, sir, 'twas heroic, 'twas noble! And then?"
"I took his bullet through my leg."
"And the fellow robbed you?"
"Yes, sir, he took my watch, my purse, my ring, the solitaire from my cravat and— a jewel of note, a stone called Siva's Heart, a ruby, sir, almost beyond price."
"God bless us!" ejaculated Parson Golightly, while all eyes stared at the Traveller's impassive features, and ale-pots, suddenly arrested at divers lips, were set down again softly.
"Moreover," continued the Traveller, sighing and shaking his head, "he knew I carried this priceless gem, for 'twas this he demanded first, and his pistol muzzle within a foot o' my head."
"Heaven aid us!" cried the Parson. "And the rascal is off and away."
"Twould seem so, sir, and yet I think, mayhap, his course is run. I think perchance he hath taken his last purse."
"How, sir, how?" cried Parson Golightly, leaning towards the speaker, his eyes bright and eager. "Can it be that you had the good fortune to see this elusive rogue, this phantom night-rider? Ha, should you know him again?"
Once more all eyes stared at the Traveller's impassive face as he answered, "I venture to think that Siva's Heart may tell us."
"But how so, sir, if 'twas stole— you say the rascal took this gem?"
"Very true!" nodded the Traveller. "But pray be seated, sir, and I will explain. Know then," and here the speaker thrust both hands into coat pockets and leaning back in his chair surveyed the ring of eager faces, "that when I set out from London I bore a gold-mounted, leathern casket very proper to such an inestimably rare jewel, but— in that casket was worthless imitation."
"Aha!" cried the Parson, and clapping hands on knee, began to chuckle, began to laugh, and laughed till the place rang with his merriment, and others laughed too. "By heavens, sir," he gasped at last, "ye bubbled the rogue mighty well! And where— where then is the true gem, the real jewel?"
"Here, sir!" answered the Traveller, and, taking off his bag-wig, he undid the neat bow that tied it and, next moment, was a hoarse gasp of awed wonder, for on his open palm a great ruby flamed and glowed and sparkled. "Behold," said he, rolling it to and fro in scintillant splendour, "behold the Heart of Siva! Take it, sir, feel it, weigh in your palm the ransom of a king!" and he tendered it to Parson Golightly, who had risen the better to view the transcendent glory of it. So the Parson took it and bending to the light examined the marvel, turning it this way and that while the Traveller, leaning back in his chair, watched with his sombre gaze.
"Red as blood, sir!" he murmured. "And bloody indeed it is. A treasure, a—"
The lamp crashed and was extinguished; in this sudden gloom a scurry of rapid feet, the door swung wide to blusterous, raving wind, then tumult— a wild hubbub.
Presently a candle flamed and spluttered to show the Traveller, entirely composed, staring sombrely upon the fire, but with one imperious hand upraised.
"Silence!" he commanded. "Listen!"
A moment of breathless hush, and then above the howling wind-gusts the sudden sharp report of a shot followed almost immediately by another and then another.
"Why, Lord!" gasped Tom. "Lord love us, what—"
"Open the door!" said the Traveller, turning himself in his chair. A muffled tramp of feet, and two snowy figures staggered into the sanded parlour bearing between them something that drooped and dangled, horribly inert.
"You have the ruby safe, Doremus?"
"Ay, sir, 'twas clutched fast in his left hand."
"Ah!" nodded the Traveller. "That scarred left hand! Lay him down on the settle."
A shuffle of feet, gasping breaths, a groan and then, sharp and loud in sudden horror, the voice of Tom Fenn, the landlord:
"God— God love us, 'tis our passon, neighbours, 'tis our passon."
"Even so," sighed the Traveller, turning a sombre gaze towards the cheery fire again. "Your Parson Golightly by day, but, by night— The Shadow. Cover him up, Doremus."
___________
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HE WORE A CURIOUS COSTUME, representing the devil carrying off his corpse; but I recognised him at once as the lesser lion of a London evening party last season. Then he had just returned from a Polar expedition, and wore the glacier of civilisation on his breast. To-night he was among the maddest of the mad, dancing savagely with the Bacchantes of the Latin Quarter at the art students' ball, and some of his fellow-Americans told me that he was the best marine painter in the atelier which he had joined. More they did not pause to tell me, for they were anxious to celebrate this night of nights, when, in that fine spirit of equality born of belonging to two Republics, the artist lowers himself to the level of his model.
The young Arctic explorer, so entirely at home in this more tropical clime, had relapsed into respectability when I spoke to him. He was sitting at a supper-table smoking a cigarette, and gazing somewhat sadly—it seemed to me— at the pandemoniac phantasmagoria of screaming dancers, the glittering cosmopolitan chaos that multiplied itself riotously in the mirrored walls of the great flaring ball-room, where under-dressed women, waving many-coloured paper lanterns, rode on the shoulders of grotesquely clad men prancing to joyous music. For some time he had been trying hard to get some one to take the money for his supper; but the frenzied waiters suspected he was clamouring for something to eat, and would not be cajoled into attention.
Moved by an impulse of mischief, I went up to him and clapped him on his corpse, which he wore behind.
There was a death-mask of papier-maché on the back of his head with appropriate funereal drapings down the body.
"I'll take your money," I said.
He started, and turned his devil upon me. The face was made Mephistophelian, and the front half of him wore scarlet.
"Thanks," he said, laughing roguishly, when he recognised me. "It's darned queer that Paris should be the place where they refuse to take the devil's money."
I suggested smilingly that it was the corpse they fought shy of.
"I guess not," he retorted. "It's dead men's money that keeps this place lively. I wish I'd had the chance of some anyhow; but a rolling stone gathers no moss, they say— not even from graveyards, I suppose."
He spoke disconsolately, in a tone more befitting the back than the front of him, and quite out of accord with the reckless revelry around him.
"Oh! you'll make lots of money with your pictures," I said heartily.
He shook his head. "That's the chap who's going to scoop in the dollars," he said, indicating a brawny Frenchman attired in a blanket that girdled his loins, and black feathers that decorated his hair. "That fellow's got the touch of Velasquez. You should see the portrait he's doing for the Salon."
"Well, I don't see much art in his costume, anyhow," I retorted. "Yours is an inspiration of genius."
"Yes; so prophetic, don't you know," he replied modestly. "But you are not the only one who has complimented me. To it I owe the proudest moment of my life— when I shook hands with a European prince." And he laughed with returning merriment.
"Indeed!" I exclaimed. "With which?"
"Ah! I see your admiration for my rig is mounting. No; it wasn't with the Prince of Wales—confess your admiration is going down already. Come, you shall guess. Je vous le donne en trois."
After teasing me a little he told me it was the Kronprinds of Denmark. "At the Kunstner Karneval in Copenhagen," he explained briefly. His front face had grown sad again.
"Did you study art in Copenhagen?" I inquired.
"Yes, before I joined that expedition," he said. "It was from there I started."
"Yes, of course," I replied. "I remember now. It was a Danish expedition. But what made you chuck up your studies so suddenly?"
"Oh! I don't know. I guess I was just about sick of most things. My stars! Look at that little gypsy-girl dancing the can-can; isn't she fresh? Isn't she wonderful? How awful to think she'll be used up in a year or two!"
"I suppose there was a woman— the eternal feminine," I said, sticking him to the point, for I was more interested in him than in the seething saturnalia, our common sobriety amid which seemed somehow to raise our casual acquaintanceship to the plane of confidential friendship.
"Yes, I suppose there was a woman," he echoed in low tones. "The eternal feminine!" And a strange unfathomable light leapt into his eyes, which he raised slightly towards the gilded ceiling, where countless lustres glittered.
"Deceived you, eh?" I said lightly.
His expression changed. "Deceived me, as you say," he murmured, with a faint, sad smile, that made me conjure up a vision of a passionate lovely face with cruel eyes.
"Won't you tell me about it?" I asked, as I tendered him a fresh cigarette, for while we spoke his half-smoked one had been snatched from his mouth by a beautiful Mænad, who whirled off puffing it.
"I reckon you'll be making copy out of it," he said, his smile growing whimsical.
"If it's good enough," I replied candidly. "That's why I am here."
"What a lovely excuse! But there's nothing in my affair to make a story of."
I smiled majestically.
"You stick to your art— leave me to manage mine." And I put a light to his cigarette.
"Ah, but you'll be disappointed this time, I warrant," he said laughingly, as the smoke circled round his diabolically handsome face. Then, becoming serious again, he went on: "It's so terribly plebeian, yet it all befell through that very Kunstner Karneval. I was telling you of when I first wore this composite costume which gained me the smile of royalty. It was a very swell affair, of course, not a bit like this, but it was given in hell."
"In hell!" I cried, startled.
"Yes. Underverden they call it in their lingo. The ball-room of the palace (the Palaeet, an old disused mansion) was got up to represent the infernal regions— you tumble?— and everybody had to dress appropriately. That was what gave me the idea of this costume. The staircase up which you entered was made the mouth of a great dragon, and as you trod on the first step his eye gleamed blazes and brimstone. There were great monsters all about, and dark grottoes radiating around; and when you took your dame into one of them, your tread flooded them with light. If, however, the cavalier modestly conducted his mistress into one of the lighted caves, virtue was rewarded by instantaneous darkness."
"That was really artistic," I said, laughing.
"You bet! The artists spent any amount of money over the affair. The whole of Hades bristled with ingenious devices in every corner. I had got a couple of tickets, and had designed the dress of my best girl, as well as my own, and the morning before (there being little work done in the studios that day, as you may well imagine) I called upon her to see her try it on. To my chagrin I found she was down with influenza, or something of that sort appropriate to the bitter winter we were having. And it did freeze that year, by Jove!— so hard that Denmark and Sweden were united— to their mutual disgust, I fancy— by a broad causeway of ice. I remember, as I walked back from the girl's house towards the town along the Langelinie, my mortification was somewhat allayed by the picturesque appearance of the Sound, in whose white expanse boats of every species and colour were embedded, looking like trapped creatures unable to stir oar or sail. But as I left the Promenade and came into the narrow old streets of the town, with their cobblestones and their quaint, many-windowed houses, my ill-humour returned. I had had some trouble in getting the second ticket, and now it looked as if I should get left. I went over in my mind the girls I could ask, and what with not caring more for one than for another, and not knowing which were booked already, and what with the imminence of the ball, I felt the little brains I had getting addled in my head. At last, in sheer despair, I had what is called a happy thought. I resolved to ask the first girl of my acquaintance I met in my walk. Instantly my spirits rose like a thermometer in a Turkish bath. The clouds of irresolution rolled away, and the touch of adventure made my walk joyous again. I peered eagerly into every female face I met, but it was not till I approached the market-place that I knew my fate. Then, turning a corner, I came suddenly and violently face to face with Fröken Jensen."
He paused and relit his cigarette, and the maddening music of brass instruments and brazen creatures, which his story had shut out, crashed again upon my ears. "I reckon if you were telling this, you'd stop here," he said, "and put down 'to be continued in our next.' " There seemed a trace of huskiness in his flippant tones, as if he were trying to keep under some genuine emotion.
"Never you mind," I returned, smiling. "You're not a writer, anyhow, so just keep straight on."
"Well, Fröken Jensen was absolutely the ugliest girl I have seen in all my globe-trottings.... On second thoughts, that is the place to stop, isn't it?"
"Not at all; it's only in long novels one stops for refreshment. So go ahead, and— I say— do cut your interruptions à la Fielding and Thackeray. C'est vieux jeu."
"All right, don't get mad. Fröken Jensen had the most irregular and ungainly features that ever crippled a woman's career; her nose was— But no! I won't describe her, poor girl. She was about twenty-six years old, but one of those girls whose years no one counts, who are old maids at seventeen. Well, you can fancy what a fix I was in. It was no good pretending to myself that I hadn't seen her, for we nearly bowled each other over— she was coming along quick trot with a basket on her arm— and it seemed kind of shuffling to back out of my promise to her, though she didn't know anything about it. It was like betting with yourself and wanting to cheat yourself when you lost. I felt I should never trust myself again, if I turned welsher— that's the word, isn't it?"
"It's like Jephtha," I said. "He swore, you know, he would sacrifice the first creature that he saw on his triumphant return from the wars, and his daughter came out and had to be sacrificed."
"Thank you for the compliment," he said, with a grimace. "But I'm not up in the classics, so the comparison didn't strike me. But what did strike me, after the first moment of annoyance, was the humour of the situation. I turned and walked beside her— under cover of an elaborate apology for my dashing behaviour. She seemed quite concerned at my regret, and insisted that it was she that had dashed— it was her marketing-day, and she was late. You must know she kept a boarding-house for art and university students, and it was there that I had made her acquaintance, when I went to dine once or twice with a studio chum who was quartered there. I had never exchanged two sentences with her before, as you can well imagine. She was not inviting to the artistic eye; indeed, I rather wondered how my friend could tolerate her at the head of the table, till he jestingly told me it was reckoned off the bill. The place was indeed suited to the student's pocket. But this morning I was surprised at the sprightliness of her share in the dialogue of mutual apologies. Her mind seemed as alert as her step, her voice was pleasing and gentle, and there was a refreshing gaiety in her attitude towards the situation.
" 'But I am quite sure it was my fault,' I wound up rather lamely at last, 'and, if you will allow me to make you amends, I shall be pleased to send you a ticket for the ball to-morrow night.'
"She stood still. 'For the Kunstner Karneval!' she cried eagerly, while her poor absurd face lit up.
" 'Yes, Fröken; and I shall be happy to escort you there if you will give me the pleasure.'
"She looked at me with sudden suspicion— the idea that I was chaffing her must have crossed her mind. I felt myself flushing furiously, feeling somehow half-guilty by my secret thoughts of her a few moments ago. We had arrived at the Amagertorv— the market-place— and I recollect getting a sudden impression of the quaint stalls and the picturesque Amager-women— one with a preternaturally hideous face— and the frozen canal in the middle, with the ice-bound fruit-boats from the islands, and the red sails of the Norwegian boats, and the Egyptian architecture of Thorwaldsen's Museum in the background, making up my mind to paint it all, in the brief instant before I added in my most convincing tones, 'The Kronprinds will be there.'
"Her incredulous expression became tempered by wistfulness, and with an inspiration I drew out the ticket and thrust it into her hand. I saw her eyes fill with tears as she turned her head away and examined some vegetables.
"'You will excuse me,' she said presently, holding the ticket limply in her hand, 'but I fear it is impossible for me to accept your kind invitation. You see I have so much to do, and my children will be so uncomfortable without me.'
" 'Your children will be at the ball to a man,' I retorted.
" 'But I haven't any fancy costume,' she pleaded, and tendered me the ticket back. It struck me— almost with a pang— that her hand was bare of glove, and the work-a-day costume she was wearing was ill adapted to the rigour of the weather.
" 'Oh! Come anyhow,' I said. 'Ordinary evening dress. Of course, you will need a mask.'
"I saw her lip twitch at this unfortunate way of putting it, and hastened to affect unconsciousness of my blunder.
" 'She wouldn't,' I added with feigned jocularity, nodding towards the preternaturally hideous Amager-woman.
" 'Poor old thing,' she said gently. 'I shall be sorry when she dies.'
" 'Why?' I murmured.
" 'Because then I shall be the ugliest woman in Copenhagen,' she answered gaily.
"Something in that remark sent a thrill down my backbone— there seemed an infinite pathos and lovableness in her courageous recognition of facts. It dispensed me from the painful necessity of pretending to be unaware of her ugliness— nay, gave it almost a cachet— made it as possible a topic of light conversation as beauty itself. I pressed her more fervently to come, and at last she consented, stipulating only that I should call for her rather late, after she had quite finished her household duties and the other boarders had gone off to the ball.
"Well, I took her to the ball (it was as brilliant and gay as this without being riotous), and— will you believe it?— she made quite a little sensation. With a black domino covering her impossible face, and a simple evening dress, she looked as distinguée as my best girl would have done. Her skin was good, and her figure, freed from the distracting companionship of her face, was rather elegant, while the lively humour of her conversation had now fair play. She danced well, too, with a natural grace. I believe she enjoyed her incog. almost as much as the ball, and I began to feel quite like a fairy godmother who was giving poor little Cinderella an outing, and to regret that I had not the power to make her beautiful for ever, or at least to make life one eternal fancy ball, at which silk masks might veil the horrors of reality. I dare say, too, she got a certain kudos through dancing so much with me, for, as I have told you ad nauseam, this lovely costume of mine was the hit of the evening, and the Kronprinds asked for the honour of an introduction to me. It was rather funny— the circuitous etiquette. I had to be first introduced to his aide-de-camp. This was done through an actress of the Kongelige Theatre, with whom I had been polking (he knew all the soubrettes, that aide-de-camp!). Then he introduced me to the Kronprinds, and I held out my hand and shook his royal paw heartily. He was very gracious to me, learning I was an American, and complimented me on my dress and my dancing, and I answered him affably; and the natives, gathered round at a respectful distance, eyed me with reverent curiosity. But at last, when the music struck up again, I said, 'Excuse me, I am engaged for this waltz!' and hurried off to dance with my Cinderella, much to the amazement of the Danes, who wondered audibly what mighty foreign potentate His Royal Highness had been making himself agreeable to."
"It was plain enough," I broke in. "His Satanic Majesty, of course."
"I am glad you interrupted me," he said, "for you give me an opening to state that the Kronprinds has nothing to do with the story. You, of course, would have left him out; but I am only an amateur, and I get my threads mixed."
"Shut up!" I cried. "I mean— go on."
"Oh, well, perhaps, he has got a little to do with the story, after all; for after that, Fröken Jensen became more important— sharing in my reflected glory— or, perhaps, now I come to think of it, it was only then that she became important. Anyway, important she was; and, among others, Axel Larson— who was got up as an ancient Gallic warrior, to show off his fine figure— came up and asked me to introduce him. I don't think I should have done so ordinarily, for he was the filthiest-mouthed fellow in the atelier— a great swaggering Don Juan Baron Munchausen sort of chap, handsome enough in his raffish way— a tall, stalwart Swede, blue-eyed and yellow-haired. But the fun of the position was that Axel Larson was one of my Cinderella's 'children,' so I could not resist introducing him formally to 'Fröken Jensen.' His happy air of expectation was replaced by a scowl of surprise and disgust.
"'What, thou, Ingeborg!' he cried.
"I could have knocked the man down. The familiar tutoiement, the Christian name— these, perhaps, he had a right to use; but nothing could justify the contempt of his tone. It reminded me disagreeably of the ugliness I had nigh forgotten. I felt Ingeborg's arm tremble in mine.
"'Yes, it is I, Herr Larson,' she said, with her wonted gentleness, and almost apologetically. 'This gentleman was good enough to bring me.' She spoke as if her presence needed explanation— with the timidity of one shut out from the pleasures of life. I could feel her poor little heart fluttering wildly, and knew that her face was alternating from red to white beneath the mask.
"Axel Larson shot a swift glance of surprise at me, which was followed by a more malicious bolt. 'I congratulate you, Ingeborg,' he said, 'on the property you seem to have come into.' It was a clever double entente— the man was witty after his coarse fashion— but the sarcasm scarcely stung either of us. I, of course, had none of the motives the cad imagined; and as for Ingeborg, I fancy she thought he alluded merely to the conquest of myself, and was only pained by the fear I might resent so ludicrous a suggestion. Having thrown the shadow of his cynicism over our innocent relation, Axel turned away highly pleased with himself, rudely neglecting to ask Ingeborg for a dance. I felt like giving him 'Hail Columbia,' but I restrained myself.
"Some days after this— in response to Ingeborg's grateful anxiety to return my hospitality— I went to dine with her 'children.' I found Axel occupying the seat of honour, and grumbling at the soup and the sauces like a sort of autocrat of the dinner-table, and generally making things unpleasant. I had to cling to my knife and fork so as not to throw the water-bottle at his head. Ingeborg presided meekly over the dishes, her ugliness more rampant than ever after the illusion of the mask. I remembered now he had been disagreeable when I had dined there before, though, not being interested in Ingeborg then, I had not resented his ill-humour, contenting myself with remarking to my friend that I understood now why the Danes disliked the Swedes so much— a generalisation that was probably as unjust as most of one's judgments of other peoples. After dinner I asked her why she tolerated the fellow. She flushed painfully and murmured that times were hard. I protested that she could easily get another boarder to replace him, but she said Axel Larson had been there so long— nearly two years— and was comfortable, and knew the ways of the house, and it would be very discourteous to ask him to go. I insisted that rather than see her suffer I would move into Larson's room myself, but she urged tremulously that she didn't suffer at all from his rudeness, it was only his surface-manner; it deceived strangers, but there was a good heart underneath, as who could know better than she? Besides, he was a genius with the brush, and everybody knew well that geniuses were bears. And, finally, she could not afford to lose boarders— there were already two vacancies.
"It ended— as I dare say you have guessed— by my filling up one of those two vacancies, partly to help her pecuniarily, partly to act as a buffer between her and the swaggering Swede. He was quite flabbergasted by my installation in the house, and took me aside in the atelier and asked me if Ingeborg had really come into any money. I was boiling over, but I kept the lid on by main force, and answered curtly that Ingeborg had a heart of gold. He laughed boisterously, and said one could not raise anything on that; adding, with an air of authority, that he believed I spoke the truth, for it was not likely the hag would have kept anything from her oldest boarder. 'I dare say the real truth is,' he wound up, 'that you are hard up, like me, and want to do the thing cheap.'
"'I wasn't aware you were hard up,' I said, for I had seen him often enough flaunting it in the theatres and restaurants.
" 'Not for luxuries,' he retorted with a guffaw, 'but for necessities— yes. And there comes in the value of our domestic eyesore. Why, I haven't paid her a skilling for six months!'
"I thought of poor Ingeborg's thin winter attire, and would have liked to reply with my fist, only the reply didn't seem quite logical. It was not my business, after all; but I thought I understood now why Ingeborg was so reluctant to part with him— it is the immemorial fallacy of economical souls to throw good money after bad; though when I saw the patience with which she bore his querulous complaints and the solicitude with which she attended to his wants, I sometimes imagined he had some secret hold over her. Often I saw her cower and flush piteously, as with terror, before his insolent gaze. But I decided finally his was merely the ascendency of the strong over the weak— of the bully over his victims, who serve him more loyally because he kicks them. The bad-tempered have the best of it in this vile world. I cannot tell you how I grew to pity that poor girl. Living in her daily presence, I marked the thousand and one trials of which her life was made up, all borne with the same sweetness and good-humour. I discovered that she had a bed-ridden mother, whom she kept in the attic, and whom she stole up to attend to fifty times a day, sitting with her when her work was done and the moonlight on the Sound tempted one to be out enjoying one's youth. Alone she managed and financed the entire establishment, aided only by a little maid-of-all-work, just squeezing out a scanty living for herself and her mother. If ever there was an angel on earth it was Ingeborg Jensen. I tell you, when I see the angels of the Italian masters I feel they are all wrong: I don't want flaxen-haired cherubs to give me an idea of heaven in this hell of a world. I just want to see good honest faces, full of suffering and sacrifice, and if ever I paint an angel its phiz shall have the unflinching ugliness of Ingeborg Jensen, God bless her! To be near her was to live in an atmosphere of purity and pity and tenderness, and everything that is sweet and sacred."
As he spoke I became suddenly aware that the gas-lights were paling, and glancing towards the window on my left I saw the splendour of the sunrise breaking fresh and clear over the city of diabolical night, where in the sombre eastern sky—
"God made himself an awful rose of dawn."
A breath of coolness and purity seemed to waft into the feverish ball-room; a ray of fresh morning sunlight. I looked curiously at the young artist. He seemed transfigured. I could scarcely realise that an hour ago he had been among the rowdiest of the Comus crew, whose shrieks and laughter still rang all around us. Even his duplex costume seemed to have grown subtly symbolical, the diabolical part typical of all that is bestial and selfish in man, the death-mask speaking silently of renunciation and the peace of the tomb. He went on, after a moment of emotion: "They say that pity is akin to love, but I am not sure that I ever loved her, for I suppose that love involves passion, and I never arrived at that. I only came to feel that I wanted to be with her always, to guard her, to protect her, to work for her, to suffer for her if need be, to give her life something of the joy and sweetness that God owed her. I felt I wasn't much use in the world, and that would be something to do. And so one day— though not without much mental tossing, for we are curiously, complexly built, and I dreaded ridicule and the long years of comment from unsympathetic strangers— I asked her to be my wife. Her surprise, her agitation, was painful to witness. But she was not incredulous, as before; she had learned to know that I respected her.
"Nevertheless, her immediate impulse was one of refusal.
"'It cannot be,' she said, and her bosom heaved spasmodically.
"I protested that it could and would be, but she shook her head.
"'You are very kind to me! God bless you!' she said. 'You have always been kind to me. But you do not love me.'
"I assured her I did, and in that moment I dare say I spoke the truth. For in that moment of her reluctance and diffidence to snatch at proffered joy, when the suggestion of rejection made her appear doubly precious, she seemed to me the most adorable creature in the world.
"But still she shook her head. 'No one can love me,' she said sadly.
"I took her hand in mute protestation, but she withdrew it gently.
"'I cannot be your wife,' she persisted.
"'Why not, Ingeborg?' I asked passionately.
"She hesitated, panting and colouring painfully, then—the words are echoing in my brain— she answered softly, 'Jeg kan ikke elske Dem' (I cannot love you).
"It was like a shaft of lightning piercing me, rending and illuminating. In my blind conceit the obverse side of the question had never presented itself to me. I had taken it for granted I had only to ask to be jumped at. But now, in one great flash of insight, I seemed to see everything plain.
"'You love Axel Larson!' I cried chokingly, as I thought of all the insults he had heaped upon her in her presence, all the sneers and vile jocosities of which she had been the butt behind her back, in return for the care she had lavished upon his comfort, for her pinching to make both ends meet without the money he should have contributed.
"She did not reply. The tears came into her eyes, she let her head droop on her heaving breast. As in those visions that are said to come to the dying, I saw Axel Larson feeding day by day at her board, brutally conscious of her passion, yet not deigning even to sacrifice her to it; I saw him ultimately leave the schools and the town to carry his clever brush to the welcome of a wider world, without a word or a thought of thanks for the creature who had worshipped and waited upon him hand and foot; and then I saw her life from day to day unroll its long monotonous folds, all in the same pattern, all drab duty and joyless sacrifice, and hopeless undying love.
"I took her hand again in a passion of pity. She understood my sympathy, and the hot tears started from her eyes and rolled down her poor wan cheeks. And in that holy moment I saw into the inner heaven of woman's love, which purifies and atones for the world. The eternal feminine!"
The sentimental young artist ceased, and buried his devil's face in his hands. I looked around and started. We were alone in the abandoned supper-room. The gorgeously grotesque company was seated in a gigantic circle upon the ball-room floor furiously applauding the efforts of two sweetly pretty girls who were performing the celebrated danse du ventre.
"The eternal feminine!" I echoed pensively.
________
21: Death and the Woman
Gertrude Atherton
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Collected in: The Bell in the Fog and Other Stories, 1905
HER HUSBAND WAS DYING, and she was alone with him. Nothing could exceed the desolation of her surroundings. She and the man who was going from her were in the third-floor-back of a New York boarding-house. It was summer, and the other boarders were in the country; all the servants except the cook had been dismissed, and she, when not working, slept profoundly on the fifth floor. The landlady also was out of town on a brief holiday.
The window was open to admit the thick unstirring air; no sound rose from the row of long narrow yards, nor from the tall deep houses annexed. The latter deadened the rattle of the streets. At intervals the distant elevated lumbered protestingly along, its grunts and screams muffled by the hot suspended ocean.
She sat there plunged in the profoundest grief that can come to the human soul, for in all other agony hope flickers, however forlornly. She gazed dully at the unconscious breathing form of the man who had been friend, and companion, and lover, during five years of youth too vigorous and hopeful to be warped by uneven fortune. It was wasted by disease; the face was shrunken; the night-garment hung loosely about a body which had never been disfigured by flesh, but had been muscular with exercise and full-blooded with health. She was glad that the body was changed; glad that its beauty, too, had gone some other-where than into the coffin. She had loved his hands as apart from himself; loved their strong warm magnetism. They lay limp and yellow on the quilt: she knew that they were already cold, and that moisture was gathering on them. For a moment something convulsed within her. They had gone too. She repeated the words twice, and, after them, "forever." And the while the sweetness of their pressure came back to her.
She leaned suddenly over him. He was in there still, somewhere. Where? If he had not ceased to breathe, the Ego, the Soul,, the Personality was still in the sodden clay which had shaped to give it speech. Why could it not manifest itself to her? Was it still conscious in there, unable to project itself through the disintegrating matter which was the only medium its Creator had vouchsafed it? Did it struggle there, seeing her agony, sharing it, longing for the complete disintegration which should put an end to its torment? She called his name, she even shook him slightly, mad to tear the body apart and find her mate, yet even in that tortured moment realizing that violence would hasten his going.
The dying man took no notice of her, and she opened his gown and put her cheek to his heart, calling him again. There had never been more perfect union; how could the bond still be so strong if he were not at the other end of it? He was there, her other part; until dead he must be living. There was no intermediate state. Why should he be as entombed and unresponding as if the screws were in the lid? But the faintly beating heart did not quicken beneath her lips. She extended her arms suddenly, describing eccentric lines, above, about him, rapidly opening and closing her hands as if to clutch some escaping object; then sprang to her feet, and went to the window. She feared insanity. She had asked to be left alone with her dying husband, and she did not wish to lose her reason and shriek a crowd of people about her.
The green plots in the yards were not apparent, she noticed. Something heavy, like a pall, rested upon them. Then she understood that the day was over and that night was coming.
She returned swiftly to the bedside, wondering if she had remained away hours or seconds, and if he were dead. His face was still discernible, and Death had not relaxed it. She laid her own against it, then withdrew it with shuddering flesh, her teeth smiting each other as if an icy wind had passed.
She let herself fall back in the chair, clasping her hands against her heart, watching with expanding eyes the white sculptured face which, in the glittering dark, was becoming less defined of outline. Did she light the gas it would draw mosquitoes, and she could not shut from him the little air he must be mechanically grateful for. And she did not want to see the opening eye— the falling jaw.
Her vision became so fixed that at length she saw nothing, and closed her eyes and waited for the moisture to rise and relieve the strain. When she opened them his face had disappeared; the humid waves above the house-tops put out even the light of the stars, and night was come.
Fearfully, she approached her ear to his lips; he still breathed. She made a motion to kiss him, then threw herself back in a quiver of agony— they were not the lips she had known, and she would have nothing less.
His breathing was so faint that in her half-reclining position she could not hear it, could not be aware of the moment of his death. She extended her arm resolutely and laid her hand on his heart. Not only must she feel his going, but, so strong had been the comradeship between them, it was a matter of loving honor to stand by him to the last.
She sat there in the hot heavy night, pressing her hand hard against the ebbing heart of the unseen, and awaited Death. Suddenly an odd fancy possessed her. Where was Death? Why was he tarrying? Who was detaining him? From what quarter would he come? He was taking his leisure, drawing near with footsteps as measured as those of men keeping time to a funeral march. By a wayward deflection she thought of the slow music that was always turned on in the theatre when the heroine was about to appear, or something eventful to happen. She had always thought that sort of thing ridiculous and inartistic. So had He.
She drew her brows together angrily, wondering at her levity, and pressed her relaxed palm against the heart it kept guard over. For a moment the sweat stood on her face; then the pent-up breath burst from her lungs. He still lived.
Once more the fancy wantoned above the stunned heart. Death— where was he? What a curious experience: to be sitting alone in a big house— she knew that the cook had stolen out— waiting for Death to come and snatch her husband from her. No; he would not snatch, he would steal upon his prey as noiselessly as the approach of Sin to Innocence— an invisible, unfair, sneaking enemy, with whom no man's strength could grapple. If he would only come like a man, and take his chances like a man! Women had been known to reach the hearts of giants with the dagger's point. But he would creep upon her.
She gave an exclamation of horror. Something was creeping over the window-sill. Her limbs palsied, but she struggled to her feet and looked back, her eyes dragged about against her own volition. Two small green stars glared menacingly at her just above the sill; then the cat possessing them leaped downward, and the stars disappeared.
She realized that she was horribly frightened. "Is it possible?" she thought. "Am I afraid of Death, and of Death that has not yet come? I have always been rather a brave woman; He used to call me heroic; but then with him it was impossible to fear anything. And I begged them to leave me alone with him as the last of earthly boons. Oh, shame!"
But she was still quaking as she resumed her seat, and laid her hand again on his heart. She wished that she had asked Mary to sit outside the door; there was no bell in the room. To call would be worse than desecrating the house of God, and she would not leave him for one moment. To return and find him dead— gone alone!
Her knees smote each other. It was idle to deny it; she was in a state of unreasoning terror. Her eyes rolled apprehensively about; she wondered if she should see It when It came; wondered how far off It was now. Not very far; the heart was barely pulsing. She had heard of the power of the corpse to drive brave men to frenzy, and had wondered, having no morbid horror of the dead. But this! To wait— and wait— and wait— perhaps for hours— past the midnight— on to the small hours— while that awful, determined, leisurely Something stole nearer and nearer.
She bent to him who had been her protector with a spasm of anger. Where was the indomitable spirit that had held her all these years with such strong and loving clasp? How could he leave her? How could he desert her? Her head fell back and moved restlessly against the cushion; moaning with the agony of loss, she recalled him as he had been. Then fear once more took possession of her, and she sat erect, rigid, breathless, awaiting the approach of Death.
Suddenly, far down in the house, on the first floor, her strained hearing took note of a sound— a wary, muffled sound, as if some one were creeping up the stair, fearful of being heard. Slowly! It seemed to count a hundred between the laying down of each foot. She gave a hysterical gasp. Where was the slow music?
Her face, her body, were wet— as if a wave of death-sweat had broken over them. There was a stiff feeling at the roots of her hair; she wondered if it were really standing erect. But she could not raise her hand to ascertain. Possibly it was only the coloring matter freezing and bleaching. Her muscles were flabby, her nerves twitched helplessly.
She knew that it was Death who was coming to her through the silent deserted house; knew that it was the sensitive ear of her intelligence that heard him, not the dull, coarse-grained ear of the body.
He toiled up the stair painfully, as if he were old and tired with much work. But how could he afford to loiter, with all the work he had to do? Every minute, every second, he must be in demand to hook his cold, hard finger about a soul struggling to escape from its putrefying tenement. But probably he had his emissaries, his minions: for only those worthy of the honor did he come in person.
He reached the first landing and crept like a cat down the hall to the next stair, then crawled slowly up as before. Light as the footfalls were, they were squarely planted, unfaltering; slow, they never halted.
Mechanically she pressed her jerking hand closer against the heart; its beats were almost done. They would finish, she calculated, just as those footfalls paused beside the bed.
She was no longer a human being; she was an Intelligence and an ear. Not a sound came from without, even the Elevated appeared to be temporarily off duty; but inside the big quiet house that footfall was waxing louder, louder, until iron feet crashed on iron stairs and echo thundered.
She had counted the steps— one— two— three— irritated beyond endurance at the long deliberate pauses between. As they climbed and clanged with slow precision she continued to count, audibly and with equal precision, noting their hollow reverberation. How many steps had the stair? She wished she knew. No need! The colossal trampling announced the lessening distance in an increasing volume of sound not to be misunderstood. It turned the curve; it reached the landing; it advanced— slowly— down the hall; it paused before her door. Then knuckles of iron shook the frail panels. Her nerveless tongue gave no invitation. The knocking became more imperious; the very walls vibrated. The handle turned, swiftly and firmly. With a wild instinctive movement she flung herself into the arms of her husband.
When Mary opened the door and entered the room she found a dead woman lying across a dead man.
_____________
22: Courtney's Diamond.
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IT WAS SATURDAY NIGHT at Willimindonga. The "boys" had been hard at work all the week lamb-marking, only finishing the last mob at sundown. Eighty-nine all round they penned out, which was pronounced good, considering the season and the quantity of maiden ewes. Anyhow, it was over; there had been no "breaks" to signify; all the lambs had mothered well; the boss was pleased, and content reigned generally in both "house" and barracks, as, after a good clean down and a feed, the inmates of the latter tenement drew around the blazing brigalow logs in the wide hearth for a smoke and a yarn, before turning in.
"Late breakfast, I suppose?" asked Allardyce of M'Gregor, the overseer.
"Yes," replied the latter, "I told the cook. You're entitled to an extra snooze after a month's camping. Not that it's really good for you, y'know; it only gives you a false notion of unwonted luxury. Anyhow, if you can't sleep you can feel there's time to pull the bindies out of your hands and arms."
The jackaroo grinned. "I'm stuck as full of 'em as that swaggie's blanket," said he. "You remember the chap that camped with us the other night, and told us such yarns of the time when he was hard up down the country. Well, when he was rolling up his swag next mornin' I asked him why he didn't take the burrs and bindies out? 'Pooh,' says he, 'they're a luxury. Look 'ere, sonny, if ever you goes on the wallaby never pick your blankets, or people 'll take you for a new chum. Besides, them prickles keeps fleas an' varmin away.'"
"Hard-up, was he?" said a deep voice out of the shadows. "A lot such as he know about being hard up."
"Well, anyhow," replied Allardyce, "he was forced to sleep out and go round the cheap restaurants begging for a feed. And I don't suppose, Courtney, you were ever more gorgeously hard pushed yourself than that amounts to."
"Lucky beggar," said Courtney, "able to beg and grow fat on it! Hard up! Why there's few people know the meaning of the term they use so freely."
"Tell us your experience, old man," said M'Gregor. "Well, don't mind if I do," replied the other. "The story may do good, and learn you youngsters that there are lower depths than cheap cook shops."
The speaker was the store and book-keeper of Willimindonga— a stout, grey-haired, bald-headed man. Years ago he had appeared at the men's hut in a state of desperate destitution, got a job at shearing, proved himself willing to do anything he could turn his hand to, was "offside" storekeeper for a couple of years, and, at last, was promoted to the office. Once a twelve month he got a fortnight's holiday, drew £30, and went away— no one knew for certain whither. And for ten years he had never once failed to turn up to the minute, a washed-out feeble simulacrum of himself, but still fit for duty. Undoubtedly, as manager M'Pherson put it, he was a gentleman, if only judged from the fact that he never sneaked back to the station before he'd suffered his recovery. And this was high praise indeed, if not altogether a logical induction.
"YES," said Courtney, as he lit his pipe with a glowing brand, "I don't mind telling you the yarn, such as it is. Perhaps it ain't a very creditable one. But although you mightn't think it, I was young then, and cocky; also whilst the £500 I brought with me lasted, no end of a swell, or a fool, whichever you like. Well, the money went like smoke; and I had nothing but a miserable £25 a quarter to depend on. And even this was always mortgaged to old Isaacstein, the Jew, for a consideration of 50 per cent. Very quickly I sank into a chronic state of hardupedness and seediness, relieved on certain mail days by brief flashes of plenty. Once the remittance failed to arrive. I owed Isaacs the usual £12 10s; and I hadn't a sou. In vain I tried to get a pound or two from him— he wouldn't part a penny, for all the stuff he'd had out of me. 'I lents you a fiver on dat ring, an' if the monish— mine £12 10s— not come by next mail, I sell him,' were the best of terms he'd offer. It was a fine diamond, valued at eighty guineas, that I had stuck to through thick and thin, for the ring had belonged to my father. Even by this time I had slept out in the Fitzroy Gardens and on the Yarra wharves; watched my toes as they encroached on the pavements; my trousers fag at the bottoms like bunches of eschalots; gone round the dirt boxes at midnight fossicking for scraps; and all with eighty guineas' worth of diamond tied up in a corner of my hanky. So you may bet I wasn't to let an old beast like Isaacs best me out of it so simply. Besides, I felt, somehow, that if I parted with the stone for good, any luck I might in future ages be due for would be hopelessly discounted.
"But old Ike was only playing me. I hadn't got to the door before he relented, and, not wishing to loose such a golden goose, called me back, and gave me the fiver and the regulation voucher. Next mail the money came, and I squared up and got my ring back again, only presently, to return into the old beggar's hands. He had quite fallen in love with the stone, and over and over offered fifty pounds for it. But I wouldn't sell. And at last he got mad and nasty about the thing. You see, it was awfully tantalising to him to have it, as it were, continually dangled before his eyes, yet never able to get a lasting grip on it. And, after a while, he refused to even lend on it, so angry was he. Of course Isaacs wasn't the only Jew in Melbourne; but I never tried any of his brethren when he failed me. Instead, I determined to clear out. Mind you, boys; I tried to get work at clerking. But all the quill-drivers in the world seemed just then to have made Melbourne their headquarters. The model lodging-houses, and the wharves, and the parks were full up, they even overflowed into the Yarra. Well, I left at last, worked my way round to Sydney as a fireman in the old Kalamazoo, and, heavens, what a trip that was! When I landed at the foot of King-street I had exactly sixpence and my ring. I found Sydney just as bad, if not worse, than Melbourne. Hard up! Why in the capital of New South Wales I've chewed bark off a tree in the Botanic Gardens, like a blooming rabbit, to ease my unfortunate binjie. I couldn't beg; nor could I get anything to do. One day, I remember, I found a saddlestrap, and I tied it round my waist until I must have looked a dashed hornet. And still I stuck to the old diamond.
"Sydney actually was far worse for me than Melbourne; because, you see, in the latter place I knew my way about, and could often manage to get a full belly by nightfall. For instance, there was one boy I always depended upon for a good-sized crust. He'd come along bound for his school, up Carlton way, with a big lump of bread and butter smothered with sugar; by the time he'd got about half the distance he'd have the crumb pretty well scooped out, and then he'd throw the crust away. I used to shadow him, and picked it up mighty quick, I can tell you. One day, though, he turned and saw me. Next morning I noticed that there was a good thick salvage of crumb left, together with a suspicion of butter and sugar. A charitable-souled lad that! But I was too ashamed to follow him any more. Then there was a favourite dirt-box at one of the restaurants. They used to put it out of doors about midnight; and what I raked out of it sometimes almost amounted to a square meal by itself. Hard up! I don't think anybody's been harder up than I have. If so I'd like to meet him and compare notes. Hard up with a proud stomach as well as an empty one is simply awful!
"Of course, if I'd ha' known as much as I do now I'd ha' been off to the bush like a redshank. But like most new chums I had a notion that the bush was little else than kangaroos and blackfellows— a drear wilderness where one would be worse off than in the city even. In Sydney once— it was in Beat-street— I ran butt up against a man I'd known in Melbourne, and brought a letter of introduction to, and stayed with at his Toorak mansion. I suppose I looked like a scarecrow, and a thundering poor one at that, for all he could say was 'Good heavens!' And then, as his hand dropped to his pocket, I cleared. That's what I mean by a proud stomach. Fine weather I used to sleep under a thick bushy tree in the gardens, clambering over the gate at the Circular Quay end after dark. The bark was sweet and juicy, and many a night I chewed myself to sleep on it to stay the cravings of hunger. In wet weather I had a shelf of rock overhung by another just inside of Mrs. Macquarie's chair, and in the den formed by the two I made a nest of old newspapers and leaves. Last time I was down— three, sprees ago— I went and had a look at my initials cut there, and also tasted the bark. I sobered up on those memories. Once I spent two whole days and nights in my shelter cave; pelting rain all the time. But the larder was full, for I'd picked up a couple of loaves, some remnants of poultry, and a few apples that had been slung overboard from the Oroya— the very boat, by the way, that I came out in as a saloon passenger. Funny, wasn't it? Damp? Why, yes, of course, the tucker was damp after floating about alongside before I could grab it. But I was damp, too. Food and man fitted well. Nor was there any necessity for salt, as you, so humourously remarked, Mac."
"Can't make out how you managed to stick to the ring the way you did through it all," remarked Allardyce, who had been intently listening.
"Well, I hardly know myself, old chap," said the other. "Still I did it, though it was a tight pull to feel that little lump knotted in the corner of the hanky, and have to take in hole after hole in my saddlestrap. Hard up!
"Well, I soon tired of Sydney and the cave-dwelling and greenwood tree business. Nor was there anything to do for a man whose one qualification was the ability to write a decent hand. Clerks— heaven help 'em— weren't wanted any more than down south. In the Domain and the minor parks you could find 'em stretched one at the foot of every tree; and twice or three times a week they'd turn up along the fore-shore, limp and sodden, and lifeless. And, anyhow, quarter day was getting due, and I must be making back. This time I was lucky. I fluked into a chance to work a passage as fifteenth steward's loblolly boy on board one of the White Star boats, where, if I had some nasty jobs, I also had three square meals a day. In fact I was eating at every show I could get, so that I was in pretty fair buckle when I landed at Port Melbourne. I hadn't a maravedi, but I stowed away on a truck on some tarpaulins and sneaked a passage up to town at the Government's expense. Considering, however, that the truck was full of unslacked lime, and that, in addition to being nearly stifled and blinded, my clothes, such as they were, were utterly ruined, I think the authorities got the best of the deal. I slept in a stack of timber on the New Zealand wharf that night, and in the morning, after helping to moor one of the boats, a lumper 'shouted,' and I made my breakfast off some cheese and crackers in the threepenny bar of the 'Sir Charles Hotham.' Then I struck a bee-line for the G.P.O., intending to have a good time for a fortnight, anyhow. First thing I'd made up my mind to do was to get some decent clothes, take a room at the 'Grand,' and have a rattling meal straightaway, with, perhaps, a pint of fizz, coffee, liqueur, and a 'Henry Clay' to follow.
"Conceive my horror and dismay on finding, in place of a remittance, a formal letter from my lawyer, informing me that the money invested on my account had been utterly lost in the Baring smash. You could ha' knocked me down with a feather. Indeed, I flopped all of a heap on to the vestibule floor, and sat there for a while thinking. Then I got up and went to old Isaacstein's. He grinned when he saw me. But he would lend nothing. He also swore hard and fast that I was £5 in his debt. Which was a lie. 'No,' said he, 'if you vos starve, I not give you another 6d, sho help me Mosesh! But I buy that ring, less the fiver— buy him right outs. De time for de remittanash is pasht, an' by geminy I don't believe as you gets any more, neither! You is stone broke, eh? Vell, suppose you sell dat ring, you comes to me. But not one red cent to lend on him.'
"Well, that night, after taking up more holes in my strap than, I'd had to do for a long time, I toddled off to my old rubbish-box at the restaurant in Little Collins-street. But my luck was decidedly out; the place was shut up and empty, and losing all heart, I crouched down on the step with the key of the street and an empty belly, and felt that on the morrow either my ring must go, or must bear me company into the Yarra. When I had money I was careless of it, lavishing it right and left; therefore I had no friends and but few acquaintances; these latter, parasites accustomed to watch and wait for my periodical emergings from a chrysalis state. It was one of this crowd that I met next morning as I was on my way to a respectable jeweller's, having at last made up my mind to finally part with my ring, seeing no prospect if I pawned it of ever being able to redeem it again. I knew little of the fellow, not even his name; but he stopped me after the first doubtful stare, and laughed. Then I remembered I had often seen him at Isaacstein's. 'Hello,' said he, 'you look sort of all anyhow! It's between times with you now, I suppose, eh? Well, many's the drink I have had at your expense. Come now with me. I ain't proud.'
"Not caring much what I did, I went, and we had several drinks, also some breakfast. And, presently, I not only told him what I was about doing, but showed him the ring, and mentioned how loath I was to part with it.
" 'I know the stone well enough,' said he, as I finished. 'Old Ike wanted it badly at one time. He's cooled off now a bit though. I've got an idea. Would you like to get even with the old sweep? If you would, I'll help you. He's squeezed me, too, but not in the way he has you. Come along to my den in Flinders-street, and I'll show you what I mean. I'm a working jeweller, you know— not watches or anything of that sort, only cutting and setting stones.'
"At the shop, Fletcher— that was his name— produced a box with, in it, what I took to be half-a-dozen very fine diamonds. He laughed. 'They're only paste,' said he, 'but the very best Palais Royal make. I'm setting them for Passementerie and Co., the people in Bourke-street. Now watch!' And in a minute he had the stone out of my ring, and one of the false ones in its place. I could have sworn that the loose one I held in my hand and this other were exactly similar, so close was the resemblance in brilliancy, size, and shape. "'Now,' said Fletcher, 'you've got the Jew. If he tested the thing he'd find the swindle out, But he'll never dream of doing so. He's handled it too many times for that. Of course you'll have to let him do you out of a fiver, but you'll come out top dog on the transaction in any case, although you won't nearly get the stuff back that he's bled you of. And you'll have to give me £3 10s— the price of the paste. I won't ask for another penny, because it's not every day one gets such a show as this.'
"Well, I hesitated, but not for very long.
" 'AHA! my friend,' said old Ike as I untied my hanky, 'I knowed you vos come back to your Isaacstein,' and he grinned— 'Long time I vant that stone! Get him at last, eh? Vell, vell, I suppose I sees your face no more never again, eh?' 'And he poked fun at and chaffed me all the time he was counting out the money— £45. As for the ring, he put it in his safe without giving it a second look. From the shop I went to Fletcher and paid him; then to the railway station, took a ticket for Sydney, and I've never crossed the border since."
"And the diamond," asked someone, "have you got it yet? And did it ever turn the luck?"
For answer, Courtney opened a locket attached to his watch chain, and shaking it, an object, that gleamed and glittered in the lamplight rolled on to the cloth.
"That's it," said he. "And as for luck? Don't you think this is a shade better; anyhow, better than chewing bark and fossicking in dirt boxes?"
______
23: The King
Max Brand
Frederick Faust, 1892-1944
This Week (USA), 21 No 1948
IT WAS A BIG DAY when Rudy Zandor consented to dine with me at Chasen's because those were the years when he was astonishing Hollywood with a series of super productions. He was another Sampson whose strength lay not in his long hair but in his perfect self-confidence.
The country he loved, the flag followed, the God he worshiped was Rudy Zandor. So I put in the whole day working on my plot and reached the restaurant rather full of hope.
Zandor was hardly an hour later, which seemed a good sign, and then he came in with a yes-man named Gregg and Jimmy Jones, whose real name is Jonascsky, Zandor raised quite a buzz with his entrance because he always dressed for public appearances. This time he wore corduroy trousers, a riding coat buttoned high around the throat, and four days' whiskers. His friends were in dinner jackets for contrast.
Rudy was almost at my table when another murmur started. All eyes left him, and in came Raymond Vincent Etherton in his black coat and white stock like an eighteenth century ghost. It was rather hard on Zandor to have his entrance messed up like that, for he was completely forgotten as the old man went by, looking straight ahead and failing to see the people who spoke to him. He went to his usual corner, waited for his coffee and cognac, and contemplated the dignity of space.
When Dave Chasen in person brought the brandy, Etherton became gently and kindly aware of him, for he was really abstracted, not merely high-hat. Thirty years before, when he consented to be King Arthur for D.W. Griffith, he must have been a glorious man.
Some of the glory hung about him as Henri Quatre in Ivry or as Richard the Lion-Hearted in The Talisman. He never was cast except as a king and he moved through his parts without the slightest acting, merely lending his presence, as it were. The whisper had it that there was a dash of real royalty in his blood but no one even in Hollywood dared to suggest the bar-sinister to Etherton.
Even Hollywood was surprised by the appearance of such a man on the screen. He was more a rare legend than a fact. That was why Chasen's buzzed so this evening.
Zandor, in eclipse, looked pretty sour.
"That man," he said, pointing at Etherton. "Who is he?"
Jimmy Jones winked at me. It was the yes-man who gave the answer. A celebrity in Hollywood can't help accumulating them as the northside of a tree gathers moss.
"That's Raymond Vincent Etherton," said Gregg.
"I want him. He has a hungry look. I want him to play Shylock," said Zandor.
"The Merchant of Venice after the big western?" I asked.
"Before," said Zandor. "I'm not doing the western."
My hopes went crash; and at the same moment I heard Gregg ordering caviar.
Jimmy said: "You can't buy an Etherton, Rudy. He doesn't need money, but he acts now and then to raise the level of the screen and show the world what royalty should be."
Zandor waved his hand at Jones. "You bother me," he said. "Go away."
Jimmy Jones went away.
"Now get Etherton. Offer him seventy-five thousand," directed Zandor.
His Number Two boy went over to Etherton and I felt a little sick about Zandor and about myself for being with him.
Etherton was sipping his brandy when the yes-man leaned over his table and started talking. The old fellow showed no sign that he heard a syllable. Presently he laid a bill on the table, stood up, and walked through the Number Two boy as though the fellow were a thin mist. He passed out of Chasen's and Gregg came back to Zandor, astonished.
"Nothing could stop him— not even your name, Rudy," he said.
"Why didn't you raise the bid?" asked Zandor, furious. "I don't care what sort of blood he has in him; nobody walks out on me. Why didn't you offer him one hundred thousand?"
"But I didn't have the authority," said the yes-man.
Zandor looked him over from his chin to the sleek of his hair and turned his shoulder; it was plain that there was one parasite less in his life.
It was a rotten dinner. I tried to be bright for a while but gave it up after Zandor had snarled a few times. The great man was preoccupied. In the middle of his chicken cacciatore he jumped up and left the tableware jingling.
"Show me where this Etherton lives," he commanded.
I paid the bill and took him to Etherton's house— small, sedate, withdrawn from the vulgar world behind a formal Italian garden. The California moon, for we have a special variety out here, was laying cool silver over everything and the fountain statue left a perfect shadow on the pool.
The door of the house was open. I don't know why this shocked me so much. It was like seeing the great Etherton with his mouth agape. Zandor leaned on the bell. It made a thin chime of music far inside and we had no other answer. Zandor went in.
"You'd better not do that," I protested. "The old man won't stand intrusions."
"Look!" said Zandor. "I knew it... hungry!"
I followed him a step and saw him pointing to the living room; there was enough slanting moonshine to show that it was empty. The waxed floor shone like water, but there was not a stick of furniture. Zandor strode through the open door beyond and into the kitchen. There was a rusted gas stove. Something scurried away on a shelf and I saw a bit of nibbled cheese rind and cracker crumbs. But Zandor was moving on through a naked dining room and into a bed chamber that was furnished with box springs on the floor, a pier glass, and a big, gilded chair in front of the mirror. In the chair sat Etherton wrapped in a black cloak with his white head thrown back and his right hand at his breast, supported by something.
He looked at us with deeply veiled eyes of contempt and seemed about to make a gesture of silent dismissal. It needed another glance to see that all his gesturing had ended, for what supported his hand was the hilt of the little medieval dagger he had driven through his heart.
I looked away from him to the three big photographs which hung on the walls and showed me Etherton as the Lion-Hearted in heavy chain mail, as Henri Quatre with the famous white plume in his helmet, as King Arthur bearded like a saint.
Understanding grew in me. Those rare appearances of Etherton on the screen had not been a casual amusement but the nerve center of his whole life. His parts never had been large but they had made him a king, and with a child's pitiful sincerity he had enclosed himself within a dream. Rather than step outside it, he had starved. I could imagine with what care he dressed himself this evening, borrowed the last possible dollar from a pawnbroker and went out for the final time to see if Hollywood once more would give him a shadowy throne. Instead, it preferred to see in him the wicked moneylender, so he came home and erased himself from the page.
Zandor was triumphant.
"You see? You see?" he roared at me. "I was right. I did spot the hunger in him. He's been on a throne for thirty years but when he got the Shylock offer, he knew that I'd seen the starvation in his face. The seventy- five thousand scared him. He was tempted and he almost fell. The hundred thousand would have bought him, lock, stock and barrel. But that fool of a Gregg didn't know how to bargain."
I got out into the garden. It was a warm June night, but I was shivering. Zandor followed me. The bigness of his voice made the fountain pool tremble.
"He wanted to be a king or nothing, you see?" roared Zandor. "So he came home and ended his reign. You get it? It's big stuff. It's new. It's a picture. And it's mine."
__________
24: A Holiday With Father
Clarence Day
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In: Life With Father, 1936
Clarence Day wrote humorously about his family and life. The stories of his father (Clarence Day Senior) were first printed in The New Yorker. They portray a rambunctious, overburdened Wall Street broker who demands that everything from his family should be just so. In 1939 a play was adapted from the 1936 stories. The play became a movie in 1947, starring William Powell and Irene Dunne as Clarence Senior and his wife; and then a TV series from 1953-55. This story is set when the author was a schoolby, circa 1886.
ONCE in a long while, as a great treat, Father took me down to his office. This could happen only on a Saturday morning, when there was no school. I felt very important and grown-up on the days I went to "The Office"— not after I got there, to be sure, but as I was leaving the house, with Mother and my three little brothers respectfully seeing me off.
If it was a rainy day, Father would prepare for rough weather by wearing a derby hat and a black rubber mackintosh over his usual tailed coat. (He seldom was informal enough to wear a sack suit in town except on warm days, or when he left New York to go to the country, in summer.) If the sun was out, he wore a silk hat and carried a cane, like his friends. When he and they passed each other on the street, they raised their canes and touched the brims of their hats with them, in formal salute.
I admired this rich and splendid gesture, and wished I could imitate it, but I was too young for a cane. I was soberly dressed in a pepper-and-salt sack suit with short pants and the usual broad flat white Eton collar that boys wore in the eighties— a collar that started out very stiff and immaculate every morning and was done for by dinner-time. Black laced or buttoned shoes and black stockings. We only wore brown in the country in summer.
On one of these Saturdays, although it was sunny, Father put on his derby. I didn't know why until later. I hopped along by his side as he walked through the long rows of comfortable-looking brownstone houses from Madison Avenue over to Sixth, climbed the stairs of the Elevated, and stood on the platform, chatting with one of his friends, while we waited for the next train.
Soon a stubby little steam-engine, with its open coal-car piled full of anthracite, and its three or four passenger-cars swinging along behind, appeared round the curve. White smoke poured from the smoke-stack. The engineer leaned out from his window. "Too-oot, too-too-toot!" whistled the engine as it came puffing in. We got on board and walked leisurely through the cars till Father found a seat that he liked.
During the journey down town, except when the smoke from the engine was too thick for me to see out, I stared fascinatedly into the windows of cheap red-brick tenements, or at the even more interesting interiors of lodging-houses for tramps. The second-floor rooms of the lodging-houses were crowded, but I envied the tramps in them. They looked so easy-going. Not a thing to do; just tilt their chairs back against the wall, in comfortable old clothes, and smoke. If I were a tramp, I wouldn't have to scrub every last bit of grime out of my knuckles each Friday, and put on tight white kid gloves, and pull some unwieldy little girl around a waxed floor at dancing school. It wouldn't cost so very much, either. The lodging-house sign said in big letters, "Ten Cents a Night."
I never had a chance to see such sights except when I went down town with Father, for Mother kept away from the Elevated. It was comparatively new, and she felt that the horse-cars were better. Besides, Sixth Avenue was so cindery and sooty that ladies disliked it. They did go that far west sometimes, to shop, and they went as far east as Lexington, but in general they lived and walked in the long narrow strip between those two boundaries.
When Father and I left the train at the end of our journey, I found myself in a tangle of little streets full of men and boys but no women. If some lonely bonnet chanced to be bobbing along in the crowd, we all stared at it. Most of the business buildings were old and many of them were dirty, with steep, well-worn wooden stairways, and dark, busy basements. Exchange Place and Broad Street were full of these warrens, and there were some even on Wall Street. The southern corner of Wall Street and Broadway was one of the dingiest. Father raised his cane and said as we passed, "That's where Great-Aunt Lavinia was born."
A few doors beyond the Assay Office we came to a neat but narrow five-story building and walked up the front stoop. This was No. 38 Wall Street. Father's office occupied the ground floor, at the top of the stoop, and on the back part of the second floor he had a small storeroom.
The office was busy in what seemed to me a mysterious way. The cashier, who never would let me go inside his cage, sat in there on a stool, with a cash drawer, a safe full of books, another safe for securities, and a tin box full of postage-stamps, which he doled out as needed. One or two book-keepers were making beautifully written entries in enormous leather-bound ledgers. They had taken the stiff white detachable cuffs off their shirtsleeves and stacked them in a corner, and they had exchanged their regular jackets for black alpaca coats. Future book-keepers or brokers who now were little office-boys ran in and out. Western Union messengers rushed in with telegrams. In the front room there was a long table full of the printed reports issued by railroads about their earnings and traffic. Only twenty or thirty industrial stocks were traded in on the Exchange in those days, and Father's office ignored them. On or around the table were the Commercial & Financial Chronicle, the Journal of Commerce, a blackboard, a ticker, and four or five whiskery men. Two were arguing heatedly about Henry Ward Beecher, and the others were shaking their heads over some crazy proposal by the "Knights of Labour" to have an eight-hour day.
Father went into his private office, where a little coal fire was burning, hung his hat on a rack, and unlocked and sat down at his desk. While he opened his mail, I proudly brought in two stone jugs of ink, one of greenish black made in England, and one to use when he wrote letters of which he wished to keep copies, because with this ink impressions could be taken to put in his files. I cleaned and filled all Father's inkwells, and put fresh steel pens in his penholders. He had quill pens at home, but he used only steel pens at the office, and as he had no stenographer he wrote a good share of the firm's letters in longhand, himself.
There were lots of things to do in the office besides filling inkwells. It was fun to scamper around the streets carrying all the messages (which are telephoned nowadays), or to roll coloured pencils down the clerks' slanting desks, or try to ring the bell on the typewriter. The latter was a new contraption which seldom was used except on important occasions, when the book-keeper or one of the office-boys had to stop work and pick at it.
All of a sudden it was noon. The customers left. The ticker came to a stop. At half-past twelve Father called to me and we went out for lunch.
"Will you be back, Mr. Day?" the cashier asked respectfully, but eagerly too. On days when Father said yes, all the clerks looked disappointed. They bent over their desks, saying nothing, till Father went out of the door, but if I lingered behind for a moment I heard them slamming their ledgers about. Not only did they and the office-boys all have to stay, but the rule was that they couldn't even smoke until Father had gone home for the day.
To-day he said no, however. I saw them getting out their sulphur matches as he was crossing the threshold, and the instant he stepped into the hall they struck them on the seats of their pants.
I trotted along at Father's side down to Beaver Street, where there stood a mellow old building. It had the look of a friendly, hospitable country hotel. There were green blinds and little outside balconies on its upper floors, and windows with looped lacy curtains; and white pillars stood at the entrance, at the top of a low flight of steps.
This was Delmonico's, and the food was so good there that even I had heard it talked of, up town. It was one of the places that just suited people like Father.
Delmonico's stood upon a triangular-shaped plot of ground, with the front doors at the apex, and when we arrived we met a bottle-necked jam at the entrance. Silk-hatted men, who had been lunching in a lingering way, had suddenly remembered apparently that they were due back in Wall Street, and they were shoving each other, politely but urgently, to force their way out.
As Father and I went in the long crowded room, the head waiter led us with a flourish to a table for two. The air was fragrant with cigar smoke and the appetizing smell of rich, greasy cooking. A stately looking foreigner who was standing at the side of the room caught Father's eye and bowed to him in a dignified way.
"Lorenzo," Father said to him, as he approached us, "this is my son."
I bobbed my head at him, rather embarrassed, and Mr. Lorenzo Crist Delmonico bowed and said he was happy to meet me.
As he left us, old François, Father's regular waiter, hurried up to our table, and he and Father had a talk, in French, about the best dish to order. They spoke so rapidly that I couldn't understand a word of it, except that François kept assuring Father that we could rely on the sauce. "Parfaitement." It seemed that the last time that Father had relied on this sauce, an admittedly difficult kind, he had had a severe disappointment.
When anything of this sort occurred, I had noted, François had a healing way of dealing with such a catastrophe. He seemed even more shocked and perturbed at a failure than Father, and he would snatch the offending dish away and come racing back with a substitute. Usually he was accompanied at such moments by one of the Delmonico family— Lorenzo or Charles— who bent over the table to examine the new dish as it was placed before Father, murmuring most sympathetically about the unhappy misfortune.
To-day the sauce and everything else was not only successful but perfect, and Father and François smiled and nodded in a congratulatory way to each other. I used to wonder why Father never got into rages at Delmonico's as he did at home, but I see now that he may have felt lonely at home, where there were no brother experts.
Father was fond of French cooking and of being served by French waiters. At home he had to put up with an Irish waitress who was changed every few months, and with cooking which, though excellent of its kind, after all wasn't French. He ate it with relish and gusto, when it came up to his standards, but he did so like a city man in the country, enjoying good, simple fare.
I didn't always appreciate French cooking myself. It tasted all right, but it was dainty and there wasn't much of it. It seemed to me that Father got along with a very light lunch. When he was having his demi-tasse, however, and saw a hungry look on my face, he smiled understandingly and beckoned to François, who smiled too and presently came running back with a large chocolate éclair. The richness of its soft, thick yellow interior and the meltingness of its chocolate outside were so delicious that time stood still as I happily ate it, and I almost forgot where I was.
After lunch, instead of taking me back up town, Father walked down to the Battery, and to my surprise we got on the boat at South Ferry. We had never done this before. I now saw why he was wearing his derby. We were going out to the country. Off we steamed across the sweet-smelling bay filled with sailboats and four-masted schooners and tug-boats and barges, and when we landed on Staten Island Father told me that we were going to see Buffalo Bill.
We got seats in a flimsy wooden stand full of splintery benches, and there was the Wild West spread out before us— dust, horses, and all. The wonderful marksmanship of riders who hit glass balls with their rifles— balls tossed into the air and shot at with careless ease as the horsemen dashed by; the herds of cattle, the lariats, the brass band, the old Deadwood Stage Coach, the thrilling attack on it by Indians, the last-minute rescue. Father dragged me out just before the rescue so that we could get seats on the ferryboat, but I caught a glimpse of it anyway as I was being hauled through the exit.
I wanted to be a cowboy, I told Father on the way home. He chuckled and said no I didn't. He said I might as well be a tramp.
I wondered if I'd better tell him that this idea, too, had occurred to me, no further back than that very morning. I decided that upon the whole it mightn't be a good day to mention it, just after Father had taken me to lunch at Delmonico's. I did venture to ask him, however, what was the matter with cowboys.
Father briefly explained that their lives, their food, and their sleeping accommodations were outlandish and "slummy." They lived in the wilds, he informed me, and they had practically gone wild themselves. "Put your cap on straight," he added. "I am trying to bring you up to be a civilized man."
I adjusted my cap and walked on, thinking over this future. The more I thought about it, the less I wanted to be a civilized man. After all, I had had a very light lunch, and I was tired and hungry. What with fingernails and improving books and dancing school, and sermons on Sundays, the few chocolate éclairs that a civilized man got to eat were not worth it.
___________
25: Breach of Promise
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ONE DAY a certain party by the name of Judge Goldfobber, who is a lawyer by trade, sends word to me that he wishes me to call on him at his office in lower Broadway, and while ordinarily I do not care for any part of lawyers, it happens that Judge Goldfobber is a friend of mine, so I go to see him.
Of course Judge Goldfobber is not a judge, and never is a judge, and he is 100 to 1 in my line against ever being a judge, but he is called Judge because it pleases him, and everybody always wishes to please Judge Goldfobber, as he is one of the surest-footed lawyers in this town, and beats more tough beefs for different citizens than seems possible. He is a wonderful hand for keeping citizens from getting into the sneezer, and better than Houdini when it comes to getting them out of the sneezer after they are in.
Personally, I never have any use for the professional services of Judge Goldfobber, as I am a law-abiding citizen at all times, and am greatly opposed to guys who violate the law, but I know the Judge from around and about for many years. I know him from around and about the night clubs, and other deadfalls, for Judge Goldfobber is such a guy as loves to mingle with the public in these spots, as he picks up much law business there, and sometimes a nice doll.
Well, when I call on Judge Goldfobber, he takes me into his private office and wishes to know if I can think of a couple of deserving guys who are out of employment, and who will like a job of work, and if so, Judge Goldfobber says, he can offer them a first-class position.
'Of course,' Judge Goldfobber says, 'it is not steady employment, and in fact it is nothing but piece-work, but the parties must be extremely reliable parties, who can be depended on in a pinch. This is out-of-town work that requires tact, and,' he says, 'some nerve.'
Well, I am about to tell Judge Goldfobber that I am no employment agent, and go on about my business, because I can tell from the way he says the parties must be parties who can be depended on in a pinch, that a pinch is apt to come up on the job any minute, and I do not care to steer any friends of mine against a pinch.
But as I get up to go, I look out of Judge Goldfobber's window, and I can see Brooklyn in the distande beyond the river, and seeing Brooklyn I get to thinking of certain parties over there that I figure must be suffering terribly from the unemployment situation. I get to thinking of Harry the Horse, and Spanish John and Little Isadore, and the reason I figure they must be suffering from the unemployment situation is because if nobody is working and making any money, there is nobody for them to rob, and if there is nobody for them to rob, Harry the Horse and Spanish John and Little Isadore are just naturally bound to be feeling the depression keenly.
Anyway, I finally mention the names of these parties to Judge Goldfobber, and furthermore I speak well of their reliability in a pinch, and of their nerve, although I cannot conscientiously recommend their tact, and Judge Goldfobber is greatly delighted, as he often hears of Harry the Horse, and Spanish John and Little Isadore.
He asks me for their addresses, but of course nobody knows exactly where Harry the Horse and Spanish John and Little Isadore live, because they do not live anywhere in particular. However, I tell him about a certain spot in Clinton Street where he may be able to get track of them, and then I leave Judge Goldfobber for fear he may wish me to take word to these parties, and if there is anybody in this whole world I will not care to take word to, or to have any truck with in any manner, shape, or form, it is Harry the Horse, and Spanish John and Little Isadore.
Well, I do not hear anything more of the matter for several weeks, but one evening when I am in Mindy's restaurant on Broadway enjoying a little cold borscht, which is a most refreshing matter in hot weather such as is going on at the time, who bobs up but Harry the Horse, and Spanish John and Little Isadore, and I am so surprised to see them that some of my cold borscht goes down the wrong way, and I almost choke to death.
However, they seem quite friendly, and in fact Harry the Horse pounds me on the back to keep me from choking, and while he pounds so hard that he almost caves in my spine, I consider it a most courteous action, and when I am able to talk again, I say to him as follows:
'Well, Harry,' I say, 'it is a privilege and a pleasure to see you again, and I hope and trust you will all join me in some cold borscht, which you will find very nice, indeed.'
'No,' Harry says, 'we do not care for any cold borscht. We are looking for Judge Goldfobber. Do you see Judge Goldfobber round and about lately?'
Well, the idea of Harry the Horse and Spanish John and Little Isadore looking for Judge Goldfobber sounds somewhat alarming to me, and I figure maybe the job Judge Goldfobber gives them turns out bad and they wish to take Judge Goldfobber apart, but the next minute Harry says to me like this:
'By the way,' he says, 'we wish to thank you for the job of work you throw our way. Maybe some day we will be able to do as much for you. It is a most interesting job,' Harry says, 'and while you are snuffing your cold borscht I will give you the details, so you will understand why we wish to see Judge Goldfobber.'
It turns out [Harry the Horse says] that the job is not for Judge Goldfobber personally, but for a client of his, and who is this client but Mr. Jabez Tuesday, the rich millionaire, who owns the Tuesday string of one-arm joints where many citizens go for food and wait on themselves. Judge Goldfobber comes to see us in Brooklyn in person, and sends me to see Mr. Jabez Tuesday with a letter of introduction, so Mr. Jabez Tuesday can explain what he wishes me to do, because Judge Goldfobber is too smart a guy to be explaining such matters to me himself.
In fact, for all I know maybe Judge Goldfobber is not aware of what Mr. Jabez Tuesday wishes me to do, although I am willing to lay a little 6 to 5 that Judge Goldfobber does not think Mr. Jabez Tuesday wishes to hire me as a cashier in any of his one-arm joints.
Anyway, I go to see Mr. Tuesday at a Fifth Avenue hotel where he makes his home, and where he has a very swell layout of rooms, and I am by no means impressed with Mr. Tuesday, as he hems and haws quite a bit before he tells me the nature of the employment he has in mind for me. He is a little guy, somewhat dried out, with a bald head, and a small mouser on his upper lip, and he wears specs, and seems somewhat nervous.
Well, it takes him some time to get down to cases, and tell me what is eating him, and what he wishes to do, and then it all sounds very simple, indeed, and in fact it sounds so simple that I think Mr. Jabez Tuesday is a little daffy when he tells me he will give me ten G's for the job.
What Mr. Tuesday wishes me to do is to get some letters that he personally writes to a doll by the name of Miss Amelia Bodkin, who lives in a house just outside Tarrytown, because it seems that Mr. Tuesday makes certain cracks in these letters that he is now sorry for, such as speaking of love and marriage and one thing and another to Miss Amelia Bodkin, and he is afraid she is going to sue him for breach of promise...
'Such an idea will be very embarrassing to me,' Mr. Jabez Tuesday says, 'as I am about to marry a party who is a member of one of the most high-toned families in this country. It is true,' Mr. Tuesday says, 'that the Scarwater family does not have as much money now as formerly, but there is no doubt about its being very, very high-toned, and my fiandee, Miss Valerie Scarwater, is one of the high-tonedest of them all. In fact,' he says, 'she is so high-toned that the chances are she will be very huffy about anybody suing me for breach of promise, and candel everything.'
Well, I ask Mr. Tuesday what a breach of promise is, and he explains to me that it is when somebody promises to do something and fails to do this something, although of course we have a different name for a proposition of this nature in Brooklyn, and deal with it accordingly.
'This is a very easy job for a person of your standing,' Mr. Tuesday says. 'Miss Amelia Bodkin lives all alone in her house the other side of Tarrytown, except for a couple of servants, and they are old and harmless. Now the idea is,' he says, 'you are not to go to her house as if you are looking for the letters, but as if you are after something else, such as her silverware, which is quite antique and very valuable.
'She keeps the letters in a big inlaid box in her room,' Mr. Tuesday says, 'and if you just pick up this box and carry it away along with the silverware, no one will ever suspect that you are after the letters, but that you take the box thinking it contains valuables. You bring the letters to me and get your ten G's,' Mr. Tuesday says, 'and,' he says, 'you can keep the silverware, too. Be sure you get a Paul Revere teapot with the silverware,' he says. 'It is worth plenty.'
'Well,' I say to Mr. Tuesday, 'every guy knows his own business best, and I do not wish to knock myself out of a nice soft job, but,' I say, 'it seems to me the simplest way of carrying on this transaction is to buy the letters off this doll, and be done with it. Personally,' I say, 'I do not believe there is a doll in the world who is not willing to sell a whole post-office full of letters for ten G's, especially in these times, and throw in a set of Shakespeare with them.'
'No, no,' Mr. Tuesday says. 'Such a course will not do with Miss Amelia Bodkin at all. You see,' he says, 'Miss Bodkin and I are very, very friendly for a matter of maybe fifteen or sixteen years. In fact, we are very friendly, indeed. She does not have any idea at this time that I wish to break off this friendship with her. Now,' he says, 'if I try to buy the letters from her, she may become suspicious. The idea,' Mr. Tuesday says, 'is for me to get the letters first, and then explain to her about breaking off the friendship, and make suitable arrangements with her afterwards.
'Do not get Miss Amelia Bodkin wrong,' Mr. Tuesday says. 'She is an excellent person, but,' he says, 'you know the saying, "Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned." And maybe Miss Amelia Bodkin may figure I am scorning her if she finds out I am going to marry Miss Valerie Scarwater, and furthermore,' he says, 'if she still has the letters she may fall into the hands of unscrupulous lawyers, and demand a very large sum, indeed. But,' Mr. Tuesday says, 'this does not worry me half as much as the idea that Miss Valerie Scarwater may learn about the letters and get a wrong impression of my friendship with Miss Amelia Bodkin.'
Well, I round up Spanish John and Little Isadore the next afternoon, and I find Little Isadore playing klob with a guy by the name of Educated Edmund, who is called Educated Edmund because he once goes to Erasmus High school and is considered a very fine scholar, indeed, so I invite Educated Edmund to go along with us. The idea is, I know Educated Edmund makes a fair living playing klob with Little Isadore, and I figure as long as I am depriving Educated Edmund of a living for awhile, it is only courteous to toss something else his way. Furthermore, I figure as long as letters are involved in this proposition it may be a good thing to have Educated Edmund handy in case any reading becomes necessary, because Spanish John and Little Isadore do not read at all, and I read only large print.
We borrow a car off a friend of mine in Clinton Street, and with me driving we start for Tarrytown, which is a spot up the Hudson River, and it is a very enjoyable ride for one and all on account of the scenery. It is the first time Educated Edmund and Spanish John and Little Isadore ever see the scenery along the Hudson although they all reside on the banks of this beautiful river for several years at Ossining. Personally, I am never in Ossining, although once I make Auburn, and once Comstock, but the scenery in these localities is nothing to speak of.
We hit Tarrytown about dark, and follow the main drag through this burg, as Mr. Tuesday tells me, until finally we come to the spot I am looking for, which is a little white cottage on a slope of ground above the river, not far off the highway. This little white cottage has quite a piece of ground around it, and a low stone wall, with a driveway from the highway to the house, and when I spot the gate to the driveway I make a quick turn, and what happens but I run the car slapdab into a stone gatepost, and the car folds up like an accordion.
You see, the idea is we are figuring to make this a fast stick-up job without any foolishness about it, maybe leaving any parties we come across tied up good and tight while we make a getaway, as I am greatly opposed to housebreaking, or sneak jobs, as I do not consider them dignified. Furthermore, they take too much time, so I am going to run the car right up to the front door when this stone post gets in my way.
The next thing I know, I open my eyes to find myself in a strange bed, and also in a strange bedroom, and while I wake up in many a strange bed in my time, I never wake up in such a strange bedroom as this. It is all very soft and dainty, and the only jarring note in my surroundings is Spanish John sitting beside the bed looking at me.
Naturally I wish to know what is what, and Spanish John says I am knocked snoring in the collision with the gatepost, although none of the others are hurt, and that while I am stretched in the driveway with the blood running out of a bad gash in my noggin, who pops out of the house but a doll and an old guy who seems to be a butler, or some such, and the doll insists on them lugging me into the house, and placing me in this bedroom.
Then she washes the blood off of me, Spanish John says, and wraps my head up and personally goes to Tarrytown to get a croaker to see if my wounds are fatal, or what, while Educated Edmund and Little Isadore are trying to patch up the car. So, Spanish John says, he is sitting there to watch me until she comes back, although of course I know what he is really sitting there for is to get first search at me in case I do not recover.
Well, while I am thinking all this over, and wondering what is to be done, in pops a doll of maybe forty odd, who is built from the ground up, but who has a nice, kind-looking pan, with a large smile, and behind her is a guy I can see at once is a croaker, especially as he is packing a little black bag, and has a grey goatee. I never see a nicer-looking doll if you care for middling-old dolls, although personally I like them young, and when she sees me with my eyes open, she speaks as follows:
'Oh,' she says, 'I am glad you are not dead, you poor chap. But,' she says, 'here is Doctor Diffingwell, and he will see how badly you are injured. My name is Miss Amelia Bodkin, and this is my house, and this is my own bedroom, and I am very, very sorry you are hurt.'
Well, naturally I consider this a most embarrassing situation, because here I am out to clip Miss Amelia Bodkin of her letters and her silverware, including her Paul Revere teapot, and there she is taking care of me in first-class style, and saying she is sorry for me.
But there seems to be nothing for me to say at this time, so I hold still while the croaker looks me over, and after he peeks at my noggin, and gives me a good feel up and down, he states as follows:
'This is a very bad cut,' he says. 'I will have to stitch it up, and then he must be very quiet for a few days, otherwise,' he says, 'complications may set in. It is best to move him to a hospital at once.'
But Miss Amelia Bodkin will not listen to such an idea as moving me to a hospital. Miss Amelia Bodkin says I must rest right where I am, and she will take care of me, because she says I am injured on her premises by her gatepost, and it is only fair that she does something for me. In fact, from the way Miss Amelia Bodkin takes on about me being moved, I figure it is the old sex appeal, although afterwards I find out it is only because she is lonesome, and nursing me will give her something to do.
Well, naturally I am not opposing her idea, because the way I look at it, I will be able to handle the situation about the letters, and also the silverware, very nicely as an inside job, so I try to act even worse off than I am, although of course anybody who knows about the time I carry eight slugs in my body from Broadway and Fiftieth Street to Brooklyn will laugh very heartily at the idea of a cut on the noggin keeping me in bed.
After the croaker gets through sewing me up, and goes away, I tell Spanish John to take Educated Edmund and Little Isadore and go back to New York, but to keep in touch with me by telephone, so I can tell them when to come back, and then I go to sleep, because I seem to be very tired. When I wake up later in the night, I seem to have a fever, and am really somewhat sick, and Miss Amelia Bodkin is sitting beside my bed swabbing my noggin with a cool cloth, which feels very pleasant, indeed.
I am better in the morning, and am able to knock over a little breakfast which she brings to me on a tray, and I am commencing to see where being an invalid is not so bad, at that, especially when there are no coppers at your bedside every time you open your eyes asking who does it to you.
I can see Miss Amelia Bodkin gets quite a bang out of having somebody to take care of, although of course if she knows who she is taking care of at this time, the chances are she will be running up the road calling for the gendarmes. It is not until after breakfast that I can get her to go and grab herself a little sleep, and while she is away sleeping the old guy who seems to be the butler is in and out of my room every now and then to see how I am getting along.
He is a gabby old guy, and pretty soon he is telling me all about Miss Amelia Bodkin, and what he tells me is that she is the oldtime sweetheart of a guy in New York who is at the head of a big business, and very rich, and of course I know this guy is Mr. Jabez Tuesday, although the old guy who seems to be the butler never mentions his name.
'They are together many years,' he says to me. 'He is very poor when they meet, and she has a little money, and establishes him in business, and by her management of this business, and of him, she makes it a very large business, indeed. I know, because I am with them almost from the start,' the old guy says. 'She is very smart in business, and also very kind, and nice, if anybody asks you.
'Now,' the old guy says, 'I am never able to figure out why they do not get married, because there is no doubt she loves him, and he loves her, but Miss Amelia Bodkin once tells me that it is because they are too poor at the start, and too busy later on to think of such things as getting married, and so they drift along the way they are, until all of a sudden he is rich. Then,' the old guy says, 'I can see he is getting away from her, although she never sees it herself, and I am not surprised when a few years ago he convinced her it is best for her to retire from active work, and move out to this spot.
'He comes out here fairly often at first,' the old guy says, 'but gradually he stretches the time between his visits, and now we do not see him once in a coon's age. Well,' the old guy says, 'it is just such a case as often comes up in life. In fact, I personally know of some others. But Miss Amelia Bodkin still thinks he loves her, and that only business keeps him away so much, so you can see she either is not as smart as she looks or is kidding herself. Well,' the old guy says, 'I will now bring you a little orange-juice, although I do not mind saying you do not look to me like a guy who drinks orange-juice as a steady proposition.'
Now I am taking many a gander around the bedroom to see if I can case the box of letters that Mr. Jabez Tuesday speaks of, but there is no box such as he describes in sight. Then in the evening, When Miss Amelia Bodkin is in the room, and I seem to be dozing, she pulls out a drawer in the bureau, and hauls out a big inlaid box, and sits down at a table under a reading-lamp, and opens this box and begins reading some old letters. And as she sits there reading those letters, with me watching her through my eyelashes, sometimes she smiles, but once I see little tears rolling down her cheeks.
All of a sudden she looks at me, and catches me with my eyes wide open, and I can see her face turn red, and then she laughs, and speaks to me, as follows: 'Old love-letters,' she says, tapping the box. 'From my old sweetheart,' she says. 'I read some of them every night of my life. Am I not foolish and sentimental to do such a thing?'
Well, I tell Miss Amelia Bodkin she is sentimental all right, but I do not tell her just how foolish she is to be letting me in on where she plants these letters, although of course I am greatly pleased to have this information. I tell Miss Amelia Bodkin that personally I never write a love-letter, and never get a love-letter and in fact, while I hear of these propositions, I never even see a love-letter before, and this is all as true as you are a foot high. Then Miss Amelia Bodkin laughs a little, and says to me as follows:
'Why,' she says, 'you are a very unusual chap, indeed, not to know what a love-letter is like. Why,' she says, 'I think I will read you a few of the most wonderful love-letters in this world. It will do no harm,' she says, 'because you do not know the writer, and you must lie there and think of me, not old and ugly, as you see me now, but as young, and maybe a little bit pretty.'
So Miss Amelia Bodkin opens a letter and reads it to me, and her voice is soft and low as she reads, but she scarcely ever looks at the letter as she is reading, so I can see she knows it pretty much by heart. Furthermore, I can see that she thinks this letter is quite a masterpiece, but while I am no judge of love-letters, because this is the first one I ever hear, I wish to say I consider it nothing but great nonsense.
'Sweetheart mine,' this love-letter says, 'I am still thinking of you as I see you yesterday standing in front of the house with the sunlight turning your dark brown hair to wonderful bronze. Darling,' it says, 'I love the colour of your hair. I am so glad you are not a blonde. I hate blondes, they are so empty-headed, and mean, and deceitful. Also they are bad-tempered,' the letter says. 'I will never trust a blonde any farther than I can throw a bull by the tail. I never see a blonde in my life who is not a plumb washout,' it says. 'Most of them are nothing but peroxide, anyway. Business is improving,' it says. 'Sausage is going up. I love you now and always, my baby doll.'
Well, there are others worse than this, and all of them speak of her as sweetheart, or baby, or darlingest one, and also as loveykins, and precious, and angel, and I do not know what all else, and several of them speak of how things will be after they marry, and as I judge these are Mr. Jabez Tuesday's letters, all right, I can see where they are full of dynamite for a guy who is figuring on taking a run-out powder on a doll. In fact, I say something to this general effect to Miss Amelia Bodkin, just for something to say.
'Why,' she says, 'what do you mean?'
'Well,' I say, 'documents such as these are known to bring large prices under certain conditions.'
Now Miss Amelia Bodkin looks at me a moment as if wondering what is in my mind, and then she shakes her head as if she gives it up, and laughs and speaks as follows:
'Well,' she says, 'one thing is certain, my letters will never bring a price, no matter how large, under any conditions, even if anybody ever wants them. Why,' she says, 'these are my greatest treasure. They are my memories of my happiest days. Why,' she says, 'I will not part with these letters for a million dollars.'
Naturally I can see from this remark that Mr. Jabez Tuesday makes a very economical deal with me at ten G's for the letters, but of course I do not mention this to Miss Amelia Bodkin as I watch her put her love-letters back in the inlaid box, and put the box back in the drawer of the bureau. I thank her for letting me hear the letters, and then I tell her good night, and I go to sleep, and the next day I telephone to a certain number in Clinton Street and leave word for Educated Edmund and Spanish John and Little Isadore to come and get me, as I am tired of being an invalid.
Now the next day is Saturday, and the day that comes after is bound to be Sunday, and they come to see me on Saturday, and promise to come back for me Sunday, as the car is now unravelled and running all right, although my friend in Clinton Street is beefing no little about the way his fenders are bent. But before they arrive Sunday morning, who is there ahead of them bright and early but Mr. Jabez Tuesday in a big town car.
Furthermore, as he walks into the house, all dressed up in a cutaway coat, and a high hat, he grabs Miss Amelia Bodkin in his arms, and kisses her ker-plump right on the smush, which information I afterwards receive from the old guy who seems to be the butler. From upstairs I can personally hear Miss Amelia Bodkin crying more than somewhat, and then I hear Mr Jabez Tuesday speak in a loud, hearty voice as follows:
'Now, now, now, 'Mely,' Mr. Tuesday says. 'Do not be crying, especially on my new white vest. Cheer up,' Mr. Tuesday says, 'and listen to the arrangements I make for our wedding to-morrow, and our honeymoon in Montreal. Yes, indeed, 'Mely,' Mr. Tuesday says, 'you are the only one for me, because you understand me from A to Izzard. Give me another big kiss, 'Mely, and let us sit down and talk things over.'
Well, I judge from the sound that he gets his kiss, and it is a very large kiss, indeed, with the cut-out open, and then I hear them chewing the rag at great length in the living-room downstairs. Finally I hear Mr. Jabez Tuesday speak as follows:
'You know, 'Mely,' he says, 'you and I are just plain ordinary folks without any lugs, and,' he says, 'this is why we fit each other so well. I am sick and tired of people who pretend to be high-toned and mighty, when they do not have a white quarter to their name. They have no manners whatever. Why, only last night,' Mr. Jabez Tuesday says, 'I am calling on a high-toned family in New York by the name of Scarwater, and out of a clear sky I am grossly insulted by the daughter of the house, and practically turned out in the street. I never receive such treatment in my life,' he says. 'Mely,' he says, 'give me another kiss, and see if you feel a bump here on my head'. Of course, Mr. Jabez Tuesday is somewhat surprised to see me present later on, but he never lets on he knows me, and naturally I do not give Mr. Jabez any tumble whatever at the moment, and by and by Educated Edmund and Spanish John and Little Isadore come for me in the car, and I thank Miss Amelia Bodkin for her kindness to me, and leave her standing on the lawn with Mr. Jabez Tuesday waving us good-bye.
And Miss Amelia Bodkin looks so happy as she snuggles up close to Mr. Jabez Tuesday that I am glad I take the chance, which is always better than an even-money chance these days, that Miss Valeria Scarwater is a blonde, and send Educated Edmund to, her to read her Mr. Tuesday's letter in which he speaks of blondes. But of course I am sorry that this and other letters that I tell Educated Edmund to read to her heats her up so far as to make her forget she is a lady and causes her to slug Mr. Jabez Tuesday on the bean with an 18-carat vanity case, as she tells him to get out of her life.
So [Harry the Horse says] there is nothing more to the story, except we are now looking for Judge Goldfobber to get him to take up a legal matter for us with Mr. Jabez Tuesday. It is true Mr. Tuesday pays us the ten G's, but he never lets us take the silverware he speaks of, not even the Paul Revere teapot, which he says is so valuable, and in fact when we drop around to Miss Amelia Bodkin's house to pick up these articles one night not long ago, the old guy who seems to be the butler lets off a double-barrelled shotgun at us, and acts very nasty in general.
So [Harry says] we are going to see if we can get Judge Goldfobber to sue Mr. Jabez Tuesday for breach of promise.
________________
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AFTER LUNCH on Friday John Woburn stopped in the doorway which led from the office to the shop.
"By the way, Irvy," he said, with a diffidence that was almost apologetic, "I met Nason at the Chamber of Commerce and told him he could go over the books."
Irvin Braun's heart skipped a beat, and he quickly bent his head over an open drawer of his desk to hide any sign of agitation. "Waste of money," he protested, pretending to fish in the drawer.
"Oh, it can't cost much— I guess it won't break us," Woburn laughed confidently.
"Well," Braun grumbled sourly, "if we've money to burn—"
"Anyhow, Irvin, it'll be worth while the price to see Nason's eyes stick out at your books; I bet he doesn't see such bookkeeping every day. I want to be around when he sees them." Woburn turned towards the shop. "Nason says he can start on Tuesday," he said over his shoulder.
Irvin Braun sent a malignant glance at his partner's disappearing back. A cold fear gripped him as his eyes roved absently about the office. It had been easy to steal from the trusting and notoriously careless Woburn— so easy and safe that years of speculations had left Braun callous— but an accountant was another matter. And that would be Braun's end.
His first thought was of flight. Then, even as his scheming mind planned his flight, the only possible alternative flashed meteor-like across his brain.
It frightened him at first, but as he turned it over and over, building step by step, it developed like a play by actors sure of every line and cue. It held no risks, no flaws. Only by the barest chance could it fail to work; chance so remote that it could be considered negligible.
And even a formidable chance was worth risking with such a prize to be gained— the business for himself and Woburn's partnership insurance.
Far from being frightened now, Braun was elated by his cleverness.
Through all his scheming no consideration for his partner disturbed him. Never at any point was he embarrassed by memories of the kindness of John Woburn, who in the early days of the business gladly availed himself of an expert bookkeeper and as gladly took him in later as a partner.
On Monday, Woburn, essentially the superintendent, the pusher of men, drove to a job some sixty miles distant. His custom, familiar to Braun, was dining before returning in the evening, when the road was comparatively clear of traffic. At nine o'clock Braun was waiting in his garage. He was nervous. The three days of waiting had dragged interminably. Braun began to dread some slip, some unforeseen hitch in his programme.
At last, however, much to Braun's relief, Woburn's car swung into the deserted street, and Braun weont out and opened the doors of Woburn's garage. Then, while Woburn drove in, he hurried back to his own, returning immediately with two glasses of liquor. Woburn was sliding his bulk from under the
"You just arrived, Irvin?" he asked.
"Just now," Braun lied. "You're just in time; I was going to have a little drink."
Woburn looked at the proffered glass. "I don't believe I want it, Irvin," he hesitated.
"Oh, go on," Braun urged. "I can't pour it back again, and I don't want two. Don't make me drink it
The last appeal caught the sociable Woburn. "W-e-eel." And he took the glass. Complaining of the chilly air, Braun closed the garage doors. Then side by side the two sat on the running board. Furtively Braun watched Woburn drink the liquor; took the glass from him when he had finished. Both glasses safely in his pocket, he began to ask questions about the progress of the work which Woburn had been inspecting, questions that were calculated to keep the man where he sat. Before long Woburn's eyes
"Gosh! But I'm sleepy," he muttered. Braun talked rapidly until Woburn's head began to nod. A few moments later he eased the insensible form against the rear fender, with the face propped over the exhaust pipe. He had done the thing so often in his mind that his movements now were like habits; he spread the tool kit open on the running board and extracted a screwdriver; he raised the bonnet, adjusted the carburettor to enrich the mixture, and dropped the screwdriver on the floor; then he climbed into the car and started the quiet engine.
Before he left he looked back at the scene he had set. It was perfect in its simplicity. It was just such a thing as careless John Woburn might do.
Sleep was out of the question for Irvin Braun that night, even had he been able to sleep. As a little covering detail, he had to call up Woburn's bachelor apartment at intervals throughout the night and impress the operator with his persistency. Besides, the haggard effect of a sleepless night would accent a partner-like anxiety.
In the morning somebody, some workman or passer-by would see the light in the garage and discover Woburn's body. Then he would be notified; somebody, the police, perhaps, would call him up and tell him, recount the details, as if every one was not already engraved on his mind.
By the time his windows became faint grey rectangles of light the telephone held a magnetic fascination for him, and at length he dropped into the chair beside it as if he would not be able to get to it quickly enough. Yet when its buzzing clamour did make him jump in his chair he did not make the mistake of answering it at once, but let it ring several times before he lifted the receiver from the hook.
"Hello!" he said hoarsely.
"Hello!" a voice replied impatiently. "Is that—"
But Braun had dropped the receiver and was groping blindly for the dangling thing. He caught it and put it unbelievingly to his ear again.
"Who— is it?" he choked.
"Hello! Hello!" said the voice, irascibly. "That you, Irvin?"
"Y-yes," Braun gasped fearfully.
"Is it— John?"
"Sure! What's the matter with you? Half asleep?"
"Well, I—" Braun struggled desperately to control his trembling— "I couldn't imagine... Where are you?"
"At the office. And, say—do you feel all right this morning?"
"Why?" Braun's curiosity was doing what his tense muscles had not accomplished. "Yes, I guess so."
"Well, I wanted to know. Something darned queer about last night." Braun was breathless. "I remember that we had a drink together— and that's all."
"I just came to in the garage— got a crick in my side as big as a house. But here's a funny thing— the bonnet was up, tools out, and the ignition turned on— and not a drop of petrol in the car. I must have had just enough juice to sneak in on last night.
"I feel rotten now, but when I get cleaned up and have breakfast, I'll be O.K. Glad you feel all right, Irvin. You can tell me what we did when you come in— and don't forget that Nason starts on the books today."
His good-bye fell on a dead wire. Irvin Braun, gazing wide-eyed into the pale dawn, knew that he would not go in to-day— nor any day.
__________
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THE REV. JOHN MAGAFFERY stood in the Games Room of the British Seafarers' Institute, Sacramento, trying to be charitable in spite of dire provocation. He was watching his new assistant, Peter Key.
Peter Key had that effect on the mind. He was undoubtedly a nice young fellow with a high soul. He'd probably be very useful in a mild country parish, and a tower of strength during the wild and strenuous crisis of the local jumble sale, but John Magaffery could not help regarding him with just that spirit with which one greets goods sold under false pretences.
Several months ago, when a "bluenose" mate of a Yankee hell-ship had broken up a very useful, teak-built specimen of a lay worker, John Magaffery had sent a strong, not to say Zolaesque, letter to the home authorities.
He made it plain, he thought, that Sacramento was no place for fragile assistants, and that even the ordinary stock muscular Christian, however redoubtable he might be at school treats, or even in the gymnasium of settlements for resting murderers, could not be said to endure in the Sacramento atmosphere. He had pointed out how the waterfront failed to attain the attributes of Paradise, and how its working population was composed mainly of crimps; boarding house sharks, con. men, thugs, jezebels and cutthroats, all zealously occupied in their age-old profession of plundering the simple sailorman and the callow, if reckless, apprentice.
He outlined the main amusements of the portside in all their wide and iniquitous luxuriance, from, the saloons, where adherence to the prohibition laws began, and ended in a printed list of soft drinks, to dance hells, where brazen gaiety feigned in the ballroom and garrotting-and knock-out drops were kings in the back parlour. He had also several-things to say concerning man-killing "down easters," their driving skippers, the gun-play that was their system of discipline, and the shanghai men who accomplished the otherwise impossible in supplying these ships with crews.
He did not mince matters. His facts were very shocking, but he had a string of assistants out from home whose goodwill, though undoubted, had not been robust enough for Sacramento. John Magaffery was quite robust himself, or had been. In his day he had many times tackled man-breaking masters of their poops in their own poop's manner, (as Browning might have said) for the sake of some poor wretch of an ill-used seaman. But he felt he was getting old, and he knew that he was a sick man, and that if the good work of the institute was to continue in Sacramento something special in the way of lay assistants must be sent out to him. He wanted a good churchman, if possible, but a lad who packed an unimpeachable punch, certainly.
Having made all this plain, he had sat back and waited for some sort of evangelical Jack Dempsey. And they had sent him Peter Key.
John Magaffery watched Peter Key being distinctly everything he did not want. Peter was a tallish, loose-jointed young man, in neat but homely clothes, and a definitely diffident manner. Just now he was standing by a mob of husky young apprentices from the Glasgow grain clippers, looking like an embarrassed hen among a lot of big and militant geese. The apprentices were indulging in a "sea shanty", after their own method and manner. That is, they sang "Blow the Man Down," and hauled on a rope. But at the other end of the. rope was not a yard or a sail; there was a Dutchman— a very large, thick, belligerent Slav (everyone not British or dago is "Dutch" on the sea)— who, five minutes ago, had settled himself down to an evening's mild reading.
The noose that had caught him round the middle was well and truly supporting him half-way up to the roof timbers of the Institute. He -was cursing in all the eloquence of his native land— and still going up. The genial young hoodlums were merely getting rid of surplus high spirits, but there was a wildness about them that told they were heading for trouble.
John Magaffery knew that must be checkmated.
He walked up to Peter Key as that young .man hovered indeterminately on the fringes of the scene, his pale face almost pathetically bewildered.
"The lads are getting a bit fresh," he said.
"They are rather boisterous," said Peter nervously-"I'm sure, they don't mean any real harm, though."
"They don't—yet," said John Magaffery grimly. "But this will stop "being mere fun" presently. Better start something to distract 'em."
"I'll play to them," said Peter brightly.
John Magaffery groaned. That was the sort of thing they had sent him— a piano fan. True, he played astonishingly well, but that only made things worse. John Magaffery did not deal in high-class concerts; he was a shepherd of tough young scallywags.
"I don't think they are in the mood for Bach," he said bitterly. "What do you say to boxing?"
"Oh— boxing," said Peter in that other-world tone, which indicated that he had nothing at all to say to boxing.
"It'll take some of the steam out of these young scamps. Do you box, Key?"
"If you don't mind—no," said Peter, and he seemed thoroughly scared.
What a helper! What an answer!
John Magaffery glared at the long, scraggy figure, and was just about to say that it would not be a bad thing if Peter did let himself be betrayed into human exercise, when he checked himself. It wouldn't do. The apprentices and the big, rough-neck seamen were already beginning to titter at Peter Key, and a grotesque exhibition in the ring might rob him of the little authority that yet remained. Just at that moment there was a roar and a yell of laughter, and the big Slav bumped to the ground demanding blood.
The apprentices, primed for anything, bunched together jeering, waiting for the rough house, and the hefty victim, nothing loth, charged straight at the biggest of them. In the mix-up that followed Peter Key, pale and distinctly out of place, was found to be the one who stood chest to chest with the ferocious and glaring Slav. How he got there nobody knew, but it is the sort of thing that inevitably happens to the Peter Keys and other prize asses of this world. The apprentices screamed aloud at this new and joyous turn to their joke. The big Slav stopped, trying to believe that this was really happening. Then he bellowed: "Oud of my way, yous she-man I go for tear all dere livers out!" He put up clenched fists as though he thought Peter needed careful coaching.
"Mit my two hands, see?"
"Do be calm," bleated Peter. "Really, do be calm."
"Calm!" bawled the sailor. "Me— calm! No, I don't be calm at alls. I tear dere throats out! I punch dem in der stummock! I kick dere ribs in."
"Oh, no!" wailed Peter. "Really, you know, you mustn't." The big Slav breathed deeply. As that did not blow Peter away, he pushed deeply. Peter not being nimble enough to fall through the floor, he stopped, considered the shambling young lay worker with a ferocious pity, and slowly lifted a huge left hand.
"I shove my fist tro your dam head, see! Right tro!" he said solemnly. But John Magaffery got there first. He did not desire the slaughter of innocents, and also he was alert to make the moist of the occasion. He pushed his great shoulders between the men, and, with his quick smile, cried: "Slow up, Ivan. If you want a mill, we'll have it in form. Get into the ring."
He turned to the apprentices, and selected the largest and most redoubtable.
"Here, Ardrossan, you put the gloves on with Ivan," he said, "and see if you can get as much sport out of that as you got out of the shanty. Ivan, see if you can get the laugh this time."
It was a real mill that followed, but then John Magaffery had to deal in reality. That was why the mere sight of Peter Key made him feel bad. He had seen an almost fearful relief creep into his lay worker's very bright eyes ("Bright from sheer funk," was John Magaffery's reading) as he intervened, and even before the furious and sanguinary battle had started the fellow had slunk away from the horrid sight of the ring.
Later, John Magaffery found him playing halma. That appeared to be his weight.
It was not until the apprentice Buchan went missing, however, that John Magaffery's stock of patience gave out, and he arrived at the point when he knew that Peter Key must go.
Buchan was of a dangerous type of apprentice— dangerous to himself. He suffered from a not uncommon, but quite complicated, parentage. That is, his father was a ship-owner who insisted that his son should learn the business "From the very bottom up, sir," but who, at the same time, saw to it that the boy should be supplied with money becoming the status of so wealthy a parent.
Dick Buchan had been shipped as an ordinary apprentice on a four-mast barque and had been given a letter of credit that a rich globe-trotter would have thought over-lavish.
Buchan was not a bad boy, if he was a bored seaman, but the strain of so much money had been too great. He had come ashore at Sacramento, drawn heavily on his letter of credit, and immediately launched out into a most voluminous spree. For a brief three days he had scattered dollars like confetti. Then he had vanished —and nobody in Sacramento was in the least bit surprised.
Two days after he had disappeared the skipper of his ship came along to John Magaffery. The skipper knew the sinkholes of Sacramento pretty well, but Buchan seemed to have gone beyond them, and, of all clean-living men, John Magaffery was the only one who knew all the blind alleys, the hell-pockets, and the swamp-holes of vice that were the hiding places, and quite frequently the death-traps, of vanished seamen.
John Magaffery went out for a day and a night, and was brought back in a motor with a broken shoulder, a high fever, and a raging sense of impotence in his strong, keen soul. That was when he had Peter Key in; that was when he looked upon him with stern eyes and felt he would never do. But he kept that back. He had the youth Buchan to think of and to save, and, though Peter Key seemed hopeless, there was no other help. He must try and key the spruceless young worker up to it, if only for this once.
"Peter," he said, "you know I've been looking for that young apprentice, Dick Buchan?"
"Yes," said the scraggy young man,; his eyes so bright in his pale face that he seemed to be the one with the fever. "Yes, I know. I heard. A sailor told me that he was dead, that his body had been found floating in the Coffin Gut. It's horrible!"
"It's horrible enough," said John Magaffery fiercely, for he thought he understood the connection between his assistant's feverish eyes and that word "horrible."
"It's horrible enough, but that story is not true. I've found Dick Buchan, but he's not dead yet."
"You've got him. Oh, Mr. Magaffery!"
"I didn't say I'd got him," snapped Magaffery. "I said I found him. So that you may appreciate the difference let me tell you that this dose of fever came to me while I was finding him, and the broken shoulder while I was trying to get him."
"Heavens! Mr. Magaffery! You don't mean— you were violently handled?"
"Very," said John Magaffery drily. "Let us get it straight, Peter. I trailed down this boy Buchan to what I know to be the vilest spot in the jungle of obscure streets and passages that are about the Coffin Gut. He's there in the power of a thoroughpaced and dangerous scoundrel called Gospel Joe."
"You mean— mean that he's there a prisoner?" blurted Peter Key, trying to adjust his highly civilised thoughts to the barbarism of Sacramento.
"Seems so. This happened to me when I tried to get him away."
"But, if he's there, if you know where he is— well, all you've got to do is to tell the police."
"You'll have to get that right, Peter; if you are ever to do any good here; There is a thing called graft in this city. Gospel Joe. and men like him; are adepts at it. Do you follow, Peter? Well, let me put it this way; if I go to the police they won't show the same fiery energy on the trail as I do, and while they are pursuing their enquiries— well, something may happen to Buchan."
"You horrify me," gasped Peter Key.
"I knew I would," said John Magaffery with a tired sigh. "Still, I'd better finish the story.
"Gospel Joe is a big, cunning bull of a scoundrel. He has a terrible reputation for cruelty and evil. He is a power in the underworld of dock-town. Men of his own kidney are in absolute terror of him— they say he has battered the life out of more than one of them with his own hands. And woe to the sailor man who falls into his clutches; he is always stripped of every penny; he is sometimes stripped even of his clothes— and sometimes he disappears from Sacramento abruptly."
"Murdered!" gasped Peter Key. "His body is found floating in Coffin Gut, if it is found at all. Or, if he is not murdered, he is shanghaied on to one of the 'down easters'— which is a sort of daily risk of death, anyhow. Well, this boy, Dick Buchan, is in the power of this brute."
"I can scarcely believe it all— but go on," cried Peter.
"There's little more to say," said John Magaffery, feeling sick with despair as he saw the white horror on his assistant's face. "Dick Buchan acted like a fool. He landed with a letter of credit for £500, English. He promptly drew £50 and hit the high spots. The way he flung his cash about attracted Gospel Joe. He became the boy's bear-leader through all the dubious resorts of the waterfront. He made the boy talk, found out about the letter of credit, and then carried the boy off."
"I don't quite follow this," said Peter Key in his diffident way. "Perhaps there is an explanation, Mr. Magaffery. If this Gospel Joe carried the boy off to his den, with his money, of course, why is he keeping— why is he still there?"
"Why is he still alive you're trying to pay? Well, that's a queer thing about the business. Dick Buchan, for all his wild ways, has an instinctive Scotch thrift and caution, and— it's almost ironic—it is the thing that is saving him."
"Again I don't follow."
"Have you ever used a letter of credit?'
"Oh, yes! During one vacation, in my university days, I used one in France and Germany."
"Well, then, you know that for some— and Buchan's is one— you have a sort of cheque-book, and another paper that holds your signature, identifies you, and carries the home banker's authorisation? Well, it appears that Buchan, warned of the dangers of seaports, went straight to the bank here, made himself known, and asked them to keep this important paper while he was in Sacramento, and only to deliver it up to him in person. Can you see the situation? Gospel Joe can't steal that letter of credit, and get the money in another town, by means of someone posing as Buchan, because he can't get that vital paper. And he can't scare Buchan, or, in fact, do anything, because it is only through Buchan that he can get it."
"Oh, good for Buchan," said Peter Key in such a brisk voice that John Magaffery stared.
"Yes, it is," he answered. "But I fear it only puts off matters. Gospel Joe is facing a poser, but he is used to posers. He'll hit on a solution presently. Meanwhile, he is playing his game well. He is supplying the boy with amusements and drink— playing up to him all the time, and keeping him under his thumb until he can get the rest of that money. Then" —John Magaffery looked firmly at Peter Key; he wanted to screw him up— "then he'll be dropped through a trap-door into Coffin Gut, or he will be found dead, slugged over the head by a foot-pad, in a dark alley miles away from Gospel Joe's. It's bound to come."
"Oh, no!" said Peter Key, "we can't allow that!"
"What can be done? I'm helpless."
"Well— well, I might try something. I'll go along there."
"What can you do?"
"Oh, I don't know. I know you think I'm not very good, Mr. Magaffery, but at a pinch I might do something."
"They are big, brutal, dangerous ruffians. I had to fight them."
Peter Key's lips moved nervously, his eyes were even brighter than their curious wont.
"After all," he whispered, "it's necessary. It's for a just end— like war."
John Magaffery wondered why the fellow wouldn't even talk sense.
ii
DICK BUCHAN, slightly maudlin after several days of intensive carousing on bad spirits, was sitting in the plush and gilt saloon lounge of Gospel Joe's house. He was rapidly ripening to the state when Gospel Joe felt he could pluck him.
On the arms of his chair sat two brilliant but impossible women, and about them were three men. They were all earnestly and even poetically discussing the scheme by which Buchan was to be relieved of every cent.
Buchan did not quite see it in this light, naturally. What he saw was romance. He was being offered the unparalleled chance of going off in a natty little schooner to a glorious island in the South Seas with boon companions. Generous companions, too, for one of them was willing to give him a full third share in the plunder of a fabulous pearl oyster bed, of which he alone possessed the secret, in the lagoon of the glorious island. All that he was asked to do was to join in footing the necessary expenses. Let him put down a certain sum and it would make up the total needed to fit out the expedition. Curiously, the sum required was exactly the sum that remained to Buchan under his letter of credit. It was a fascinating and absorbing offer. The ladies dilated on the charm and beauty of it, the coral strand, the glorious sunlight, the arcadian glamor.
Buchan was warming up to it. He was already half-way towards his final promise when Peter Key walked into the saloon. Peter Key, dressed like a waterman, had spent a couple of hours in careful examination of the outside and surroundings of the boarding house. He had studied its front. He had been into the yard on its right side, and from that had examined the windows that opened on to the water— the sinister Coffin Gut— and particularly those of the big room (it happened to be the saloon, as he now saw) that overhung the Gut. He had even taken the liberty to borrow a boat and row under the room. It was after doing this that he entered the house.
It was a strange way for a man of his apparent disposition and temper to behave, but in his waterman's getup he seemed rather unlike the Peter Key of the Institute. In fact, it was with a certain calmness that he went in through the doors of what proved to be a bar, and after that had wandered on until he had come into the presence of Buchan and his friends.
In the passageway he had encountered a man, obviously on guard, but he had managed to overcome that fellow's natural reluctance to let him penetrate further.
His arrival created something of a stir. The two women sprang up, and one of them screamed out a vile oath. The men sprang round at once, gazed open-mouthed at him, and one said:
"What t' hell are you doin' here?"
And another snarled: "Here, what's Jake up to, lettin' rough-necks blow in here?"
The third man, a fellow of action, said nothing. He simply went out to have a word with Jake.
Peter Key's curiously bright eyes followed him; then they swept round the room, placing its windows from what he had studied outside, and came back to the group. His pale lips moved nervously, and, as the men and women still glared at him, he said in a breathless voice: "Oh, there's Buchan."
"Yers, this is Buchan," said one of the men, moving forward in a menacing fashion. "An' now you've seen him, what about it?"
"Oh— oh," said Peter. "I was told to fetch him— that's all."
It was a simple statement, a bit too simple for that place. To them it could only have but one meaning."
"You, told to fetch Buchan?" said the man. "Gospel Joe told you to fetch Buchan? Here, Buck— stand up, me lad— Gospel Joe wants a crack with you!"
It is wonderful what simplicity will do among the cunning. Buchan was already on his feet, separated from the others, when the man who had gone to have a word with Jake came back. He shut the door quickly, came forward warily.
"Jake's on his back in the passage," he said. "Somebody's fetched him a swipe that has put him to sleep."
His chin out, his eyes cruel, he advanced on Peter. "Was that you?"
"Yes," said Peter. He seemed to lean a little towards the man, as though appealing to his good nature. From the back they saw his elbow move forward and up, no more than six inches. The man with the cruel eyes coughed a sudden grunt and fell forward on to Peter. As Peter stepped back he fell on to the floor. He did not get up.
As the lay assistant came forward one of the women screamed, and one of the men shouted. Peter seemed to take a header at this man's breastbone. He was a big man with unwarrantable shoulders, and he swiped round arm as Peter came. Peter's left elbow rose up apparently automatically, and the man bellowed as his knuckles broke on it, then he rocked back almost off his heels as a digging left-handed punch tore downward on to his stomach. He recovered clumsily, and grabbed out a vast claw of a hand for the other's face and eyes. A terrific punch, slung in with a discus-thrower's action, flickered over that arm and landed on the jaw.
The man fell bodily on to a flimsy gilt chair and burst its back away as he dropped to the floor. Both women screamed again, and the third man sprang towards an inner door, shouting: "Gospel—Gospel Joe!"
Peter caught hold of Buchan's arm. "Come on, old boy," he cried, "you've got to get out of this! These people mean mischief."
Buchan, swaying on his feet, peered at Peter with fuddled solemnity. Presently he started to grin, then he began to guffaw at the top of his voice. "Christopher!" he yelled. "It's the little devil-dodger fr'm— fr'm the Institute. Th' li'll' piano man fr'm— Institute—hitting people— hitting people hard. Oh, glory alle— al— alejua— What a scream—li'l meek feller hittin' people!"
Peter Key put out his hand, caught Buchan's arm in a queer twist; the tipsy boy said "Ouch!" and then, as though impelled against his will began to move with Peter towards the door.
The inner door opened with a crash. A big man hurled through it. He came head down, shoulders bunched, unerringly at Peter. He was exactly like a Spanish bull loosed into the fighting arena. He was, in fact, the bull-man, Gospel Joe.
Gospel Joe hadn't his reputation for nothing. He was cruelly big and strong. He was absolutely direct and merciless in his methods. If he decided that a man was to be clubbed to death, or have his throat cut, he never wasted a moment on the process. He had obviously decided that Peter Key was to be battered to pulp. Peter Key was instantaneously to be battered.
He charged straight. Peter seemed to stand still, transfixed. Then, almost accidentally, he stepped aside. But, of course, it wasn't quite accidentally. Otherwise a driving left hand would not have connected so accurately with Gospel Joe's ear as it flashed by. Gospel Joe slithered in his stride, pulled up, and came about with an incredible swiftness. He uttered not a sound, for he was of that dangerous and terrible type, the silent fighter, and sprang in again. As he sprang he uncovered a tempting jaw.
When within range of Peter he checked abruptly. Here Peter ought to have swung at that enticing jaw—and missed. That was Gospel Joe's finesse. Peter Key merely gazed with his curious, bright-eyed diffidence at Gospel Joe, and as Gospel Joe hung, reflecting, no doubt, on the failure of his feint, he walked forward.
Gospel Joe lashed out, but too late. A short-arm punch curved in his great ribs, a lifting left banged to his mouth, and the right came again, this time raking his jaw with a terrible cross-hit. Gospel tried, to cover up, and a shift-punch just missed the solar plexus, but none the less powerful for that, sent him sliding and scrambling like a crab across the, room.
He crouched against the wall, glaring hate at the diffident lay worker. Then with a lightning gesture his hand went down to the hip where his knife hung. It was a deadly movement— for him. Something like a cat landed on him —hard to realise it was Peter Key. And the cat was kicking like a mule— yes, only mixed natural history could deal with that situation. A punch kicked straight to his face bashed his head against the wall. A swinging sledge-hammer seemed to hit him on the ribs just under his arm-pit and lifted him along. A flail caught him an excruciating smash on the inner side of the right biceps and the knife in his hand went clattering across the room. He opened his mouth to shout for help, and vengeance lifted under his jaw and shut it.
With a yell he broke away, ran, then turned and darted at Peter. He flung his body at him, fell on him, gripped him. His great fingers tore at face and throat to get a grip. They swayed and rolled and staggered, tossing furniture about with their stamping feet. Suddenly Peter seemed to go weak and Gospel Joe had him. His great hands closed on a slimmish windpipe, and with a grunt of ferocity he began to squeeze.
He did not learn for three days exactly what happened after that. He knew that Peter's hand pushed quite suddenly on his chest, and that, in some ridiculous way (he did not know this Japanese throw) he was flung back. And then, as he went back, something tore upward from the very bowels of the earth and struck his jaw. His next coherent impression was when he found himself in bed, with a heavily bandaged face, and a painful sense of fracture just north of his chin.
Peter Key, however, knew exactly what had happened. He was on the move before Gospel Joe reached the floor. He knew that he would have to do things quickly, for the noise of the fighting had brought a crowd of toughs to the doors of the room.
He jumped to the side of the, apprentice, caught him round the shoulder, shouted: "Come on—for your life!"
Luckily the sight of the fighting had sobered up Buchan, at least to the extent of recognising that a man who could hit like Peter must be obeyed. He obeyed, and blindly. He raised no protest when Peter launched him straight at one of the open windows. He would have jumped through a house afire if Peter had commanded; he certainly jumped clean out of the window without a squirm. For a moment they were both hanging in the air, then they struck the unlovely waters of the Coffin Gut.
The shock of that brought Buchan completely to his senses, and it was with seaman-like celerity that he swam to the boat Peter had already moored in readiness, got into it, and rushed out the oars. They were half a cable away before the baying crowd of toughs at the window even thought of going in pursuit.
iii
JOHN MAGAFFERY stared at Peter Key with a look in which awe and incredulity were almost equally compounded.
"But, Peter, I'm not beginning to get hold of things. No, I don't mean the way you picked young Buchan out of the very midst of them and carried him off to safety. That's wonderful, but I can grasp it. But it's— it's Gospel Joe's jaw. They say it's broken."
"I know it is," said Peter miserably. "Gospel Joe, the most terrible of the man-breakers' jaw broken— and you did it—"
"Don't you think it was justified, Mr. Magaffery?" said Peter in a pleading tone: "It was an occasion in which it was right to hit him!"
"Justified?" echoed John Magaffery. "Of course it was justified! Why, Heaven forgive me, if you'd done worse to him it would have been for the good of mankind. But, Peter, it's your doing it that leaves me gasping. How did you do it? You said you didn't box."
"No, Mr. Magaffery," said Peter in a miserable tone. "I didn't say that. I said I wouldn't box."
"You mean you can but you don't want to? I see, and I thought you were afraid!"
"I was, Mr. Magaffery."
"Afraid, and yet you went straight at Gospel and his toughs and broke them up."
"Yes, Mr. Magaffery, that's the reason— the way I broke them up."
John Magaffery could only stare at him. Peter went on as though making a confession of crime.
"Did you ever hear of Peter Quigly, Mr. Magaffery?"
"Not the Peter Quigly who won the University heavy-weight boxing, and then the Amateur Championship?"
"Yes," said Peter.
"Do you remember why he left boxing?"
"I remember," said John Magaffery slowly. "There was something— unfortunate about it, wasn't there? Didn't he hurt a man badly?"
"Injured him for life," said Peter.
The eyes of both met.
Peter said humbly: "Yes, Mr. Magaffery, I'm Peter Quigly. I was always a natural fighter, a natural hard hitter. Queer, because otherwise I am rather gentle. I used to be called 'Cissy' by other boys— until I hit them.
"I did a lot of boxing always. I loved it and I hated it. I loved it because I knew I was always supreme in it. I could do anything I liked with any opponent. I had an almost uncanny instinct for out-generalling my rival, and manoeuvring him into a position in which I could smash him down. It used to thrill me, this unerring instinct of mine. And at the same time I loathed it.
"It made me afraid of myself. It was as though some brute in me gloried in getting men at my mercy, and dealing them blows few other men could deliver. And I knew that one day my terrible power of hitting would do harm.
"I always hit too hard. I was always being warned about it. In some school finals I put down a boy a stone heavier than myself, in such a fashion that he did not recover consciousness for two hours. Instructors, at the university and elsewhere, after starting out all admiration for my slogging powers, used to get grave and warn me that if I wasn't careful I'd kill a man one day. And then, in the Amateur Championship, you know, I nearly did it. Coggin, the runner-up. was insensible for over a day, and there was a period when they thought he would die and I would have to go before the Magistrates to answer a manslaughter charge."
"But you hit fairly?" said John Magaffery. "As far as the rules go, yes. But my phenomenal power made it morally unfair. Howart, the British professional champion, you know, said I was a sort of freak. He said Nature had given me a weird and dangerous gift. He said he didn't think that there was anything, apart from a bear, that could put in a blow with such force from any angle or direction.
"Yes, I knew it was dangerous; I'd been warned enough, and in me I knew, too. But that beastly brute thing in me controlled me. I'd go into a fight telling myself that I would hold back my punch, and all that; then I would see my opening and I'd lash out with all my good intentions gone. That's what happened in my last fight. It was a country house affair. They were trying out a young fellow in secret, in the hope that he would be the man to bring the Frenchman down. He was a big, clever, tough youngster, and he gave me. a busy first round. That, maybe, helped to scatter my good resolutions. In the second round I tricked him into uncovering his body and knocked him out with a blow to the solar plexus— it was the hardest punch I'd ever landed."
"Did it kill him?"
"No; I think it did worse. It injured something internally. He became a confirmed invalid from that hour. He had a wife and one child— and no means of support. That's why I gave up boxing for good."
John Magaffery did not ask any further questions. He knew the answers. Peter Quigly, in horror, had settled what money he had on the injured boxer, and since he must earn his living, and since, too, a gentle nature such as his insisted upon a life of retribution, he had gone in for social work. That was how he had arrived out here.
John Magaffery's surmises were sound. But even then they did not explain the attitude of the home authorities. John Magaffery could never be certain whether the sending of Peter Key in answer to his letter was intentional or accidental.
Time showed that, whatever it was, it had been effective. Peter Key was no longer an object of amusement in the Institute itself, while his mere appearance on the scene was enough to make the toughest crimp or "bluenose" male shark loose a seaman or his purse from his clutches. What had happened to Gospel Joe's jaw had become current knowledge.
End
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