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1: The Story of Lafont
A Glimpse of Ancient Australia
Ernest Favenc
1845-1908
Evening News (Sydney) 18 Sep, 25 Sep, 2 Oct 1897
A "lost race" tale
THE cry came from the direction in which Falke had gone, and it was immediately followed by a revolver shot. Evidently Falke had come across something, and I at once turned and made for the place when the sound had come.
Lafont had been missing for nearly a week and I, after days of searching, had only found his tracks the day before. We had temporarily lost them, and parted to cast round and pick them up. Falke was off his horse bending over some thing lying on the ground when I caught sight of him. I could easily guess what it was, and I rode hastily up and dismounted.
The body of the man we were in search of lay there, but its appearance and surroundings made us stare in wonderment at each other. It was naked, the clothes being neatly folded and laid underneath the head. The eyes were closed, the limbs decently composed, and a roughly-woven grass mat flung over a portion of the body. The face was calm and placid, and no sign of decomposition having set it was visible.
"Is he dead?" I could not help asking, for the man appeared to be in a quiet slumber.
"Dead, yes," returned Falke, "but what killed him?"
We examined the body, and found a scalp wound on the head, which had been washed and some dressing applied to It, but it was by no means serious, and could not have caused death. Around were scattered numerous calabashes and the large wooden vessels known as 'coolamons' that the blacks carry water in; some of these still held a quantity of water. Beyond that, and the tracks of the natives, there was no sign how the unfortunate man met his fate.
Lafont was a relation of Falke's, and had only been on the station a few months. He had a craze for botany, and had started out intending to visit a salt lake that was situated beyond where we then were. He had not reached there, for we had been out there looking tor him, and now it was evident that he had not carried out his original intention; and in some way had come to grief. We were in a part of our newly taken-up run in Central Australia, of which we knew but little. To the north of the low rocky ridge on which we were standing, the low rises forming the western extremity of the range group known as the Macdonnell Ranges were visible. Towering above them was a solitary peak, known as Condon's Bluff, although none of us had actually been to the foot of it.
"What do you make of this?"said Falke at last. "Who dressed that wound on his head and arranged the body? And, if he was dead, what did they want to dress the wound for?"
"The blacks have been here," I began, when he interrupted me in a fretful manner, for which Just then I forgave him, knowing he had a great liking for his young cousin.
"Of course the blacks have been here, but they were not likely to do this. If so, they are a very different kind of blacks to any I ever heard of in Australia." His words recalled to my mind something an old friend said to me once. He was one who had studied the aboriginals thoroughly, not in one local tribe, but all over the continent, and knew them as well as any man living.
"Believe me," he had said, "if anything of the long past history of Australia ever comes to light, it will be in Central Australia. There are clues to be found there, but I fear that it is too late to follow them up."
Had we found any such clue? Once more I knelt beside the body, and, taking my watch from my pouch, opened the glass face and held it over the silent lips; just as I did so we heard the sound of voices approaching. We both rose hastily, and I am not sure to this day whether the watch glass was dulled or not.
"The blacks are coming back, Sherwin," said Falke.
I noticed a little boulder-strewn knoll a short distance from where we were standing that would form a capital post of observation where we could conceal ourselves.
"Let us go up there and watch them," I said.
"They will see our tracks," returned Falke.
'Yes, but they will think that we have gone back to the station."
He nodded assent, and we rode to the back of the little rise, and found a good place to tie our horses up in a handy clump of mulga. Then we ensconced ourselves in a good post of vantage and waited.
The delay was not long. Soon about a dozen figures appeared making for the spot we had just vacated. Two old blackfellows, white-bearded and white-haired, came in advance, leading between them another figure, which, to our astonishment, was clothed to a long sleeveless robe. This person was a woman, dark brown in hue, with straight hair falling to her shoulders. Her features were of a peculiarly straight and somewhat angular cast; like the facial contour of no living race; but it reminded me at once of some of the sculptured images of the prehistoric times, whose origin we cannot trace. The face was by no means beautiful, but it was somewhat stern and inexpressibly mournful.
And we now saw at once that it was a blind face. This sightless being was carefully guided by the two old men; but as she came nearer we could see that there appeared no defect outwardly visible in her eyes. The remainder of the party were men of the ordinary aboriginal type, and besides their weapons they carried a rude litter.
Our tracks, of course, at once attracted their attention, but after some debate they seemed satisfied that we were gone, and proceeded to the body. The robed woman knelt beside it, put her hands on the shoulders, and stooped down until her face touched the face of the seeming corpse. She stopped in this attitude for some time, then lifted her head and threw it. back a little, as though drawing breath.
Twice more she repeated this performance, the two old men standing gravely by, and the other blacks gathered in a knot, a little distance apart, silently watching. Then she rose to her feet, and at a sign from her the rude litter was brought forward, the body placed on it, the calabashes and coolamons gathered up, and the whole party moved off, carrying the body of Lafont with them, going back the way they had come, apparently straight for Condon's Bluff.
"We must follow them," said Falke.
"But not now," I returned. "They evidently mean no harm to Lafont. If he is, as I suspect, still alive, we can easily track a large party like that. Let us go back to the station and get fresh horses and rations, for there's no knowing how long we might have to be away."
Falke agreed with me, and we hastened home. By daylight next morning we were off, well supplied for a week. The track led straight in the direction of the Bluff, ana the country grew very rugged and broken as we drew nearer to it, and it was with some difficulty we managed to stick to the trail. Finally we lost the tracks, and of Lafont himself we saw no more, until six months afterwards, when he returned to tell his strange story himself. Of the matter of his discovery and experiences it is best to let his personal narrative speak for itself.
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THIS IS THE TRUTH about what occurred to me while I was under the rocky dome of Condon's Bluff. How I got there I cannot now remember, because owing to my horse falling I became came insensible from a wound on the head. I can only tell of my experiences after I came back to consciousness.
It was black dark all around line— terrible darkness, that seemed like a blow, smiting you, on the face. And I awoke also to a sound of wailing and crying.
Then, suddenly, came light. I found that I was lying on a hard stone couch of some sort, covered only with a mat of woven grass. The whole thing was so startling and surprising, that the superstitions of my youth came back to me at once, and I presumed that I was dead, and in the nether world.
In fact, it was a realisation of all that has been pictured and imagined by the world's religious, and for the moment I thought I was in the fabled hell of torture.
As I uprose from the place whereon I was reclining, two figures came to my side, both evidently aboriginals, white-headed and white bearded. This brought my wits together. I was still on earth, but on what part of earth?
The blacks apparently had no animosity against me; they simply seemed to be obeying seme superior power, and assisted me to rise and walk, leading me forward.
The light in this place where I found myself was now intense, and every detail was visible; but it sprang from clefts in the rocky walls of the great cavern I was in, and they were not lit by human hands. The internal fires of the earth were illuminating the scene. Then the two old nun helped me to my feet, and led me to a figure who was advancing to meet me. It was a woman, but of a countenance that I could only describe by saying, that it was a face you might see carved in stone, but never in our modern life.
The woman met me, and came forward. Like myself, she was led by the hyands of two old aboriginals, and then I saw she was blind.
My two conductors and the others met, and she lifted her hand, apparently guided by some instinct unknown, and said, "Is this the white man? The man of the race who did not exist when our fathers did?"
Then the old men spoke. "This is the man." And the woman said, "I am going to tell him of a strange race who live here in darkness. The story of those who became blind through the sins of their fathers."
I naturally stood waiting to hear what was the result of this strange promised revelation, which, owing to the singular surroundings, and the effects of my fall, impressed me more than if I were in a normal state to hear it.
"Man, I cannot see you, and I never knew your race, but you are living; while we are dead— dead as a nation. We belong to a past that you never knew of, and I, one of the of the Royal race, am able to tell you about them, because you are the nation which carries on a story such as ours."
I could only stand and listen, supported by my two old men. Then the woman began in a loud voice: "I am blind!" and immediately a chorus arose from the surrounding space, "We are blind!"
By this time I began to comprehend what had happened to me, and that I was there to listen to a tale that man had not heard before. I therefore stood and quietly noted what the people about me were doing. The four blackfellows were the usual type of our own aboriginals. But the dim forms that I saw crowding around— I could not tell of what nation or country they were.
The stern-faced woman seemed to be chosen as speaker, and she commenced as follows:—
"White man!— for those who have helped me to bring you here tell me that that's what you are called— I have to relate to you the history of the people who dwell here in darkness and blindness, and the great sin that led 'to our punishment. Our kings are dead and gone, our story is unknown, but at one time—so long ago as I can scarcely tell you— we were the race that formed the glorious nation that held the southern seas in subjection."
I must say here that I fully understood what she was speaking, though not what language it was.
"I have said that we were the race that owned the southern seas. Our fleets went to a great continent across the ocean to take tribute from them; people who worshipped the sun; people who held human sacrifices that we never held. We swept their coast; and made their proudest kings pay homage to us, and yet we were only a nation living in a few lonely islets, while they were great in a land of towering mountains.
"Then came the time when we got islands and lands nearer home, and made those who lived thereon serfs and slaves, and the fleets of our people ravaged greater lands. So came our fall, and vengeance came upon us. Now we are blind."
Came the answer from the shadows,
"We are blind!"
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"OUR story," continued the woman, "has been handed down to us in a direct line, and I am the last to receive it, and now there will be no one else, for I am also the last of the Royal race entitled to hear and repeat it. This is why, oh! white man! you have been brought here to listen to it; that the name and glory of our nation should not disappear from the world for ever. For we are blind, and cannot write it down."
Again came the answer from the shadows, "Yes; we are blind!"
"Listen, then," continued the ancient woman of the unknown past. 'Our people possessed strange arts and sciences unknown to you of the present— arts that I still know enough of to have been able to bring you back to life, and cause you to understand what I say. Sciences that enabled us to raise palaces of mighty stones by means you little dream of, to build our waterways far out amongst the coral, and overcome the nations of the surrounding lands with ease.
"Power and cruelty were what ruined us— not either gold or lust of riches.
"I told you that I still possess some of the arts that once made us so powerful, and thus I know some of the countries of which I shall speak, although I sit, blind, in the darkness of an underground cavern."
(I may here say that in repeating the history that I then heard, I have put into the woman's mouth the modern names of the countries she refers to, in order to make her tale intelligible, although, of course, she did not actually use the terms. — Note by Lafont.)
"In the beginning of our glory we dwelt on islands; beautiful islands, whereon always burned the greath earth fires. One, whereon our great King dwelt, was called Acithema (Tahiti), where was a beautiful circular valley on the crest of a mountain. Here his palace was built, and to Acithema, at certain times of the year, came his chiefs in their ships from the lesser islands whereon they dwelt.
"One time the chiefs came, and the face of the country was changed, and over all the land was blackness and desolation. The beautiful valley wherein the King's palace was built was a burning, steaming lake of lava; all had gone save a few wandering inhabitants, who had escaped the earth fires. Then the chiefs held council, and swore that they would unite and follow round the earth fires, conquering as they went, and at every place where they came to they would cast their prisoners into the craters of the volcanoes, to follow the great King.
"Then, aided by the secret arts I told you of,they pursued their path of cruelty from island to island, conquering as they went, and taking toll of prisoners to follow the great King to a fiery death. At last their fleets reached a great land, called by the people Aliquipacho (New Guinea).
"Here they were first foiled, for though the volcanoes were there, the land was a desert. They searched its coast, but found no one, and they had to sail away with their tale of vengeance unslaked. Then they came to a land called Moata (Java), and here they found a rich and powerful race, who fought desperately, and it was long before they could subdue them. But they did eventually, and then some of the chiefs said, 'We have wandered enough; here we will sit down and settle, and when a hundred years have passed our grandchildren's children can carry on the war of vengeance and the sacrifice to the volcanic fires.'
"So they agreed to this, and lived in the cities of the conquered people, and made them slaves.
"So a hundred years went on, and then terrible outbreaks of fire occurred, and many cities were destroyed by them; and the descendants of those who had been such great conquerors decided that it was a warning to them to depart on another, mission of terror; so they manned their ships and left. First they sailed north, and on a large island called Oktabar (Borneo) they looked in vain for any people or cities, nor was there any sign of volcanic outbreak. So they went north again, and came to some islands, Laguasson (The Philippines), and there the fires were rending the earth but there also there were no people, save some black dwarfs. Many of these they caught and sacrificed.
"They sailed south, and passing through many dangerous straits, reached this great land on which we now are. They found here a race of people of a light color, who had walled towns and fought amongst themselves. Therefore, they were good warriors, and my people could not, with all their arts, conquer them. They, therefore, held a parley, and, if they went in peace, these people said they would allow them to pass to the south, where they would find the great fires they seemed in search of. So they left their ships, and journeyed south, and found the volcanic fires raging, and settled down and built towns, and overran the country in time. Then, when they were strong enough, after hundreds of years had passed, they turned on the people of the land, with whom they had lived in friendship, and killed and enslaved them, casting them again into the craters of the volcanoes.
"This, oh! white man! was the great sin that brought down on us the punishment the poor remnant of us have suffered from since.
"For, though years passed, and we had subjected all the native people, and had glorious cities, now under the sea, and ships that sailed far away, our punishment was only awaiting us...
"It came at last when, in our arrogance and pride, my ancestors doomed hundreds of the unfortunate slaves to go to the great fires that then burnt nearly everywhere. That night there were signs and tokens that something was about to happen. Something strange and awful.
"The tremor of the earthquake ran through the land. The seas moaned and sobbed as though in pain. The volcanoes lighted up the night with their fires; And in all the cities the people waited and watched.
"And at last came blackness and darkness that even the sun could not penetrate or pierce. The earth rocked throughout and the cities fell in ruins on the terrified inhabitants. Then came the fain of fire and ashes from heaven and completed the destruction, and the sea rose in anger and overwhelmed nearly half this great land. For days there was thick darkness, and when it lifted all our great nation had vanished save only a few trembling survivors. Our cities were buried either deep beneath the fire-dust, or where the sea had made fresh bays and gulfs and covered them.
"Thus perished for ever the glory of the great nation of the south; for not only was the destruction ef our towns complete, but the awful wrath of the powers that punished us prevented the poor survivors ever taking heart again. They took to living in caves and caverns in darkness underground, and wherever they felt safe from, the destroying fires they had so often fed with the bodies of their victims. Even when the earth became quiet, and the mountains ceased to flash and thunder, they only stole cut fearfully to get what scanty food they could.
"Amongst those who survived were some of the Royal race, who retained their knowledge of some ot those arts now lost to the world. This they, determined to transmit to their descendants, together with the history of our people's greatness, their crimes and punishments, in the hope that at some future time we should arise again.
"But that time has never come, and now it never can, for from our life, led in darkness and beneath the earth, we are now all blind, and few indeed are left.
"Before the final punishment of blindness smote us, another race sprang up on the new land that replaced the old one we had inhabited— a poor race of black-skinned people, well nigh as miserable as ourselves. But they were kind to us in their way, and as we gradually grew blind they fed and looked after us. And now that we have dwindled down to this scanty handful here in this great cavity in the earth, they keep the secret of our existence from the white race who have usurped the land. But we are dying fast, and before my time came I wanted to tell one of the race the wonderful history of our grandeur and war disappearance.
"Now, white man, I will show you something more." She ceased, and one of the blacks, taking my hand, led me forward. The gleams of fire that illumined the place had died down, and only a dull glow remained.
"Look! Look and you shall see the great city that once stood close to this place."
Thus the woman spoke, and I looked, and a wonderful vision appeared. I saw a plain, smiling and covered with verdure, and a beautiful and lofty gateway leading through a massive wall. Beyond rose domes and pinnacled roofs, and at the gate stood tall men, armed, like soldiers on guard. l looked in astonishment and admiration, the vision, or whatever it was, faded and vanished.
"Look again, white man."
Another picture came into view. It was evidently inside the city, and showed a wide street, and on either side lofty and well built houses with flat roofs. Chariot-like carriages were in the street moving without visible traction power. The street was busy, all the people being tall, dark, and dignified in appearance. To the left some building was in course of progression. The blocks were huge, and the workmen, who were evidently the light-colored race the woman had spoken of, seemed only preparing the stone. When it had to be put in position one of their dark masters approached. He had but to lift his hand above the, stone, and the block followed his movements wherever he wished. No wonder it took the volcanic fires of mother earth to destroy these people, possessed with such terrible knowledge. The picture faded out, and once more the voice told me to look.
This time a lovely and exquisite palace came in sight, built on row after row of steps, flanked onr either hand by colossal figures. I cannot describe the architecture, but it was such as I have never seen before. This, too, faded in the darkness, and I spoke for the first time, wondering if I should be understood.
"Did you say that this city stood at the place where I was found?"
"Yes," said the woman; "and it is there still, but buried far beneath the earth."
It was dark now, and I only heard the distant wailing, and the sound of falling water somewhere.
"It is time to go," said the woman's voice. "Those from the upper world must not tarry long with, the blind moles of the under-earth. You will take with you the remembrance of our history. Same day, though not in the same way, it may be the fate of your own proud nation."
The lights glimmered again; two old blacks took me by the hands and led me through dark passages until we emerged into the glory of noonday.
I DETERMINED to make my way home on foot, as I felt strong enough to do so, and thought I should probably meet someone on the road tracking me up.
Strange, I found when I started that I was naked, and sunburnt all over, and that my feet were horny, and it did not hurt me at all to walk barefooted. The blacks went with me part of the way, and then they left me; and I went on alone, making straight for the station. I must have gone some five miles when I heard a shout, and saw my cousin Falke galloping madly towards me. He threw himself off his horse, and seemed to go nearly mad with joy.
"How did you get away from them?" he kept asking me.
"Get away from whom?"
"The blacks. We gave you up for dead. Surely you must have been with the blacks all this time?"
"All this time?" I repeated.
"Six months, at any rate."
I looked at my cousin, and mechanically put my hand up in astonishment.
"Six months! About forty-eight hours."
"I see you got a harder crack then we thought. However, we'll set you right now. Jump on my horse, and I'll walk."
I did so almost mechanically, and afterwards, when we had reached the station, and I had rested, I told my story.
"We certainly saw some such woman as you describe, but we might have been mistaken. One can easily be when the blacks are in question. However, you have assuredly been doing Rip Van Winkle for six months, old man."
"Yes," said Sherwin; "you must have got a harder knock than we thought; but thank God it's all right."
Perhaps it was; but was I wandering crazy with the blacks for six months, or did I really hear about prehistoric Australia and the forgotten nation which once ruled the Pacific?
__________
2: The Haunted Rectory
"Sapper"
H C McNeile, 1888-1937
The Strand Magazine, Feb 1931
Collected in: Ronald Standish, 1933
THE FACT that Ronald Standish was amply provided with this world's goods was a great advantage to him in more ways than one. In the first place, it allowed him to pick and choose his cases, since the question of a fee did not enter into matters. He worked for the sheer interest of the thing, and the utmost I have ever known him ask were his out-of-pocket expenses. Often, indeed, he dispensed with these if his client was not well off. There was one example I remember in which they were considerable, but since he was working for a woman whose husband had been killed in the War, leaving her extremely poor, he refused to accept a penny.
But he derived benefit from his pecuniary position in another and not quite such an obvious manner. Acting completely on his own as he did, taking cases only when he felt like it (I have known periods of six months when he hasn't handled one at all), he was not habitually rubbing shoulders with the criminal classes in the way his professional confreres had to do. And, consequently, he was not known by sight to any large number of the people he was up against. Which, in view of the fact that no one looked less like a detective than he, was on certain occasions an immense help.
At the same time, there was but little reciprocity about the matter. It was the exact opposite to the old proverb Tom Fool. There were very few of the big men that Standish did not know by sight, and his was the type of memory that never forgot a face. He made a point of attending, as a casual spectator, any trial that promised to be of the slightest interest. But unless it justified its promise, he rarely stayed longer than was necessary to memorise the features of the prisoner. And so stored away in his brain was an immense gallery of portraits that he could inspect at will— an asset of incalculable value on occasions. And one such occasion was the strange case of the Haunted Rectory, a case which also illustrated his astounding quickness at spotting little things which other people missed. I was one of the other people!
It was early in April when he and I arrived at the small Cornish town of St. Porodoc. We were on a golfing holiday, and having sampled Saunton and Westward Ho! we wandered farther west till we reached a course which, according to its own members, at any rate, was better than either of them. And assuredly it was a beautiful piece of golfing country. Moreover, not being so widely known as its more illustrious neighbours, there was no crowd. In fact, Ronald found a certain amount of difficulty in getting a level game. His handicap was scratch, whereas I regret to state that mine has never descended into the realms of single figures. And since the Easter crowd had not yet arrived the field was a little limited. However, he played the best ball of the secretary and myself on two or three occasions, and it was at the nineteenth hole after one such match that the incidents I am about to relate started.
The secretary, Maxwell— a retired Naval officer— was a man after our own hearts. And I remember that he was in the middle of a story when the door of the club-house swung open, and he stopped abruptly.
"Hallo, Vicar!" he sang out cheerily. "How's the ghost?" The new-comer was a charming-looking old man, with the fresh complexion that only years of living in the country can preserve. His grey hair was still plentiful; his eyes clear and bright, but at the secretary's question his expression clouded over.
"Worse and worse," he said ruefully. "Maguire says he's going."
"By Jove! That's bad," cried the other, with a whistle of surprise. "By the way, let me introduce our vicar— Mr. Greycourt. This is Mr. Standish and Mr. Miller."
The clergyman bowed and sat down.
"Yes— I think I will have something," he remarked. "I'm so worried I don't know what to do. The whole thing seems to me so absurd."
"It's certainly a pity if Maguire goes," said Maxwell. "And, by the same token, Standish, it's unfortunate it's Lent, otherwise you could have had a round or two with him. He'd have given you a good game."
"What's the trouble about Lent?" remarked Ronald.
"Marguire is my curate," explained the vicar, "and the dear fellow won't play golf in Lent. He says he'll see me through Easter, Maxwell, and then he won't stay any more."
"Which means he won't get a game on these links at all," said the secretary. "Surely something can be done to make him alter his mind, Vicar?"
"Excuse my butting in," said Ronald, with a smile, "but at the moment it's all rather confusing."
"And very boring, too, it must be, to a stranger," said the vicar apologetically.
"Not at all," cried Ronald. "Let's hear all about it, and possibly I might be able to suggest something."
"I'm sure I should be eternally grateful if you could," said the other. "Well, then, Maguire came to me some weeks ago— a delightful young fellow in every way— tall, upstanding, a typical British sportsman, and exactly the sort of man that we want to-day in the Church. So much did I feel that, in fact, that after he had been with me for two or three days I had a very serious conversation with him.
"'My boy,' I said, 'don't think for a moment that what I am going to say to you is inspired by anything but a sense of duty. The only reason that I applied for a curate is that with advancing years I find this straggling parish too much for my old legs. But I never dreamed that a man of your ability and charm of manner would arrive. You are wasted here, Maguire. You should be in some big centre, where your talent will not be hidden under a bushel.'
"He smiled and thanked me for the compliment. And then he explained his reasons for coming. It appeared that he had had a serious illness, and he thought a few months of Cornish air would pull him together.
"'Moreover, sir,' he went on with a smile, 'I must confess to another thing. The fame of the St. Porodoc links has reached as far as London. And once Lent is over, I hope to have many a round over the course.'"
"Is he a very star-turn golfer?" put in Ronald.
"Apparently he was in the running for his blue," said Maxwell, "so he must be fairly hot stuff. But he arrived after the beginning of Lent, so I've never seen him play. In fact, I've only seen him once, and then it was in the distance."
"I think he goes on the principle of keeping as far as possible from temptation," said the vicar with a smile. "I know nothing about the game myself, and so I fear I can't tell you how good he is, but he is certainly extraordinarily keen. However, that is only a side issue. To return to the main point: you must know, Mr. Standish, that I am unmarried, and the vicarage, though very comfortable, is too big for one man. And so when Maguire arrived I suggested to him that he should take up his quarters with me."
He paused to sip his drink, and it struck me that I had seldom met a more perfectly delightful old man.
"He fell in with the idea at once," the vicar continued, "and I placed at his disposal a sitting-room of his own. Our meals we take together, but I considered it essential that he should have his own den to go to when he wanted it. And for a week everything went swimmingly. Almost every evening we talked together for an hour or two before retiring, and then during the day he was out getting In touch with my parishioners.
"I think it was on the eighth day after he came that I noticed he was looking a little worried at breakfast, and asked him if anything was wrong.
"'Nothing, sir— nothing,' he answered, but I wasn't satisfied.
"'My dear boy,' I said, 'there's no good saying that. Something has upset you. Come now: out with it.'
"For a moment or two he hesitated; then he looked across the table at me.
"'It seems a ridiculous thing to say, sir,' he said, 'but is this house haunted?'
"I stared at him, speechless. It. was the last thing I expected him to say.
"'God bless my soul!' I cried at length, 'not that I've ever heard of. Why?'
"'Last night,' he said quietly, 'I awoke quite suddenly. The moon was shining through a chink in the curtains, and in its light, standing at the foot of the bed, I saw a man. At first I thought it was you, and I asked you what you wanted. And then, as I became more fully awake, I realised it wasn't you, but someone I had never seen. At once the thought of burglars entered my mind, and I sprang out of bed. And as I did so, the man vanished. I lit my candle to make sure. The room was empty. Then I looked at my watch. It was just two o'clock.'
"He resumed his breakfast, and for a moment or two I felt nonplussed. That the thing was merely a dream I felt convinced, but Maguire had spoken so quietly, and with such a complete absence of any excitement, that I hesitated to say so. And then took the words out of my mouth.
"'Probably a nightmare, sir,' he remarked 'and yet it was very real. Perhaps that second whack of cream with Martha's pastie last night. I mustn't fall again.'
"And so it passed off, and I thought no more about it until three days later, when it was my turn to be awakened— this time by footsteps outside my door. I slipped on a dressing-gown, and went into the passage. From the hall below me came the flickering light of a candle, and peering over the banisters I saw Maguire.
"'What is it?' I called out, and he looked up and saw me.
"'No nightmare now, sir,' he said a little shakily. 'I've had my visitor again, and this time he didn't vanish. He went through the door, and I followed him down here. And then he just disappeared into the wall.'
"'Come, come, Maguire,' I cried testily, 'this is absurd.'
"'So would I have said a week ago,' he answered gravely. 'Now I know it is not. Mr. Greycourt— this house is haunted.'
"'Then why have I never seen anything?' I demanded.
"He had no answer to that. He couldn't tell me. But I was unable to shake his conviction. I suggested he should change his bedroom, and he did so— at first with good results. For three or four nights nothing happened. Then the ghostly visitor appeared to him again. I sat up with him, but whenever I did so we saw nothing. And last night it came to him once more. I was awakened by a noise downstairs that sounded like a window shutting. Then I heard his footsteps outside my door. His face was white and his agitation was obvious.
"'It's getting on my nerves, sir!' he cried. 'I don't think I can go on much longer. It vanished into the wall again.'
"'I thought I heard a window bang,' I said, but he shook his head, so it was apparently something else that woke me. And, to cut a long story short, this morning at breakfast he told me that be felt he couldn't stay. He would remain to help me over the Easter celebrations, but after that he must go. Naturally I was greatly upset, but what can I do? The poor fellow is going to pieces. It is unfair to ask him to remain. But I shall never be able to replace him with anyone I like so well. And even if I did get a satisfactory successor, how do I know that the same thing won't happen to him?"
Ronald had listened with the closest attention to the vicar's story, and before making any comment he carefully filled his pipe.
"What servants have you, Mr. Greycourt?" he asked.
"Old Martha, who has been with me for years, is the cook. And I have a younger girl who does the rest of the work."
"Have either of them ever seen this ghost?"
"No. And no mention has been made of it to them. You know what servants are, and Maguire quite agreed with me that it would be folly to alarm them. But do you really believe in such manifestations, Mr. Standish?"
"Evidently your curate does," said Ronald dryly. "And as far as I myself am concerned I keep an open mind. Personally I have never seen one. At the same time, so many people of integrity have, at various times, vouched for their existence that it would be a bold man who denied their possibility. At the same time— "
He relapsed into thoughtful silence, and I looked at him curiously. The story was one of the last that I should have thought would have interested his practical brain.
"Then I suppose," said the vicar, rising, "that there is nothing to be done."
"As far as the departure of your curate is concerned, nothing that I can see," answered Ronald, "But if it would be of any assistance to you, I should be only too delighted to come up to your house and have a look round."
"Will you both come to lunch to-morrow and discuss it with Maguire?" he cried, and Ronald nodded.
"Thank you very much," he answered. "We'll be there."
"What do you really make of it?" said Maxwell as the door closed behind the old clergyman.
"Nothing at the moment," said Ronald. "But there is one possible point of interest. I don't profess to be well up in ghostly I lore, but from what I have read on the subject I have always believed that a ghost haunted a locality and not a person. Now in this case it is Maguire who is haunted. No one else has seen it now or ever before. It arrived, so to speak, with the curate. I wonder if it will depart with him?"
And once again he relapsed into silence, which remained unbroken till we all three rose to go and dress for dinner.
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THE VICARAGE, which we found next day without difficulty, was a rambling old house about half a mile from the top of the cliffs. A well-kept garden lay in front, and as we opened the gate a tall young man straightened up from a flower bed where he was working and came towards us with a smile.
"The vicar told me you were coming," he said; "he'll be in shortly. Excuse my not shaking hands, but gardening is not conducive to cleanliness. By the way, I'm Maguire."
"So I guessed," said Ronald genially. "This is a nasty experience of yours."
The curate's face clouded over. "Believe me, Mr. Standish," he remarked, "I wouldn't have worried that dear old man for the world. But I can't go on. I think my nerves are as strong as most people's, but this thing is wearing them to a frazzle. I daren't go to sleep now. I just lie awake wondering whether it's coming."
"Are you by any chance what the Scotch call fey?" said Ronald.
"I've never seen anything of the sort before," he cried. "But after this experience, I think I must be. You see, I'm the only person who has seen it. And the only conclusion I can come to is that I am what is technically known, I believe, as en rapport with this particular earthbound spirit. So that when I arrived here it was able to manifest itself for the first time."
He made a sudden dart at a large snail, and picking it up threw it over the wall.
"Doubtless they fulfil some purpose," he remarked, "but they are a pest in a garden."
"How is your nocturnal visitor dressed?" asked Ronald, as we went into the house.
"As far as I can tell you, in brown," answered the other. "But I've really only seen his outline. He always eludes me, and then he vanishes just about there."
We were standing in the hall, and he pointed to a spot on one of the walls.
"Don't let's talk about it, if you don't mind. I try to forget it during the day. Come up to my room, and we'll wash our hands."
We followed him up the stairs into a large, airy bedroom, where he left us to get some hot water from the bathroom. And some what curiously I glanced round. There was the bed at the foot of which the ghostly visitor appeared; there near the window the bag of temptation— his golf clubs. A cheerful, sunny room— the last one would have associated with the supernatural. Then I happened to glance at Ronald's face. And to my amazement I saw on it the look I knew only too well, which was replaced by his usual imperturbable expression as Maguire entered with the can. He had seen something, but what?
A few minutes later we descended to find the vicar waiting for us in the hall.
"Welcome!" he cried. "I hope Maguire has done the honours, and that you are ready for a real Cornish lunch?"
"I certainly am, Mr. Greycourt," said Ronald. "The links here give one an appetite. I understand you play, Mr. Maguire?"
"I'm frightfully keen on it," answered the curate. "But I don't play in Lent." He gave a deprecating smile. "However, I confess that I'm longing to loosen my arms again."
He gave a couple of practice swings as if to illustrate his remark. Then we all went into the dining-room and sat down.
"We must try to fix a round after Easter, if I'm still here," said Ronald, and Maguire nodded.
"By all means," he answered. "Though I fear the same proviso applies to me."
A slightly embarrassed silence settled on the table, which the vicar broke by inquiring how we liked the place. And thereafter throughout the meal the dangerous topic was safely avoided. No allusion was made to it, in fact, until after lunch, when Maguire had left the room to go to the telephone.
"I suppose you haven't succeeded in making him change his mind?" said our host.
Ronald shook his head.
"No, Mr. Greycourt. And I think I can safely say that it is better that he should not. The experience is evidently very real to him but I am hopeful that when he leaves here he will go somewhere where the manifestation will— er— cease. Somewhere, perhaps, where the food is not so rich."
His voice was expressionless, and the vicar nodded thoughtfully. "You think it's digestion?" he said.
"Perhaps so. In which case a change of diet may work the trick."
"I think it will do him a lot of good," remarked Ronald gravely. "Very plain diet: wholesome, of course, and at fixed hours. But don't mention it to him, Mr. Greycourt; he might think we were unfeeling."
"Of course not; of course not!" cried the worthy clergyman. "I shouldn't dream of doing so."
"And while I think of it, Vicar, there is one other thing I would like to suggest to you. If, during the few remaining days he is here, you should again hear him moving about at night— take no notice. Remain in your own room. It is a case, if I may say so, where the intervention of a third party does more harm than good."
"Perhaps you're right, Mr. Standish. I will do as you say. He must work out his own salvation…Ah! my dear boy— parish matters?"
He smiled at Maguire, who had just returned.
"It's my cousin, sir. He is passing through Wadebridge again. Apparently the last consignment of cream was so much appreciated that he's going to call for some more."
"Splendid! Splendid! I hope he'll stay for tea. Are you playing golf, Mr. Standish?"
"Not this afternoon," answered Ronald. "Bob and I were thinking of having a walk along the cliffs."
"Good. You'll find them beautiful— very beautiful. And if you are near here, come in for tea also."
"What the dickens were you driving at?" I asked Ronald as we left the house. "Your remarks on Maguire's diet seemed to me to be pretty pointed."
"Getting quite bright, aren't you, Bob?" he said with a grin. And then the grin faded, and with compressed brows he swung along over the springy turf.
"I hope that dear old chap follows my advice," he said at length.
"That was another thing I couldn't understand," I remarked.
"Unless I'm much mistaken, you will within the next few days," he answered. "The vicar has come to no harm as yet, but it's only because he's been lucky."
"You mean he's in danger?" I said.
"Very grave danger," he said quietly.
His eyes were roving round the landscape as he spoke.
"But what from?" I demanded.
"That ghost. It would have been a bad thing for the vicar if he had happened to come out one night in time to see it, or rather not to see it. Let's walk over to the edge of the cliff there."
"You are an irritating devil," I said. "Can't you be more explicit? Give me some clue to what you are driving at!"
Once again he grinned faintly.
"Do you remember the snail our friend threw over the wall? A most instructive action, old boy, when coupled with that bag of golf clubs."
We had reached the top of the cliff, and stood peering down. A clearly-marked path led to the beach, and he nodded his head as if satisfied.
"It fits together, Bob," he remarked. "An old, old game, with one or two distinctly novel features in it. And, but for the snail, I might never have spotted it."
I refrained from profanity, and inquired mildly what he proposed to do next.
"Admire the beauties of nature, old boy, until the time arrives for us to get a look at Maguire's cousin. I feel he might help."
And not another word could I get out of him on the subject during our two hours' walk, a walk which I noticed was so planned that it brought us back to the vicarage about four o'clock. A car was standing outside the gate, and as we approached two men came down the path carrying a wooden packing-case. One was Maguire; the other, presumably, the cousin. And the instant he saw them, Ronald went dead lame.
"Twisted my ankle, I don't think," he muttered, sitting down on the bank. "Go on, Bob, and see if that second man has anything wrong with his nose."
I strolled on, and got level with the car just as it was starting. Maguire was talking earnestly to his companion, who was in the driver's seat, and as I came up to them they both looked at me. And with a queer little thrill I noticed that the cousin's nose had an odd kink in it, as if it had been broken and not set straight.
Almost immediately the car drove off, and Maguire crossed the road with a smile.
"Where is Mr. Standish?" he asked.
"He gave his ankle a bit of a turn," I said, "and I was just coming to ask for a little cold water."
"Of course," he cried. "We must get him indoors. Here he comes now."
Ronald was hobbling along the road, and called out cheerily:
"Quite all right. Don't worry. Thought for a moment I'd twisted it properly, but it's nothing at all."
"Sure you won't bathe it?" asked Maguire solicitously.
"Quite, thank you. I'll get straight on. It's no distance to the hotel."
"It's a pity my cousin has just gone. He could have given you a lift."
"Better to walk," said Ronald. "So you got the cream off, did you?"
"Yes, he's taken it with him. Well, Mr. Standish, we must try to fix that game some time."
"Sure thing," cried Ronald. "If I'm still here all you've got to do is to ring up the hotel."
With a cheerful wave of his hand, he limped on and the instant we were out of earshot he turned to me eagerly.
"Well! Had he?"
"Yes," I answered. "It looked as if it had been broken."
"Good," he cried. "I thought I recognised him, even at that distance. Bob, the plot thickens, or perhaps it would be more correct to say that it clears up."
"Who was he?" I demanded.
"The last time he was given free board and lodging at His Majesty's expense it was under the name of John Simpson. His real name, I think, is Robert Stenway, and he's just about as nasty a customer as you could wish to meet."
"Then what the dickens is he doing in this galley,"— I asked— "carting Cornish cream about for a curate?"
Ronald began to shake with laughter
"Bob," he remarked, "I take off my hat to you. Maguire is no more a curate than that Cornish cream is cream. And that being the case we will send a wire to my friend Inspector Mclver, which, unless I am much mistaken, will bring him down here post-haste."
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"IF 'SNARKIE' Stenway is in it, it's dope for a certainty," said McIver.
We were in our sitting-room the following afternoon, and Ronald nodded.
"I thought so myself," he remarked. "But this fellow Maguire is a new one on me, Mac."
"I can't spot him either from your description. Maybe I'll know him when I get a closer look at him. Or perhaps he's a genuine beginner."
"Then he shows astounding aptitude for it. Incidentally there he is, walking towards the post office."
The Inspector sprang to the window and peered out. Then he shook his head.
"No, I don't know him. Still, perhaps this is the beginning of an acquaintance that is destined to ripen."
"And no harm will be done by visiting the post office after he's gone," said Ronald. "People have been known to send wires from post offices, the imprints of which are left on the next form."
He strolled out of the room, and the Inspector grinned at me. "No flies on him, Mr. Miller. How did he stumble on this?"
"Ask me another," I said. "I've been with him the whole time; I've seen everything he's seen; and all I can get out of him is that it was through seeing this man Maguire throw a snail over the wall."
McIver roared with laughter, and a few minutes later Ronald returned with a telegraph form in his hand.
"Virtue rewarded," he remarked. "It's to John Cuthbertson, Charing Cross Post Office. 'Shall have more cream to-morrow.'"
He threw the form on the table.
"A bit quicker than I thought. It means he'll be getting the cream to-night. Wherefore, Bob, if you want to see the ghost, a bit of shut-eye won't do anyone any harm. It may be an all-night job."
"I'll just arrange for a couple of men from Wadebridge in case of accidents," said McIver, "and then I'm of your way of thinking."
It was a pitch-dark night when we started at ten o'clock. The two local men had already been sent on with instructions to lie up by the road a few hundred yards short of the vicarage. And there we found them half an hour later.
"No one has passed, sir," said the sergeant, "and the light downstairs has just gone out."
"Good," said McIver. "Then we'll get closer and wait."
We approached cautiously, and finally went to ground in some bushes about thirty yards from the house. Light was coming from two of the bedrooms, and once Maguire came to his window and looked out. Then the lights were extinguished and our vigil began.
The wind had dropped. The only sound was the distant beating of the surf on the shore. And after a while I began to feel drowsy. It was a weary business waiting, with no possibility of a cigarette. And then, just as my head was nodding, I felt Ronald stiffen beside me. From the direction of the cliffs had come the call of a sea-bird. It was thrice repeated, and immediately the light in Maguire's room went on.
We waited tensely, our eyes straining into the darkness. And suddenly I heard Ronald's whisper in my ear: "There he is."
A figure was just discernible creeping along the side of the house. Then a light began to flicker in one of the downstairs windows. A candle was being carried down the stairs. And then the set, white face of Maguire himself came towards the window.
"Now," muttered McIver, and we all rose.
The window was opened, a bulky parcel was handed through, and at that moment we were on them. The man outside was so surprised that he showed no struggle at all. Not so Maguire. He fought with a cold ferocity that was almost inhuman. And it was not until Ronald knocked him out with a beauty on the point of the jaw that McIver got the handcuffs on him.
We stood breathing a bit heavily, when a plaintive voice from the stairs reminded us of the vicar.
"What is it?" he cried, standing there in his dressing-gown. 'What has happened?"
"We've laid your ghost for you, Mr. Greycourt," said Ronald reassuringly. "I'm afraid we made a bit of a noise over it."
"But I don't understand," said the other, dazedly. "Why is Maguire handcuffed?"
"Because he richly deserves to be," answered Ronald. "So you've come to, have you?" He glanced at the prisoner, who was glaring at him with eyes full of vindictive hatred. "Now, young man," he went on, sternly, "there's one question that you'd better answer, and answer darned quickly. Where is Maguire? For on your reply depends whether you're in the running for a six-foot drop."
"He's not croaked; we've got him hidden," snarled the other. "But"— he burst into a flood of hideous blasphemy— "I'll be even with you over this one day, Mr. Meddlesome."
"If you don't stop that language I'll gag you," snapped McIver. "Take 'em both into that room and keep 'em there," he ordered the sergeant.
"Now, sir," he continued, as the vicar joined us, "somewhat naturally, you're a bit surprised. But if you will come and have a look at the contents of this parcel you'll understand. You see these packets? Do you know what is inside them?"
He opened one, and the old man stared at the contents uncomprehendingly.
"Snow," went on the Inspector. "Cocaine. Your so-called curate has been using your house for smuggling dope."
"I can't believe it!" cried the vicar. "How did you find it out?"
"Better ask Mr. Standish," laughed McIver. "He's the wizard in this case. And while he's telling you I'll just examine the room upstairs."
"It must have come as a shock to you, Mr. Greycourt," said Ronald quietly. "But once you realise that this man whom you have known as Maguire is not Maguire at all, and certainly not a clergyman, it will help. You see, I've got rather a suspicious nature, and a severely practical nature, and though I don't deny the possibility of ghosts, I'm sceptical about them. And I became more sceptical still when I found out that no one else had ever seen or heard of this apparition. So out of idle curiosity I asked myself what object would be served if there wasn't a ghost at all— if, in fact, the whole story was a lie. And one answer stuck out a yard. It would enable the man who invented the yarn to move about at night without incurring your suspicion. Which was suggestive, but was only a mere surmise on my part— a bare possibility— when I came to have lunch with you. Then there occurred one of those strange little things on which the best-laid schemes go wrong. The man posing as Maguire seemed a delightful fellow: his personality seemed all that one would expect in a really sound sporting curate. And when in a moment of zeal he flung a snail over the wall, as one gardener to another I took to him more. Then we went up to his bedroom to wash. McIver," he sang out, "bring those golf clubs down, will you?"
"Right you are," answered the Inspector. "And I've got a nice pot of cream as well."
He came down the stairs carrying the bag of clubs and a china jar.
"What do you want the clubs for?" he demanded.
"I happened to look at those clubs while he was getting some hot water," went on Ronald. "Try one, Bob; take that mashie."
Completely mystified, I took the club out of the bag, and then in an instant light dawned on me.
"Good Lord," I cried "it's a left-handed club!"
"Exactly. And he'd thrown the snail with his right hand; he poured out the water with his right hand; he swung his arms in the hall right-handed. In fact, here was a right-handed man, reputed to be a first-class golfer, with left-handed clubs. Which, as Euclid said, was absurd. So at once the case had to be examined from a fresh angle— the angle that this so-called Maguire was an impostor. And everything began to fit in. His refusal to play golf in Lent: obviously the easiest way of avoiding the exposure of his complete ignorance of the game. His decision to leave you after Easter, when Lent ends, and his excuse would no longer hold water. And then another, more ugly, thought arose— he could not have bought those clubs himself. No dealer would have sold a right-handed beginner left-handed clubs. Therefore they must belong to the real Maguire; and what had happened to him? And on that point, according to what this man says, I'm glad to hear he has not been murdered. But I didn't know that then, and so I warned you, Vicar, to let him ghost-walk by himself. Quite clearly he was a dangerous customer, a fact further proved by the way he fought to-night.
"The rest was easy. What possible purpose could bring a man of that sort down here— save smuggling? This house lends itself admirably to getting contraband from a boat lying off the coast. Moreover, you had been awakened on one occasion by a noise that you thought was like a window shutting. And when I heard that 'a cousin' was taking Cornish cream to London from here instead of buying it for himself, the thing became obvious. When, still further, I found that this so-called cousin was a notorious dope smuggler and criminal, the case was complete, and I wired for my old friend, Inspector McIver, with the result you've seen to-night."
"Clever trick, this, Mr. Standish," said the Inspector. "Looks like a genuine pot of cream, doesn't it?"
He held out the jar: all that could be seen was a layer of the delicious stuff with its skin of faint golden yellow. And then with a spoon he scraped it away, revealing an inch underneath packet after packet of cocaine.
"In fact, a very ingenious plot, the memory of which may solace him through a few years of seclusion," he went on with a grin. "With your help, Vicar, we'll get Snarkie to-morrow, and that will conclude the entertainment."
And with the vicar's help we did. The worthy old gentleman lied as to the manner born with regard to where Maguire was when Stenway arrived, and personally helped him carry the cream we had made up to the car. And there McIver arrested him, while Ronald congratulated Mr. Greycourt on his ready tongue.
"Not at all, Mr. Standish," he answered, with a merry twinkle in his eye. "I said that Maguire was visiting one of my parishioners, whether willingly or not I saw no reason to state. And it may interest you to know that the police station is within the confines of my parish."
So ended a clever crime which, save for Ronald's quick eye, would never have been detected. Stenway got seven years: the other man, who turned out to be the son of a wealthy man in the Midlands, and who had been a wrong 'un from his birth, got five. It was the first offence that had brought him into actual contact with the police, but I shall be surprised if it is his last.
And as for the genuine Maguire, who, to do the scoundrels justice, had been quite well treated, he and I beat Ronald and Maxwell in a four-ball foursome only last week. After which we all dined with the vicar, concluding with a pot of cream. Only the cream was not limited to the top inch.
____________________
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"WHAT'S BECOME OF the Daunt Diana? You mean to say you never heard the sequel?"
Ringham Finney threw himself back into his chair with the smile of the collector who has a good thing to show. He knew he had a good listener, at any rate. I don't think much of Ringham's snuff-boxes, but his anecdotes are usually worth while. He's a psychologist astray among bibelots, and the best bits he brings back from his raids on Christie's and the Hôtel Drouot are the fragments of human nature he picks up on those historic battle-fields. If his flair in enamel had been half as good we should have heard of the Finney collection by this time.
He really has— queer fatuous investigator!— an unusually sensitive touch for the human texture, and the specimens he gathers into his museum of heterogeneous memories have almost always some mark of the rare and chosen. I felt, therefore, that I was really to be congratulated on the fact that I didn't know what had become of the Daunt Diana, and on having before me a long evening in which to learn. I had just led my friend back, after an excellent dinner at Foyot's, to the shabby pleasant sitting-room of my rive-gauche hotel; and I knew that, once I had settled him in a good arm-chair, and put a box of cigars at his elbow, I could trust him not to budge till I had the story.
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YOU remember old Neave, of course? Little Humphrey Neave, I mean. We used to see him pottering about Rome years ago. He lived in two tiny rooms over a wine shop, on polenta and lentils, and prowled among the refuse of the Ripetta whenever he had a few soldi to spend. But you've been out of the collector's world for so long that you may not know what happened to him afterward…
He was always a queer chap, Neave; years older than you and me, of course— and even when I first knew him, in my raw Roman days, he gave me an extraordinary sense of age and experience. I don't think I've ever known any one who was at once so intelligent and so simple. It's the precise combination that results in romance; and poor little Neave was romantic.
He told me once how he'd come to Rome. He was originaire of Mystic, Connecticut— and he wanted to get as far away from it as possible. Rome seemed as far as anything on the same planet could be; and after he'd worried his way through Harvard— with shifts and shavings that you and I can't imagine— he contrived to get sent to Switzerland as tutor to a chap who'd failed in his examinations. With only the Alps between, he wasn't likely to turn back; and he got another fellow to take his pupil home, and struck out on foot for the seven hills.
I'm telling you these early details merely to give you a notion of the man's idealism. There was a cool persistency and a headlong courage in his dash for Rome that one wouldn't have guessed in the little pottering chap we used to know. Once on the spot, he got more tutoring, managed to make himself a name for coaxing balky youths to take their fences, and was finally able to take up the more congenial task of expounding "the antiquities" to cultured travellers. I call it more congenial— but how it must have seared his soul! Fancy unveiling the sacred scars of Time to ladies who murmur: "Was this actually the spot—?" while they absently feel for their hatpins! He used to say that nothing kept him at it but the exquisite thought of accumulating the lire for his collection. For the Neave collection, my dear fellow, began early, began almost with his Roman life, began in a series of little nameless odds and ends, broken trinkets, torn embroideries, the amputated extremities of maimed marbles: things that even the rag-picker had pitched away when he sifted his haul. But they weren't nameless or meaningless to Neave; his strength lay in his instinct for identifying, putting together, seeing significant relations. He was a regular Cuvier of bric-a-brac. And during those early years, when he had time to brood over trifles and note imperceptible differences, he gradually sharpened his instinct, and made it into the delicate and redoubtable instrument it is. Before he had a thousand francs' worth of anticaglie to his name he began to be known as an expert, and the big dealers were glad to consult him. But we're getting no nearer the Daunt Diana…
Well, some fifteen years ago, in London, I ran across Neave at Christie's. He was the same little man we'd known, effaced, bleached, indistinct, like a poor "impression"— as unnoticeable as one of his own early finds, yet, like them, with a quality, if one had an eye for it. He told me he still lived in Rome, and had contrived, by fierce self-denial, to get a few decent bits together— "piecemeal, little by little, with fasting and prayer; and I mean the fasting literally!" he said.
He had run over to London for his annual "look-round"— I fancy one or another of the big collectors usually paid his journey— and when we met he was on his way to see the Daunt collection. You know old Daunt was a surly brute, and the things weren't easily seen; but he had heard Neave was in London, and had sent— yes, actually sent!— for him to come and give his opinion on a few bits, including the Diana. The little man bore himself discreetly, but you can imagine his pride. In his exultation he asked me to come with him— "Oh, I've the grandes et petites entrées, my dear fellow: I've made my conditions—" and so it happened that I saw the first meeting between Humphrey Neave and his fate.
For that collection was his fate: or, one may say, it was embodied in the Diana who was queen and goddess of the realm. Yes— I shall always be glad I was with Neave when he had his first look at the Diana. I see him now, blinking at her through his white lashes, and stroking his seedy wisp of a moustache to hide a twitch of the muscles. It was all very quiet, but it was the coup de foudre. I could see that by the way his hands trembled when he turned away and began to examine the other things. You remember Neave's hands— thin, sallow, dry, with long inquisitive fingers thrown out like antennae? Whatever they hold— bronze or lace, hard enamel or brittle glass— they have an air of conforming themselves to the texture of the thing, and sucking out of it, by every finger-tip, the mysterious essence it has secreted. Well, that day, as he moved about among Daunt's treasures, the Diana followed him everywhere. He didn't look back at her— he gave himself to the business he was there for— but whatever he touched, he felt her. And on the threshold he turned and gave her his first free look— the kind of look that says: "You're mine."
It amused me at the time— the idea of little Neave making eyes at any of Daunt's belongings. He might as well have coquetted with the Kohinoor. And the same idea seemed to strike him; for as we turned away from the big house in Belgravia he glanced up at it and said, with a bitterness I'd never heard in him: "Good Lord! To think of that lumpy fool having those things to handle! Did you notice his stupid stumps of fingers? I suppose he blunted them gouging nuggets out of the gold fields. And in exchange for the nuggets he gets all that in a year— only has to hold out his callous palm to have that great ripe sphere of beauty drop into it! That's my idea of heaven— to have a great collection drop into one's hand, as success, or love, or any of the big shining things, drop suddenly on some men. And I've had to worry along for nearly fifty years, saving and paring, and haggling and intriguing, to get here a bit and there a bit— and not one perfection in the lot! It's enough to poison a man's life."
The outbreak was so unlike Neave that I remember every word of it: remember, too, saying in answer: "But, look here, Neave, you wouldn't take Daunt's hands for yours, I imagine?"
He stared a moment and smiled. "Have all that, and grope my way through it like a blind cave fish? What a question! But the sense that it's always the blind fish that live in that kind of aquarium is what makes anarchists, sir!" He looked back from the corner of the square, where we had paused while he delivered himself of this remarkable metaphor. "God, I'd like to throw a bomb at that place, and be in at the looting!"
And with that, on the way home, he unpacked his grievance— pulled the bandage off the wound, and showed me the ugly mark it had made on his little white soul.
It wasn't the struggling, stinting, self-denying that galled him— it was the inadequacy of the result. It was, in short, the old tragedy of the discrepancy between a man's wants and his power to gratify them. Neave's taste was too exquisite for his means— was like some strange, delicate, capricious animal, that he cherished and pampered and couldn't satisfy.
"Don't you know those little glittering lizards that die if they're not fed on some wonderful tropical fly? Well, my taste's like that, with one important difference— if it doesn't get its fly, it simply turns and feeds on me. Oh, it doesn't die, my taste— worse luck! It gets larger and stronger and more fastidious, and takes a bigger bite of me— that's all."
That was all. Year by year, day by day, he had made himself into this delicate register of perceptions and sensations— as far above the ordinary human faculty of appreciation as some scientific registering instrument is beyond the rough human senses— only to find that the beauty which alone could satisfy him was unattainable— that he was never to know the last deep identification which only possession can give. He had trained himself in short, to feel, in the rare great thing— such an utterance of beauty as the Daunt Diana, say— a hundred elements of perfection, a hundred reasons why, imperceptible, inexplicable even, to the average "artistic" sense; he had reached this point by a long austere process of discrimination and rejection, the renewed great refusals of the intelligence which perpetually asks more, which will make no pact with its self of yesterday, and is never to be beguiled from its purpose by the wiles of the next-best-thing. Oh, it's a poignant case, but not a common one; for the next-best-thing usually wins…
You see, the worst of Neave's state was the fact of his not being a mere collector, even the collector raised to his highest pitch of efficiency. The whole thing was blent in him with poetry— his imagination had romanticized the acquisitive instinct, as the religious feeling of the Middle Ages turned passion into love. And yet his could never be the abstract enjoyment of the philosopher who says: "This or that object is really mine because I'm capable of appreciating it." Neave wanted what he appreciated— wanted it with his touch and his sight as well as with his imagination.
It was hardly a year afterward that, coming back from a long tour in India, I picked up a London paper and read the amazing headline: "Mr. Humphrey Neave buys the Daunt collection"… I rubbed my eyes and read again. Yes, it could only be our old friend Humphrey. "An American living in Rome… one of our most discerning collectors"; there was no mistaking the description. I clapped on my hat and bolted out to see the first dealer I could find; and there I had the incredible details. Neave had come into a fortune— two or three million dollars, amassed by an uncle who had a corset-factory, and who had attained wealth as the creator of the Mystic Super-straight. (Corset-factory sounds odd, by the way, doesn't it? One had fancied that the corset was a personal, a highly specialized garment, more or less shaped on the form it was to modify; but, after all, the Tanagras were all made from two or three moulds— and so, I suppose, are the ladies who wear the Mystic Super-straight.)
The uncle had a son, and Neave had never dreamed of seeing a penny of the money; but the son died suddenly, and the father followed, leaving a codicil that gave everything to our friend. Humphrey had to go out to "realize" on the corset-factory; and his description of that… Well, he came back with his money in his pocket, and the day he landed old Daunt went to smash. It all fitted in like a Chinese puzzle. I believe Neave drove straight from Euston to Daunt House: at any rate, within two months the collection was his, and at a price that made the trade sit up. Trust old Daunt for that!
I was in Rome the following spring, and you'd better believe I looked him up. A big porter glared at me from the door of the Palazzo Neave: I had almost to produce my passport to get in. But that wasn't Neave's fault— the poor fellow was so beset by people clamouring to see his collection that he had to barricade himself, literally. When I had mounted the state Scalone, and come on him, at the end of half a dozen echoing saloons, in the farthest, smallest réduit of the vast suite, I received the same welcome that he used to give us in his little den over the wine shop.
"Well— so you've got her?" I said. For I'd caught sight of the Diana in passing, against the bluish blur of an old verdure— just the background for her poised loveliness. Only I rather wondered why she wasn't in the room where he sat.
He smiled. "Yes, I've got her," he returned, more calmly than I had expected.
"And all the rest of the loot?"
"Yes. I had to buy the lump."
"Had to? But you wanted to, didn't you? You used to say it was your idea of heaven— to stretch out your hand and have a great ripe sphere of beauty drop into it. I'm quoting your own words, by the way."
Neave blinked and stroked his seedy moustache. "Oh, yes. I remember the phrase. It's true— it is the last luxury." He paused, as if seeking a pretext for his lack of warmth. "The thing that bothered me was having to move. I couldn't cram all the stuff into my old quarters."
"Well, I should say not! This is rather a better setting."
He got up. "Come and take a look round. I want to show you two or three things— new attributions I've made. I'm doing the catalogue over."
The interest of showing me the things seemed to dispel the vague apathy I had felt in him. He grew keen again in detailing his redistribution of values, and above all in convicting old Daunt and his advisers of their repeated aberrations of judgment. "The miracle is that he should have got such things, knowing as little as he did what he was getting. And the egregious asses who bought for him were no better, were worse in fact, since they had all sorts of humbugging wrong reasons for admiring what old Daunt simply coveted because it belonged to some other rich man."
Never had Neave had so wondrous a field for the exercise of his perfected faculty; and I saw then how in the real, the great collector's appreciations the keenest scientific perception is suffused with imaginative sensibility, and how it's to the latter undefinable quality that in the last resort he trusts himself.
Nevertheless, I still felt the shadow of that hovering apathy, and he knew I felt it, and was always breaking off to give me reasons for it. For one thing, he wasn't used to his new quarters— hated their bigness and formality; then the requests to show his things drove him mad. "The women— oh, the women!" he wailed, and interrupted himself to describe a heavy-footed German Princess who had marched past his treasures as if she were inspecting a cavalry regiment, applying an unmodulated Mugneeficent to everything from the engraved gems to the Hercules torso.
"Not that she was half as bad as the other kind," he added, as if with a last effort at optimism. "The kind who discriminate and say: 'I'm not sure if it's Botticelli or Cellini I mean, but one of that school, at any rate.' And the worst of all are the ones who know— up to a certain point: have the schools, and the dates and the jargon pat, and yet wouldn't know a Phidias if it stood where they hadn't expected it."
He had all my sympathy, poor Neave; yet these were trials inseparable from the collector's lot, and not always without their secret compensations. Certainly they did not wholly explain my friend's attitude; and for a moment I wondered if it were due to some strange disillusionment as to the quality of his treasures. But no! the Daunt collection was almost above criticism; and as we passed from one object to another I saw there was no mistaking the genuineness of Neave's pride in his possessions. The ripe sphere of beauty was his, and he had found no flaw in it as yet…
A year later came the amazing announcement— the Daunt collection was for sale. At first we all supposed it was a case of weeding out (though how old Daunt would have raged at the thought of anybody's weeding his collection!) But no— the catalogue corrected that idea. Every stick and stone was to go under the hammer. The news ran like wildfire from Rome to Berlin, from Paris to London and New York. Was Neave ruined, then? Wrong again— the dealers nosed that out in no time. He was simply selling because he chose to sell; and in due time the things came up at Christie's.
But you may be sure the trade had found an answer to the riddle; and the answer was that, on close inspection, Neave had found the collection less impeccable than he had supposed. It was a preposterous answer— but then there was no other. Neave, by this time, was pretty generally recognized as having the subtlest flair of any collector in Europe, and if he didn't choose to keep the Daunt collection it could be only because he had reason to think he could do better.
In a flash this report had gone the rounds and the buyers were on their guard. I had run over to London to see the thing through, and it was the queerest sale I ever was at. Some of the things held their own, but a lot— and a few of the best among them— went for half their value. You see, they'd been locked up in old Daunt's house for nearly twenty years, and hardly shown to any one, so that the whole younger generation of dealers and collectors knew of them only by hearsay. Then you know the effect of suggestion in such cases. The undefinable sense we were speaking of is a ticklish instrument, easily thrown out of gear by a sudden fall of temperature; and the sharpest experts grow shy and self-distrustful when the cold current of depreciation touches them. The sale was a slaughter— and when I saw the Daunt Diana fall at the wink of a little third-rate brocanteur from Vienna I turned sick at the folly of my kind.
For my part, I had never believed that Neave had sold the collection because he'd "found it out"; and within a year my incredulity was justified. As soon as the things were put in circulation they were known for the marvels they are. There was hardly a poor bit in the lot; and my wonder grew at Neave's madness. All over Europe, dealers began to be fighting for the spoils; and all kinds of stuff were palmed off on the unsuspecting as fragments of the Daunt collection!
Meanwhile, what was Neave doing? For a long time I didn't hear, and chance kept me from returning to Rome. But one day, in Paris, I ran across a dealer who had captured for a song one of the best Florentine bronzes in the Daunt collection— a marvellous plaquette of Donatello's. I asked him what had become of it, and he said with a grin: "I sold it the other day," naming a price that staggered me.
"Ye gods! Who paid you that for it?"
His grin broadened, and he answered: "Neave."
" Neave? Humphrey Neave?"
"Didn't you know he was buying back his things?"
"Nonsense!"
"He is, though. Not in his own name— but he's doing it."
And he was, do you know— and at prices that would have made a sane man shudder! A few weeks later I ran across his tracks in London, where he was trying to get hold of a Pénicaud enamel— another of his scattered treasures. Then I hunted him down at his hotel, and had it out with him.
"Look here, Neave, what are you up to?"
He wouldn't tell me at first: stared and laughed and denied. But I took him off to dine, and after dinner, while we smoked, I happened to mention casually that I had a pull over the man who had the Pénicaud— and at that he broke down and confessed.
"Yes, I'm buying them back, Finney— it's true." He laughed nervously, twitching his moustache. And then he let me have the story.
"You know how I'd hungered and thirsted for the real thing— you quoted my own phrase to me once, about the 'ripe sphere of beauty.' So when I got my money, and Daunt lost his, almost at the same moment, I saw the hand of Providence in it. I knew that, even if I'd been younger, and had more time, I could never hope, nowadays, to form such a collection as that. There was the ripe sphere, within reach; and I took it. But when I got it, and began to live with it, I found out my mistake. It was a mariage de convenance— there'd been no wooing, no winning. Each of my little old bits— the rubbish I chucked out to make room for Daunt's glories— had its own personal history, the drama of my relation to it, of the discovery, the struggle, the capture, the first divine moment of possession. There was a romantic secret between us. And then I had absorbed its beauties one by one, they had become a part of my imagination, they held me by a hundred threads of far-reaching association. And suddenly I had expected to create this kind of intense personal tie between myself and a roomful of new cold alien presences— things staring at me vacantly from the depths of unknown pasts! Can you fancy a more preposterous hope? Why, my other things, my own things, had wooed me as passionately as I wooed them: there was a certain little bronze, a little Venus Callipyge, who had drawn me, drawn me, drawn me, imploring me to rescue her from her unspeakable surroundings in a vulgar bric-à-brac shop at Biarritz, where she shrank out of sight among sham Sèvres and Dutch silver, as one has seen certain women— rare, shy, exquisite— made almost invisible by the vulgar splendours surrounding them. Well! that little Venus, who was just a specious seventeenth century attempt at the 'antique,' but who had penetrated me with her pleading grace, touched me by the easily guessed story of her obscure, anonymous origin, was more to me imaginatively— yes! more than the cold bought beauty of the Daunt Diana…"
"The Daunt Diana!" I broke in. "Hold up, Neave— the Daunt Diana?"
He smiled contemptuously. "A professional beauty, my dear fellow— expected every head to be turned when she came into a room."
"Oh, Neave," I groaned.
"Yes, I know. You're thinking of what we felt that day we first saw her in London. Many a poor devil has sold his soul as the result of such a first sight! Well, I sold her instead. Do you want the truth about her? Elle était bête à pleurer."
He laughed, and stood up with a little shrug of disenchantment.
"And so you're impenitent?" I paused. "And yet you're buying some of the things back?"
Neave laughed again, ironically. "I knew you'd find me out and call me to account. Well, yes: I'm buying back." He stood before me half sheepish, half defiant. "I'm buying back because there's nothing else as good in the market. And because I've a queer feeling that, this time, they'll be mine. But I'm ruining myself at the game!" he confessed.
It was true: Neave was ruining himself. And he's gone on ruining himself ever since, till now the job's nearly done. Bit by bit, year by year, he has gathered in his scattered treasures, at higher prices than the dealers ever dreamed of getting. There are fabulous details in the story of his quest. Now and then I ran across him, and was able to help him recover a fragment; and it was wonderful to see his delight in the moment of reunion. Finally, about two years ago, we met in Paris, and he told me he had got back all the important pieces except the Diana.
"The Diana? But you told me you didn't care for her."
"Didn't care?" He leaned across the restaurant table that divided us. "Well, no, in a sense I didn't. I wanted her to want me, you see; and she didn't then! Whereas now she's crying to me to come to her. You know where she is?" he broke off.
Yes, I knew: in the centre of Mrs. Willy P. Goldmark's yellow and gold drawing-room, under a thousand-candle-power chandelier, with reflectors aimed at her from every point of the compass. I had seen her wincing and shivering there in her outraged nudity at one of the Goldmark "crushes."
"But you can't get her, Neave," I objected.
"No, I can't get her," he said.
Well, last month I was in Rome, for the first time in six or seven years, and of course I looked about for Neave. The Palazzo Neave was let to some rich Russians, and the splendid new porter didn't know where the proprietor lived. But I got on his trail easily enough, and it led me to a strange old place in the Trastevere, an ancient crevassed black palace turned tenement house, and fluttering with pauper clothes-lines. I found Neave under the leads, in two or three cold rooms that smelt of the cuisine of all his neighbours: a poor shrunken little figure, seedier and shabbier than ever, yet more alive than when we had made the tour of his collection in the Palazzo Neave.
The collection was around him again, not displayed in tall cabinets and on marble tables, but huddled on shelves, perched on chairs, crammed in corners, putting the gleam of bronze, the opalescence of old glass, the pale lustre of marble, into all the angles of his low dim rooms. There they were, the proud presences that had stared at him down the vistas of Daunt House, and shone in cold transplanted beauty under his own painted cornices: there they were, gathered in humble promiscuity about his bent shabby figure, like superb wild creatures tamed to become the familiars of some harmless old wizard.
As we went from bit to bit, as he lifted one piece after another, and held it to the light of his low windows, I saw in his hands the same tremor of sensation that I had noticed when he first examined the same objects at Daunt House. All his life was in his finger-tips, and it seemed to communicate life to the exquisite things he touched. But you'll think me infected by his mysticism if I tell you they gained new beauty while he held them…
We went the rounds slowly and reverently; and then, when I supposed our inspection was over, and was turning to take my leave, he opened a door I had not noticed, and showed me into a slit of a room beyond. It was a mere monastic cell, scarcely large enough for his narrow iron bed and the chest which probably held his few clothes; but there, in a niche of the bare wall, facing the foot of the bed— there stood the Daunt Diana.
I gasped at the sight and turned to him; and he looked back at me without speaking.
"In the name of magic, Neave, how did you do it?"
He smiled as if from the depths of some secret rapture. "Call it magic, if you like; but I ruined myself doing it," he said.
I stared at him in silence, breathless with the madness and the wonder of it; and suddenly, red to the ears, he flung out his boyish confession. "I lied to you that day in London— the day I said I didn't care for her. I always cared— always worshipped— always wanted her. But she wasn't mine then, and I knew it, and she knew it… and now at last we understand each other." He looked at me shyly, and then glanced about the bare cold cell. "The setting isn't worthy of her, I know; she was meant for glories I can't give her; but beautiful things, my dear Finney, like beautiful spirits, live in houses not made with hands…"
His face shone with extraordinary sweetness as he spoke; and I saw he'd got hold of the secret we're all after. No, the setting isn't worthy of her, if you like. The rooms are as shabby and mean as those we used to see him in years ago over the wine shop. I'm not sure they're not shabbier and meaner. But she rules there at last, she shines and hovers there above him, and there at night, I doubt not, steals down from her cloud to give him the Latmian kiss.
__________________
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"WELL, WHAT HAVE YOU been doing out there?"
The windows rattled at Jed Andrews' bellow. The towering, red-faced old metal magnate glared belligerently from under bushy eyebrows at his quaking employee. They were both standing, for there were no chairs for visitors in Jed Andrews' office. Interviews with him were too short for need of them. "Say something, damn it! What about Phoebe? You've been there long enough— and spent enough!"
Asa Nutworth was really a quite promising young mining engineer— on paper, but he lacked experience and the toughness of character to cope with the hard-boiled, self-made kind like old man Andrews. The master of Saturnine Metals Corporation did nothing to make it easier for him. Bluff and bluster made him rich, and he stayed faithful to a technique that had served him well.
"The core of Phoebe is solid C32, super-diamond, the hardest isotope of carbon. It is in the form of a single crystal, over five miles in diameter. To be exact, twenty-nine thousand, two hun—"
"Never mind the inches," snorted Jed Andrews, bringing his fist down on the table. A stack of books, topped by the elephantine edition of "Ores of the Saturn System" leaped an inch into the air, then crashed to the floor. "How do you know it?"
Asa Nutworth gulped uneasily, and his eyes shifted unhappily, then went on with his speech, like a frightened schoolboy reciting. "The Engelsburg X-13 inferometer readings indicated its presence and size. We sank test borings in six places, along three different diameters at right angles to each other. In that way we checked the dimensions exactly. The cores we brought up were all pure super-diamond."
"I'll say they were super-diamond," growled Andrews, caustically, snatching up a handful of monthly reports. "Chewed up seventy-four ordinary diamond cutting heads. Lord! Six holes, one hundred and eight miles deep, each— through solid meteoric iron— at twelve and a half sols a lineal foot! What a survey! And how do you propose to get my money back?"
"Well, sir, I was thinking—"
"Thinking be damned! What have you done?"
"Why… er… nothing, yet. You see—"
Jed Andrews' eyes bulged; no apparatus was needed to read the blood pressure anybody looking could guess: two hundred ten, two hundred twenty, two hundred thirty—"Get out of here before I lose my temper!" managed the mining trillionaire, half choking, hanging onto his desk with both hands.
With the vague feeling that somehow he had offended, and sensing that he was no longer wanted, Asa Nutworth edged slowly, hesitantly, as he had come in, out of the office. Ever since he had been sent to Titan by the Dean of Terrestrial Tech in response to Jed Andrews' requisition for the "smartest damn engigineer you got," he had the feeling of fighting uphill against his employer's prejudice against college men. Yet he had done a good job on Phoebe, and he knew it. Andrews had told him to survey it and learn its composition "from skin to gizzard, and damn the expense." Today's reception was all the more unreasonable because the old mining magnate had O.K.'d all the bills so far without a whimper.
AN HOUR later, at the time when Andrews' chief clerk was paying off the rattled and mystified young engineer (but sugar-coating the dismissal with a handsome bonus check), Dingbat Warren was parking his runabout gravicopter on the sun-deck of Saturnine's main office building. Around, spread out for ten miles in every direction, lay the shops and yards of Andrews' vast industry. Over against the ragged sierra of the Prometheus Range were the smelters and foundries. To the south, cut by the great scintillating arch of the Rings, were the hulls of scores of spaceships of every type taking shape. To the east and west were machine shops, drafting rooms, laboratories, and the other many accessories of a highly integrated industry.
His companion joined him on the ramp. Dainty, cute, utterly feminine, the first glance at her was apt to be deceptive. A second one would discover the square chin and challenging eyes of Jed Andrews, for Alicia Andrews was a fair copy of her dad. She was defiantly carrying a heavy two-foot bar of polished metal, one end of which was roughened and covered with chalk marks. He tried to relieve her of her burden, but, making a little face, she drew back.
"No, I want to grind it myself." She smiled and added, with a childlike smile. "I like to watch the sparks fly."
"Have it your way," he shrugged, knowing she would anyway. As they passed the door of Andrews père's office, they grinned at each other. A thunderous torrent of profanity was welling through the open transom into the hall.
"You trot along and do your fireworks," said Dingbat. "I want to speak to the Old Man. He doesn't seem any worse than normal."
Her eyes flashed angrily, but she was smiling. "Go on in— and you'll deserve all you get in there, only don't come crawling to me afterward and ask me to patch it up."
He threw back his head, laughing, as she stalked haughtily down the hall, lugging her bar of manganese steel to the machine shop. A moment later, he heard his name announced within, to Andrews, and the answering roar, "Hell, I'm busy. Find out what he wants and tell him no! Hold' on! Did you say Dingbat Warren? Bring him in. I want a bucket of his blood!"
"Mornin', pop. What's hot?" remarked Dingbat, casually, when he was in the presence.
"Don't 'pop' me! Save that until you rate it, which will be a long time, if I have anything to do with it." Jed Andrews waggled a finger at Dingbat. "But I do want to talk business with you, young man. What kind of hop did you slip my traffic manager to wangle that terminal contract out of him? It's the rankest piece of piracy anybody ever put over on me?"
"Hop?" echoed Dingbat, innocently, "Oh, I get it. If one of your employees does a sensible thing, he must be hopped up. Well, my little service is going to cut your turn-around on the Plutonian run by a trifling sixty per cent, that's all."
"Rats and rubbish! Never heard of such a thing."
"How could you?" challenged Dingbat, audaciously, "It's hard to get new ideas when all you'll listen to is 'yes, sir.'" He knew that the tough old industrialist whom he hoped soon to have for father-in-law had a worse bark than bite, and likewise that he secretly admired men that stood up to his bluster.
That is, if they were not on his own pay roll.
Jed Andrews glared, sputtering. He jabbed a button on his desk.
"Send Tolliver in!" he bellowed into a microphone.
In a couple of minutes, Tolliver, traffic manager for the far-flung lines of Saturnine Metals, stood in the sanctum.
"Why did you take on the tug contracts? Speak up. I want this impudent spud to hear it."
"Why, sir, as you know, all our ore-carriers are low-powered ships, for economy, and slow. If we could lift one off the loading dock by a powerful tug, take it up to speed, then kick it ahead, it would coast the rest of the way as fast as a super-liner. At the destination, another tug would have to meet it, brake it down and dock it. This contract does that. It is the equivalent of trebling the motive power of all our ore-carriers. For the same operating costs, we can carry twice as much ore as heretofore."
"Harrumph," commented Jed Andrews, sourly. "Who thought that up?"
"Why, Mr. Warren, sir. He approached me about it. I thought it was a good idea, and accepted it."
"Good work, Tolliver," said Andrews, gruffly. "That's all."
For a moment after Tolliver had faded from the room, Andrews regarded Dingbat thoughtfully. At bottom, he respected this breezy young man who was courting his daughter. Himself a successful industrialist, he had watched with approbation the aggressive way in which Warren had built up his little fleet of planetary tugs and salvage vessels until it had already become a factor in the world of industry. At the same time, Jed Andrews had no intention of approving the love match with his daughter. He could only think in big terms. In his eyes, anything less than millions was mere chicken feed.
At that moment, however, Jed Andrews was not appraising the young man before him as a possible son-in-law, but as a resourceful business man who might be of use to him. Andrews was struggling with a problem, and had not been able so solve it— an unusual situation for him. For the first time in many years he was ready to accept advice.
"You win," he said, more calmly. "Since you're so all-fired smart, let me put something up to you, and see if you can think of an answer to it."
Dingbat Warren listened attentively while Jed Andrews told him the story of Phoebe and his operations there.
SATURN'S outermost satellite, Phoebe, had been the subject of controversy for generations. Since it revolved around its primary in an opposite directions to all the other moons, many thought it came originally from outer space. Some thought it might contain rare and valuable minerals. The Saturn System Geologic Survey had explored it to some extent, but its bulk of pure iron had defied extensive probing. Three years before, they had reluctantly given Jed Andrews the concession of surveying and mining it. The terms of the charter provided that if he succeeded in bringing in to trade a reasonable quantity of valuable minerals within that period, he might buy the satellite at a nominal price. If no actual mining were done, it was to revert to the government.
The period was about to expire, and since no mining had been done, the option would lapse. The government had refused to renew it, and rumor had it that the Martian syndicate, having learned of the immensely valuable core, had already induced the members of the council to award the satellite to them. Bribery was suspected.
"So you see. I'm out on a limb. They gave me three years, and the whole dag-blasted term of it has been frittered away by that guy Nitwit I hired. All right, he did find one diamond, and what a diamond! But it's all in one piece, five miles across, and a hundred miles down— under pure iron! I've done some fast digging in my time, but this option expires in three weeks. Three weeks! Think of that."
"You must have known all that for at least a year," observed Dingbat, shrewdly. "What have you been waiting for?"
Andrews winced inwardly. Dingbat had put his finger on the spot that was aching him, but he laughed a little. "I was hoping, I guess, that I would think of something, or the Nitwit would, or maybe get an extension of time. If the worst came to the worst, I meant to wire these test holes with Bragwym circuits and shoot the juice to her. Blasting is mining, under any law. Then, ten days ago, one of the Martian gang got an injunction against me. They claim if I blow Phoebe up, it will fill the space-ways with bad fragments— menace to navigation, and all that stuff. Well, that sunk me. What makes me sorest of all is that I can't find the answer— me, that's never been licked!"
"I could tow Phoebe in for you, as is, if you had a place to park her," suggested Dingbat. "That would take care of your option. Stuff laid down at the smelter is mined, surely."
"Oh, I thought of that," objected Andrews. "It's not practical. Did you ever try to drag a moon contrariwise through a mess of stuff like that runs around the planets? Even if you ducked actual collisions, you'd set up perturbaions that'd make the inner satellites wander to hell-and-gone all over the place. I've got mines on those, too, you know."
"Why?" asked Dingbat, cheerfully. "I can drag that little lump of iron in here, and those others won't so much as wiggle. The plane of her orbit leans way away from the others, and what's more, she's riding high right now. You're way up north here, and so is she. All I have to do is break her out of her orbit and lead her in here in a nice, easy curve, and lay her down."
Jed Andrews took only two seconds to make his decision. The plateau beyond the Prometheus Range he had bought years before, to take care of future expansion. It was of continental proportions and could hold Phoebe easily. If Dingbat could do it, having the diamond alongside his plant would solve everything, even if it was encrusted with two hundred miles of useless iron. It might cause some quakes here on Titan, but—
"Done, boy! But I tell you right now, if you knock any of my chimneys down when you come spiraling in here. I'm going to be hard to live with!"
The price was discussed and settled, and it was a good one. Success would not make Dingbat rich, but it meant he could buy a couple more tugs. A contract was quickly drawn and signed.
DINGBAT WARREN found Alicia in the machine shop. She had finished polishing the piece she had carried there— a part of her own gravicopter bumper that she had broken in a bad landing, and wanted to smooth off. She had played around the shops as a kid, and was half a machinist. When he found her, she was sitting on a pile of half-finished parts, watching a swarthy grinder polish a crankshaft. The squat Titanian tending the grinding machine stood squarely in the midst of a cascade of flame and sparks. Titanians made excellent grinders, for their skin was unbelievably tough, and their crystalline eye-plates impervious to fire. Jed Andrews always employed them. It kept his compensation costs down.
Seeing she was sitting, fascinated by the rain of sparkling light from the gritty cutting wheel, and pretended to ignore him. Dingbat did not speak, but stood patiently nearby. Idly he surveyed the busy shop, listening to the screams of the tools cutting the hard alloys used in spaceship construction. Like Alicia, he let his gaze drift to the cataract of fire, and fell to planning how he was to maneuver Phoebe.
Of a sudden, something clicked inside his brain. Abruptly he snapped out of his reverie and began watching the operations of the flame-bathed Uranian with avid interest. The germ of an idea that flitted into his mind flowered into a full-fledged plan. Flinging "I'll be right back" to the preoccupied Alicia, he dashed out of the machine shop.
Back in Andrews' office, he found the old man staring savagely out the window toward the Prometheus Range.
"That's going to be a hell of a lot of iron to get rid of," he shot at Dingbat, thinking of the two-hundred mile sphere of iron that would loom there, if Dingbat did not get tangled up with the inner satellites.
"Oh, the diamond core is all you want, is it?" asked Dingbat, mildly.
"Yes, you damn fool! Why should I want iron?" bristled Andrews. "But, boy, the diamond! It will be worth trillions. The army and space-force alone—"
"That's what I thought," interrupted Dingbat. "Please sign this additional clause I've had inserted."
Jed Andrews glanced at him sharply, and seeing he meant it, puckered his brow and read, "and for delivery within the agreed time of the central core only of the said Phoebe, consisting of one super-diamond, the compensation shall be, in lieu of moneys stipulated elsewhere, one-third the value of the said diamond."
"Why, you four-flushing young whippersnapper!" exploded Andrews. "So you're getting high and want to show off? Well, if that's a bluff, you're called. Emily! Bring your notebook!"
A fluttering stenographer slid into the room.
"Change this to read," he grunted. "'in addition to where it says 'in lieu of,' and change 'one-third' to read 'one-half.' That's pouring it on you, boy. Now put up, or shut up!"
"Thanks," grinned Dingbat, picking up the signed paper. At the door, he turned and asked, "and if I do, can I call you 'pop'?"
"You can call me anything. Get out of here!"
Bound back to the machine shop. Dingbat bumped full tilt into Nutworth, just emerging from the cashier's office, still dazed at the manhandling he had received from the cantankerous Jed Andrews. Hastily apologizing, he was about to dash on, when he recognized the unhappy engineer who had made the survey of Phoebe.
"You're just the man I'm looking for. Want a job?"
"Well, I haven't one, but—"
"You have! Dingbat Warren's Sky Wrestlers, Inc. That a sky-tug outfit."
"But I don't know anything about tugboats."
"You're going to." Dingbat shoved a card into the surprised young man's hand, and telling him to meet him there in an hour, rushed away. By now, he figured, Alicia had tired of watching the manganese sparks and was probably steaming up to spit some of her own.
ON BOARD the super-tug Thor. hurtling outward from Titan with all it's stern jets spewing fire. Dingbat clung to the grips of the starboard observation port, intently studying the play of light from the iridescent Rings below. No matter how often he passed them, he always did that. There was more than the strange beauty of the multicolored whirling bands to appeal to him; there was the intellectual interest in the superb precision with which the myriads of tiny globes kept station in the endless procession around Saturn.
He did not care whether the Rings were the unused parts of a planet never built, or the debris of one that fell apart. But he did know that planet, if it ever existed, was all of quartz. The rainbow hues of the dizzily sweeping disks were due to the helter-skelter mixture of amethyst, clear, rose and smoky quartzes, jasper and agates, mingled and ceaselessly succeeding one another in their race to nowhere. They flowed along, some spheroids five or ten miles in diameter, most somewhat smaller, the interstices partially filled with clouds of smaller particles, ranging from boulders on down through sand and gravel to the merest dust. Due to its speed, the Ring looked solid, a polished sheet of opalescent glass, but Dingbat knew its real composition. He had spent a vacation prowling through its interior.
When the Ring had slid out of sight under the quarter, and Mimas hung glimmering below. Dingbat turned away and began considering the details of what he had to do.
The mining engineer, Nutworth, was disconsolately pacing the cabin. He regretted coming on this expedition, for there appeared nothing for him to do. No one had told him yet what he had been hired for. Violent and unaccountable people, these Titanian colonists, he was thinking. In a single afternoon he had been summarily dismissed by one whose orders he had carried out implicitly, and as promptly hired by another, who seemed to have nothing do. Nutworth was a conscientious fellow, and he felt he should be doing something to earn his pay.
"Tell me all about the big diamond inside Phoebe," demanded Dingbat, noticing him for the first time.
Nutworth brightened. Eagerly he told all he knew. It did not take long. The diamond was a special form of carbon. It had no known melting point, was of tremendous hardness, was probably a crystal of many million faces, probably nearly spherical. The fact that it was combustible gave Dingbat a moment's worry, until he remembered that oxygen is needed to let something burn.
"Thanks," said Dingbat, and left Nutworth to his own devices. On the quarter, following the Thor, were two other powerful tugs, the Kzvasind and the Hercules. Dingbat called their captains to the televisor and outlined what they were to do. Jed Andrews had said that all men and equipment had been withdrawn from Phoebe and the moonlet was deserted. This was well, for there was little time to spare. They could hook right on.
A week later, Phoebe was rolling inward, well on her way to Titan. Her course led around Saturn in a great arc, and out, then, to Titan. Clinging to her, spaced equally about her on a great circle, were the three tugs, all pushing. By varying their jet velocities. Dingbat could manipulate his tow as he chose. He was utilizing all her own momentum, coming in on a spiral counter to the revolution of the other satellites.
Saturnward and down lay the bright plain of the Ring. From the Thor it appeared as a glittering continent stretching almost limitlessly to starboard. Its near edge was racing toward them. Dingbat knew, at tremendous speed. It looked as thin as cardboard at his distance, despite its forty miles of thickness. Now, if at all, he must launch his daring experiment.
He had no great misgivings. He had confidence in his theory— even if the idea was impromptu. But there was never any certainty in the outcome when colossal forces of nature are brought into play in a novel way. Unforeseen factors could easily make the difference between triumph and ruin. But it was do or die now. After what Andrews had said in the office Dingbat would not draw back. He reached for the televisor control.
At his curt order, the tugs turned the helpless Phoebe downward. Dingbat turned his attention to the Ring, which now appeared to be tilting slowly up toward him. When it had risen until it was edgewise to him, he gave another signal and the tug masters leveled off, heading their tow toward a point on the edge of the Ring far ahead. Self-reliant and cool as he usually was, Dingbat felt gooseflesh rise as his calculations showed him his zero hour was but a few minutes off. When once he had let go of Phoebe, the matter would be out of his hands. Nature would have charge. Time only could tell whether she would handle it as he had visualized it. "Standby" he ordered, grimly, squinting at the chronometer; then, "Give her the works!"
His other tugs cast off, flaring their bow tubes to deliver a parting kick to the doomed Phoebe. Dingbat himself clung to the satellite a couple of minutes longer, surging forward with all his power to start the moonlet spinning. Then he, too, administered a final kick and backed away. The released Phoebe shot forward like a gigantic bowling ball sent down the black alley of space by some vast giant. Dingbat sighted over the fast receding sphere. His calculations had been perfect; she was heading squarely for the edge of the Ring. His work, for the moment, was done. The urgent need was to find a safe place. The Thor shot upward, climbing frantically, followed by the other two.
AT THE INSTANT when he felt high enough to be secure. Dingbat leveled off again. Well above the plane of the Ring, he could look ahead and down to the speeding iron ball. Phoebe was very near to the periphery of the Ring now, approaching at a small angle. Shortly she must collide with it. Their directions of movement were opposite, and Dingbat involuntarily shuddered at the speed of impact— it would be at least sixty miles per second!
"Too bad," commiserated Nutworth, who was also looking out the port. "Got away from you, didn't she?"
"Put these on," commanded Dingbat, shortly, handing out space goggles.
Phoebe struck. A dazzling green flame shot out, straight as an arrow, flaring back thousands of miles along her wake. The region from which the tugs had just escaped was sheer flame. About the buffeted sphere that had been Phoebe, a corona of incandescent iron vapor was pluming, streaked with beads of molten iron bursting into sparkling rosettes, while ricocheting quartz spheroids bombarded space above and below the Ring. Instinctively, Dingbat shut his ears with his hands to shut out the screech he expected to hear, forgetting that in the void there is no sound.
"What on Earth!" stammered the frightened Nutworth. The crew members looked at Dingbat in awe.
"Cosmic grindstone," tersely explained Dingbat, "a little job of diamond polishing."
Now that he saw the limits of the danger zone. Dingbat pushed his ships ahead. He wanted to get as close as the spurting flames and wildly leaping quartz particles would permit, for when Phoebe had spent her momentum, he still had the tricky job of diving in to salvage the diamond. He could plainly see by this time one hemisphere of Phoebe sticking up through the upper surface of the Ring, and it was white hot. The hurricane of sand and gravel impinging against the iron moonlet was abraiding it away, and the friction was heating the iron as it was torn from its base. Now and then, a blinding burst told of the collision with one of the larger quartz spheroids. Dingbat thrilled, thinking what the spectacle must be, viewed from Saturn.
His first reaction had been one of elation. His idea was working! His main fear had been that Phoebe would lose her velocity before the sandblast of the Ring could strip her clean, and he would have to lug home a misshapen thing. But when he looked again, his complacency left him. There was something wrong down there. He had used foresight, but not enough. In giving Phoebe his last push, he had set her spinning, so that when she was in the rushing Ring stream, she would roll over and over, allowing it to gnaw her evenly on all sides. With a gasp of dismay he realized that this was not happening. Instead, Phoebe was spinning madly about an axis vertical to the Ring! In striking the Ring, the impact of the edge had applied a torque that had started a violent rotation about the wrong axis.
Dingbat's first impulse was to dive and risk another push. But as he approached he saw too clearly that the searing envelope of lurid iron vapor and the flying gobs of fused quartz made that certain death. Even if he could penetrate that barrage, it was questionable whether the glowing sphere was solid enough to receive the thrust. There was nothing to do but hover and watch. The blast of Ring material was slotting Phoebe through the middle. The moonlet was over two hundred miles in diameter, the disk but forty thick. The battered satellite was being severed like an apple being fed into a buzz saw. Its core was a priceless diamond, and would soon be reached, and swept away.
DINGBAT had hardly realized the inevitable effect, when the thing he dreaded happened under his direct gaze. With a final outpouring of flame, the white-hot nucleus of Phoebe was swept out from under its polar dome, and away in a swarm of struggling quartz globules. The white-hot domes, no longer held apart by the center, now collapsed into the Ring, and in their turn began to be eroded. Dingbat sprang into swift action, for he knew that to lose sight of the diamond meant to lose it. Once cool, and mingled with the tens of millions of similar quartz spheroids, it would circle perpetually with them about Saturn. There would be no finding it, short of a miracle. He must turn and pursue it now!
Desperately the tugs tried to kill their momentum in the direction Phoebe had originally started. Enveloped in flames from the flaring jets bucking space, observation from the Thor was impossible for a time. When she and her sisters had managed to turn and had begun to pick up speed in the direction of motion of the Ring, Dingbat's anxious scanning of the curving plain ahead showed him nothing. The diamond, last seen well within the Ring, had disappeared. Now there was no sign. Savagely, he ordered every ounce of speed crowded on.
Ten minutes later, far ahead, there was a momentary burst of white light, followed by a fanlike eruption of greenish flame. That indicated the diamond still had a little velocity left in their direction, and had just had a collision with a quartz sphere. Dingbat snatched a little hope. As long as the diamond was fighting upstream, as it were, signs could be expected. Cursing helplessly because there was no more reserves of speed, Dingbat paced the cabin until the Thor had built up to Ring velocity. The sight of the glimmering ten-thousand-mile width of the Ring added to his dejection; systematic search of it was an impossibility.
When the moment came that the tug was traveling exactly at the speed of the Ring fragments, all hands peered below. As by magic, the Ring ceased to be a solid. Below, as if hanging motionless in space, were bodies, millions of them, of every size and color. The spaces between them were large, comparatively. A spaceship, handled with care, could safely be taken in.
As he gave the order, he noted for the first time that in the excitement of the day, he had forgotten the passage of time. In scanning the part of the Ring ahead, where he thought he had last seen the diamond, his heart sank when he observed that spot would shortly pass into the shadow of Saturn. His search would have to be made in the dark. What had seemed to be difficult enough was about to turn into an impossibility. Unless he sighted the diamond before dark, it was lost forever!
At that moment, in the very edge of the penumbra, a dazzling beam of purest blue, changing instantly to a gorgeous crimson, shot forth. It vanished as quickly as it came, as its source went into the shadow. The diamond! It could be nothing else. A groan went up from the crew. Everybody recognized now that with another hour of sunlight, there might be a chance of securing the gem. But now?
THE THREE ships groped through the packed recesses of the Ring, their lights creating an eerie scene. Nowhere in all space is there another such area. All about them were the ghostly spheres, each reflecting the light differently, depending on its color and crystal form. Hour after hour they tested one big quartz globule after another, hoping to get back the answering flash of the superb jewel. False hopes were raised— and dashed. Men grew tired and sleepy.
"Titan calling," announced the televisor man.
"Don't answer," replied Dingbat, glumly.
"If it's any help, sir," ventured Nutworth, "I just remembered— diamonds phasphoresce under the impact of an electric discharge."
"No good," said Dingbat, gloomily, "these are tugs, not war cruisers."
Nutworth relapsed for a moment into his ordinary state of worried abstraction, then brightened and added; "And under ultraviolet light, too."
"Now you're talking," cried Dingbat, coming to life again. Orders rang out and the crew of the Thor swarmed all over the place, rigging transformers.
The scene outside, if bizarre before, was absolutely weird now. The flood of violet light made the strange particles in the neighborhood look like the embellishments of a fever dream, glimmering in the ghostly light. Many pieces were discovered that gave off a mild fluorescence. These were successively examined and rejected. The ships went on, casting their invisible light ahead. Presently, back from the black void ahead came the glorious brilliance of the answering flame of the diamond.
"Phoebe, come to papa!" half sobbed Dingbat, delirious with relief. The crew needed no orders. They did what was to do. Dingbat danced round and round. Grabbing the amazed Nutworth, he pumped his hand up and down. "Nutworth, old boy, I apologize!"
"For what?" asked the bewildered engineer.
"Never mind," said Dingbat, sobering, "but you get a bonus, too."
The Thor had hooked onto the diamond, and it was not yet dawn.
"Saturnine Works," Dingbat ordered, crisply, "and mind the chimneys." He went to the televisor and switched it on. In a couple of minutes he was looking into Jed Andrews' office. Before he could say a word, the old man started roaring.
"What in Hell! Every astronomer in the Solar System has gone crazy!"
"Tell 'em everything's under control," and Dingbat switched off. The old man could wait. He was looking for Alicia and the glimpse of the office showed him she was not there. Now he called the Andrews mansion on Tethys Heights. Ah! There she was.
"Hy'a, hon! Listen— there's an old Earth custom that when the boy friend brings in a big diamond, the girl sets the date. I'm on the on the way!"
_________________
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A LAD of about twenty stepped ashore from the schooner Jane, and joining a girl, who had been avoiding for some ten minutes the ardent gaze of the night-watchman, set off arm-in-arm. The watchman rolled his eyes and shook his head slowly.
Nearly all his money on 'is back, he said, and what little bit 'e's got over he'll spend on 'er. And three months arter they're married he'll wonder wot 'e ever saw in her. If a man marries he wishes he 'adn't, and if he doesn't marry he wishes he 'ad. That's life.
LOOKING AT them two young fools reminds me of a nevy of Sam Small's; a man I think I've spoke to you of afore. As a rule Sam didn't talk much about 'is relations, but there was a sister of 'is in the country wot 'e was rather fond of because 'e 'adn't seen 'er for twenty years. She 'ad got a boy wot 'ad just got a job in London, and when 'e wrote and told 'er he was keeping company with the handsomest and loveliest and best 'arted gal in the whole wide world, she wrote to Sam about it and asked 'im to give 'is nevy some good advice.
Sam 'ad just got back from China and was living with Peter Russet and Ginger Dick as usual, and arter reading the letter about seven times and asking Ginger how 'e spelt "minx," 'e read the letter out loud to them and asked 'em what they thought about it.
Ginger shook his 'ead, and, arter thinking a bit, Peter shook his too.
"She's caught 'im rather young," ses Ginger.
"They get it bad at that age too," ses Peter. "When I was twenty, there was a gal as I was fond of, and a regiment couldn't ha' parted us."
"Wot did part you then?" ses Sam.
"Another gal," ses Peter; "a gal I took a fancy to, that's wot did it."
"I was nearly married when I was twenty," ses Ginger, with a far-away look in his eyes. "She was the most beautiful gal I ever saw in my life; she 'ad one 'undred pounds a year of 'er own and she couldn't bear me out of her sight. If a thump acrost the chest would do that cough of yours any good, Sam—"
"Don't take no notice of 'im, Ginger," ses Peter. "Why didn't you marry 'er?"
"'Cos I was afraid she might think I was arter 'er money," ses Ginger, getting a little bit closer to Sam.
Peter 'ad another turn then, and him and Ginger kept on talking about gals whose 'arts they 'ad broke till Sam didn't know what to do with 'imself.
"I'll just step round and see my nevy, while you and Peter are amusing each other," he ses at last. "I'll ask 'im to come round to-morrow and then you can give 'im good advice."
The nevy came round next evening. Bright, cheerful young chap 'e was, and he agreed with everything they said. When Peter said as 'ow all gals was deceivers, he said he'd known it for years, but they was born that way and couldn't 'elp it; and when Ginger said that no man ought to marry afore he was fifty, he corrected 'im and made it fifty-five.
"I'm glad to 'ear you talk like that," ses Ginger.
"So am I," ses Peter.
"He's got his 'ead screwed on right," ses Sam, wot thought his sister 'ad made a mistake.
"I'm surprised when I look round at the wimmen men 'ave married," ses the nevy; "wot they could 'ave seen in them I can't think. Me and my young lady often laugh about it."
"Your wot?" ses Sam, pretending to be very surprised.
"My young lady," ses the nevy.
Sam gives a cough. "I didn't know you'd got a young lady," he ses.
"Well, I 'ave," ses his nevy, "and we're going to be married at Christmas."
"But— but you ain't fifty-five," ses Ginger.
"I'm twenty-one," ses the nevy, "but my case is different. There isn't another young lady like mine in the world. She's different to all the others, and it ain't likely I'm going to let 'er be snapped up by somebody else. Fifty-five! Why, 'ow I'm to wait till Christmas I don't know. She's the prettiest and handsomest gal in the world; and she's the cleverest one I ever met. You ought to hear 'er laugh. Like music it is. You'd never forget it."
"Twenty-one is young," ses Ginger, shaking his 'ead. "'Ave you known 'er long?"
"Three months," ses the nevy. "She lives in the same street as I do. 'Ow it is she ain't been snapped up before, I can't think, but she told me that she didn't care for men till she saw me."
"They all say that," ses Ginger.
"If I've 'ad it said to me once, I've 'ad it said twenty times," ses Peter, nodding.
"They do it to flatter," ses old Sam, looking as if 'e knew all about it. "You wait till you are my age, Joe; then you'll know; why I should ha' been married dozens o' times if I 'adn't been careful."
"P'r'aps it was a bit on both sides," ses Joe, looking at 'is uncle. "P'r'aps they was careful too. If you only saw my young lady, you wouldn't talk like that. She's got the truthfullest eyes in the world. Large grey eyes like a child's, leastways sometimes they are grey and sometimes they are blue. It seems to depend on the light somehow; I 'ave seen them when they was a brown-brownish-gold. And she smiles with 'er eyes."
"Hasn't she got a mouth?" ses Ginger, wot was getting a bit tired of it.
"You've been crossed in love," ses the nevy, staring at 'im. "That's wot's the matter with you. And looking at you, I don't wonder at it."
Ginger 'arf got up, but Sam gave him a look and 'e sat down agin, and then they all sat quiet while the nevy went on telling them about 'is gal.
"I should like to see 'er," ses his uncle at last.
"Call round for me at seven to-morrow night," ses the young 'un, "and I'll introduce you."
"We might look in on our way," ses Sam, arter Ginger and Peter 'ad both made eyes at 'im. "We're going out to spend the evening."
"The more the merrier," ses his nevy. "Well, so long; I expect she's waiting for me."
He got up and said good-bye, and arter he 'ad gorn, Sam and the other two shook their leads together and said what a pity it was to be twenty-one. Ginger said it made 'im sad to think of it, and Peter said 'ow any gal could look at a man under thirty, 'e couldn't think.
They all went round to the nevy's the next evening. They was a little bit early owing to Ginger's watch 'aving been set right by guess-work, and they 'ad to sit in a row on the nevy's bed waiting while 'e cleaned 'imself, and changed his clothes. Although it was only Wednesday 'e changed his collar, and he was so long making up 'is mind about his necktie that 'is uncle tried to make it up for him. By the time he 'ad finished Sam said it made 'im think it was Sunday.
Miss Gill was at 'ome when they got there, and all three of 'em was very much surprised that such a good-looking gal should take up with Sam's nevy. Ginger nearly said so, but Peter gave 'im a dig in the back just in time and 'e called him something under 'is breath instead.
"Why shouldn't we all make an evening of it?" ses Ginger, arter they 'ad been talking for about ten minutes, and the nevy 'ad looked at the clock three or four times.
"Because two's company," ses Mrs. Gill. "Why you was young yourself once. Can't you remember?"
"He's young now, mother," ses the gal, giving Ginger a nice smile.
"I tell you wot we might do," ses Mrs. Gill, putting 'er finger to her forehead and considering. "You and Joe go out and 'ave your evening, and me and these gentlemen'll go off together somewhere. I shall enjoy an outing; I ain't 'ad one for a long time."
Ginger said it would be very nice if she thought it wouldn't make 'er too tired, and afore Sam or Peter could think of anything to say, she was upstairs putting 'er bonnet on. They thought o' plenty to say while they was sitting alone with Ginger waiting for 'er.
"My idea was for the gal and your nevy to come too," ses pore Ginger. "Then I thought we might lose 'im and I would 'ave a little chat with the gal, and show 'er 'ow foolish she was."
"Well, you've done it now," ses Sam. "Spoilt our evening."
"P'r'aps good will come out of it," ses Ginger. "If the old lady takes a fancy to us we shall be able to come agin, and then to please you, Sam, I'll have a go to cut your nevy out."
Sam stared at 'im, and Peter stared too, and then they looked at each other and began to laugh till Ginger forgot where 'e was and offered to put Sam through the winder. They was still quarrelling under their breath and saying wot they'd like to do to each other when Mrs. Gill came downstairs. Dressed up to the nines she was, and they walked down the street with a feeling that everybody was looking at em.
One thing that 'elped to spoil the evening was that Mrs. Gill wouldn't go into public'ouses, but to make up for it she went into sweet-stuff shops three times and 'ad ices while they stood and watched 'er and wondered 'ow she could do it. And arter that she stopped at a place Poplar way, where there was a few swings and roundabouts and things. She was as skittish as a school-gal, and arter taking pore Sam on the roundabout till 'e didn't know whether he was on his 'eels or his 'ead, she got 'im into a boat-swing and swung 'im till he felt like a boy on 'is fust v'y'ge. Arter that she took 'im to the rifle gallery, and afore he had 'ad three shots the man took the gun away from 'im and threatened to send for the police.
It was an expensive evening for all of them, but as Ginger said when they got 'ome they 'ad broken the ice, and he bet Peter Russet 'arf a dollar that afore two days 'ad passed he'd take the nevy's gal for a walk. He stepped round by 'imself the next arternoon and made 'imself agreeable to Mrs. Gill, and the day arter they was both so nice and kind that 'e plucked up 'is courage and offered to take Miss Gill to the Zoo.
She said "No" at fust, of course, but arter Ginger 'ad pointed out that Joe was at work all day and couldn't take 'er 'imself, and that 'e was Joe's uncle's best pal, she began to think better of it.
"Why not?" ses her mother. "Joe wouldn't mind. He wouldn't be so silly as to be jealous o' Mr. Ginger Dick."
"Of course not," ses the gal. "There's nothing to be jealous of."
She let 'er mother and Ginger persuade 'er arter a time, and then she went upstairs to clean herself, and put on a little silver brooch that Ginger said he 'ad picked up coming along.
She took about three-quarters of an hour to get ready, but when she came down, Ginger felt that it was quite worth it. He couldn't take 'is eyes off 'er, as the saying goes, and 'e sat by 'er side on the top of the omnibus like a man in a dream.
"This is better than being at sea," he ses at last.
"Don't you like the sea?" ses the gal. "I should like to go to sea myself."
"I shouldn't mind the sea if you was there," ses Ginger.
Miss Gill turned her 'ead away. "You mustn't talk to me like that," she ses in a soft voice. "Still—"
"Still wot?" ses Ginger, arter waiting a long time.
"I mean, if I did go to sea, it would be nice to have a friend on board," she ses. "I suppose you ain't afraid of storms, are you?"
"I like 'em," ses Ginger.
"You look as if you would," ses the gal, giving 'im a little look under 'er eyelashes. "It must be nice to be a man and be brave. I wish I was a man."
"I don't," ses Ginger.
"Why not?" ses the gal, turning her 'ead away agin.
Ginger didn't answer, he gave 'er elbow a little squeeze instead. She took it away at once, and Ginger was just wishing he 'adn't been so foolish, when it came back agin, and they sat for a long time without speaking a word.
"The sea is all right for some things," ses Ginger at last, "but suppose a man married!"
The gal shook her 'ead. "It would be hard on 'is wife," she ses, with another little look at 'im, "but— but—"
Ginger pinched 'er elbow agin.
"But p'r'aps he could get a job ashore," she ses, "and then he could take his wife out for a bus-ride every day."
They 'ad to change buses arter a time, and they got on a wrong bus and went miles out o' their way, but neither of 'em seemed to mind. Ginger said he was thinking of something else, and the gal said she was too. They got to the Zoological Gardens at last, and Ginger said he 'ad never enjoyed himself so much. When the lions roared she squeezed his arm, and when they 'ad an elephant ride she was holding on to 'im with both 'ands.
"I am enjoying myself," she ses, as Ginger 'elped her down and said "whoa" to the elephant. "I know it's wicked, but I can't 'elp it, and wot's more, I'm afraid I don't want to 'elp it."
She let Ginger take 'er arm when she nearly tripped up over a peppermint ball some kid 'ad dropped; and, arter a little persuasion, she 'ad a bottle of lemonade and six bath-buns at a refreshment stall for dinner.
She was as nice as she could be to him, but by the time they started for 'ome, she 'ad turned so quiet that Ginger began to think 'e must 'ave offended 'er in some way.
"Are you tired?" he ses.
"No," ses the gal, shaking her 'ead, "I've enjoyed myself very much."
"I thought you seemed a bit tired," ses Ginger, arter waiting a long time.
"I'm not tired," ses the gal, giving 'im a sad sort o' little smile, "but I'm a little bit worried, that's all."
"Worried?" ses Ginger, very tender. "Wot's worrying you?"
"Oh, I can't tell you," ses Miss Gill. "It doesn't matter; I'll try and cheer up. Wot a lovely day it is, isn't it? I shall remember it all my life."
"Wot is it worrying you?" ses Ginger, in a determined voice. "Can't you tell me?"
"No," ses the gal, shaking her 'ead, "I can't tell you because you might want to 'elp me, and I couldn't allow that."
"Why shouldn't I 'elp you?" ses Ginger. "It's wot we was put 'ere for: to 'elp one another."
"I couldn't tell you," ses the gal, just dabbing at'er eyes— with a lace pocket-'ankercher about one and a 'arf times the size of 'er nose.
"Not if I ask you to?" ses Ginger.
Miss Gill shook 'er 'ead, and then she tried her 'ardest to turn the conversation. She talked about the weather, and the monkey-'ouse, and a gal in 'er street whose 'air changed from red to black in a single night; but it was all no good, Ginger wouldn't be put off, and at last she ses—
"Well," she ses, "if you must know, I'm in a difficulty; I 'ave got to get three pounds, and where to get it I don't know any more than the man in the moon. Now let's talk about something else."
"Do you owe it?" ses Ginger.
"I can't tell you any more," ses Miss Gill, "and I wouldn't 'ave told you that only you asked me, and somehow I feel as though I 'ave to tell you things, when you want me to."
"Three pounds ain't much," ses pore Ginger, wot 'ad just been paid off arter a long v'y'ge. "I can let you 'ave it and welcome."
Miss Gill started away from 'im as though she 'ad been stung, and it took 'im all his time to talk 'er round agin. When he 'ad she begged 'is pardon and said he was the most generous man she 'ad ever met, but it couldn't be.
"I don't know when I could pay it back," she ses, "but I thank you all the same for offering it."
"Pay it back when you like," ses Ginger, "and if you never pay it back, it don't matter."
He offered 'er the money four or five times, but she wouldn't take it, but at last just as they got near her 'ouse he forced it in her 'and, and put his own 'ands in his pockets when she tried to make 'im take it back.
"You are good to me," she ses arter they 'ad gone inside and 'er mother 'ad gone upstairs arter giving Ginger a bottle o' beer to amuse 'imself with; "I shall never forget you. Never."
"I 'ope not," ses Ginger, starting. "Are you coming out agin to-morrow?"
"I'm afraid I can't," ses Miss Gill, shaking her 'ead and looking sorrowful.
"Not with me?" ses Ginger, sitting down beside her on the sofa and putting 'is arm so that she could lean against it if she wanted to.
"I don't think I can," ses the gal, leaning back very gentle.
"Think agin," ses Ginger, squeezing 'er waist a little.
Miss Gill shook her 'ead, and then turned and looked at 'im. Her face was so close to his, that, thinking that she 'ad put it there a-purpose, he kissed it, and the next moment 'e got a clout that made his 'ead ring.
"'Ow dare you!" she ses, jumping up with a scream. "'Ow dare you! 'Ow dare—"
"Wot's the matter?" ses her mother, coming downstairs like a runaway barrel of treacle.
"He— he's insulted me," ses Miss Gill, taking out her little 'ankercher and sobbing. "He— k-kissed me!"
"WOT!" ses Mrs. Gill. "Well, I'd never 'ave believed it! Never! Why 'e ought to be taken up. Wot d'ye mean by it?" she ses, turning on pore Ginger.
Ginger tried to explain, but it was all no good, and two minutes arterwards 'e was walking back to 'is lodgings like a dog with its tail between its legs. His 'ead was going round and round with astonishment, and 'e was in such a temper that 'e barged into a man twice as big as himself and then offered to knock his 'ead off when 'e objected. And when Sam and Peter asked him 'ow he 'ad got on, he was in such a state of mind it was all 'e could do to answer 'em.
"And I'll trouble you for my 'arf dollar, Peter," he ses; "I've been out with 'er all day, and I've won my bet."
Peter paid it over like a lamb, and then 'e sat thinking 'ard for a bit.
"Are you going out with 'er agin to-morrow, Ginger?" he ses, arter a time.
"I don't know," ses Ginger, careless-like, "I ain't made up my mind yet."
Peter looked at 'im and then 'e looked at Sam and winked. "Let me 'ave a try," he ses; "I'll bet you another 'arf dollar that I take 'er out. P'r'aps I shall come 'ome in a better temper than wot you 'ave."
Old Sam said it wasn't right to play with a gal's 'art in that way, but arter a lot o' talking and telling Sam to shut up, Ginger took the bet. He was quite certain in his own mind that Miss Gill would slam the door in Peter's face, and arter he 'ad started off next morning, Ginger and Sam waited in to 'ave the pleasure of laughing in 'is face.
They got tired of waiting at last, and went out to enjoy themselves, and breathe the fresh air in a pub down Poplar way. They got back at seven o'clock, and ten minutes arterwards Peter came in and sat down on his bed and began to smoke without a word.
"Had a good time?" ses Ginger.
"Rippin'," ses Peter, holding 'is pipe tight between 'is teeth. "You owe me 'arf a dollar, Ginger."
"Where'd you go?" ses Ginger, passing it over.
"Crystal Pallis," ses Peter.
"Are you going to take 'er out to-morrow?" ses Sam.
"I don't think so," ses Peter, taking 'is pipe out of 'is mouth and yawning. "She's rather too young for me; I like talking to gals wot's a bit older. I won't stand in Ginger's way."
"I found 'er a bit young too," ses Ginger. "P'r'aps we'd better let Sam's nevy 'ave 'er. Arter all it's a bit rough on 'im when you come to think of it."
"You're quite right," ses Peter, jumping up. "It's Sam's business, and why we should go out of our way and inconvenience ourselves to do 'im a good turn, I don't know."
"It's Sam all over," ses Ginger; "he's always been like that, and the more you try to oblige 'im, the more you may."
They went on abusing Sam till he got sick and tired of it, and arter telling 'em wot he thought of 'em he slammed the door and went out and spent the evening by 'imself. He would 'ardly speak to them next day, but arter tea he brightened up a bit and they went off together as if nothing 'ad happened, and the fust thing they saw as they turned out of their street was Sam's nevy coming along smiling till it made their faces ache to look at him.
"I was just coming to see you," he ses.
"We're just off on business," ses Ginger.
"I wasn't going to stop," ses the nevy; "my young lady just told me to step along and show uncle wot she has bought me. A silver watch and chain and a gold ring. Look at it!"
He held his 'and under Ginger's nose, and Ginger stood there looking at it and opening and shutting 'is mouth like a dying fish. Then he took Peter by the arm and led 'im away while the nevy was opening 'is new watch and showing Sam the works.
" 'Ow much did she get out of you, Peter?" ses Ginger, looking at 'im very hard. "I don't want any lies."
"Three quid," ses Peter, staring at 'im.
"Same 'ere," ses Ginger, grinding his teeth. "Did she give you a smack on the side of your face?"
"Wot— are— you— talking about, Ginger?" ses Peter.
"Did she smack your face too?" ses Ginger.
"Yes," ses Peter.
________________
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I WAS MAKING experiments of some interest at South Kensington, and hoped that I had perfected a small but not unimportant discovery, when, on returning home one evening in late October in the year 1893, I found a visiting card on my table. On it were inscribed the words, "Mr. Geoffrey Bainbridge." This name was quite unknown to me, so I rang the bell and inquired of my servant who the visitor had been. He described him as a gentleman who wished to see me on most urgent business, and said further that Mr. Bainbridge intended to call again later in the evening. It was with both curiosity and vexation that I awaited the return of the stranger. Urgent business with me generally meant a hurried rush to one part of the country or the other. I did not want to leave London just then; and when at half-past nine Mr. Geoffrey Bainbridge was ushered into my room, I received him with a certain coldness which he could not fail to perceive. He was a tall, well-dressed, elderly man. He immediately plunged into the object of his visit.
"I hope you do not consider my unexpected presence an intrusion, Mr. Bell," he said. "But I have heard of you from our mutual friends, the Greys of Uplands. You may remember once doing that family a great service."
"I remember perfectly well," I answered more cordially. "Pray tell me what you want; I shall listen with attention."
"I believe you are the one man in London who can help me," he continued. "I refer to a matter especially relating to your own particular study. I need hardly say that whatever you do will not be unrewarded."
"That is neither here nor there," I said; "but before you go any further, allow me to ask one question. Do you want me to leave London at present?"
He raised his eyebrows in dismay.
"I certainly do," he answered.
"Very well; pray proceed with your story."
He looked at me with anxiety.
"In the first place," he began, "I must tell you that I am chairman of the Lytton Vale Railway Company in Wales, and that it is on an important matter connected with our line that I have come to consult you. When I explain to you the nature of the mystery, you will not wonder, I think, at my soliciting your aid."
"I will give you my closest attention," I answered; and then I added, impelled to say the latter words by a certain expression on his face, "if I can see my way to assisting you I shall be ready to do so."
"Pray accept my cordial thanks," he replied. "I have come up from my place at Felwyn to-day on purpose to consult you. It is in that neighbourhood that the affair has occurred. As it is essential that you should be in possession of the facts of the whole matter, I will go over things just as they happened."
I bent forward and listened attentively.
"This day fortnight," continued Mr. Bainbridge, "our quiet little village was horrified by the news that the signalman on duty at the mouth of the Felwyn Tunnel had been found dead under the most mysterious circumstances. The tunnel is at the end of a long cutting between Llanlys and Felwyn stations. It is about a mile long, and the signal-box is on the Felwyn side. The place is extremely lonely, being six miles from the village across the mountains. The name of the poor fellow who met his death in this mysterious fashion was David Pritchard. I have known him from a boy, and he was quite one of the steadiest and most trustworthy men on the line. On Tuesday evening he went on duty at six o'clock; on Wednesday morning the day-man who had come to relieve him was surprised not to find him in the box. It was just getting daylight, and the 6.30 local was coming down, so he pulled the signals and let her through. Then he went out, and, looking up the line towards the tunnel, saw Pritchard lying beside the line close to the mouth of the tunnel. Roberts, the day-man, ran up to him and found, to his horror, that he was quite dead. At first Roberts naturally supposed that he had been cut down by a train, as there was a wound at the back of the head; but he was not lying on the metals. Roberts ran back to the box and telegraphed through to Felwyn Station. The message was sent on to the village, and at half-past seven o'clock the police inspector came up to my house with the news. He and I, with the local doctor, went off at once to the tunnel. We found the dead man lying beside the metals a few yards away from the mouth of the tunnel, and the doctor immediately gave him a careful examination. There was a depressed fracture at the back of the skull, which must have caused his death; but how he came by it was not so clear. On examining the whole place most carefully, we saw, further, that there were marks on the rocks at the steep side of the embankment as if some one had tried to scramble up them. Why the poor fellow had attempted such a climb, God only knows. In doing so he must have slipped and fallen back on to the line, thus causing the fracture of the skull. In no case could he have gone up more than eight or ten feet, as the banks of the cutting run sheer up, almost perpendicularly, beyond that point for more than a hundred and fifty feet. There are some sharp boulders beside the line, and it was possible that he might have fallen on one of these and so sustained the injury. The affair must have occurred some time between 11.45 p.m. and 6 a.m., as the engine-driver of the express at 11.45 p.m. states that the line was signalled clear, and he also caught sight of Pritchard in his box as he passed."
"This is deeply interesting," I said; "pray proceed."
Bainbridge looked at me earnestly; he then continued:—
"The whole thing is shrouded in mystery. Why should Pritchard have left his box and gone down to the tunnel? Why, having done so, should he have made a wild attempt to scale the side of the cutting, an impossible feat at any time? Had danger threatened, the ordinary course of things would have been to run up the line towards the signal-box. These points are quite unexplained. Another curious fact is that death appears to have taken place just before the day-man came on duty, as the light at the mouth of the tunnel had been put out, and it was one of the night signalman's duties to do this as soon as daylight appeared; it is possible, therefore, that Pritchard went down to the tunnel for that purpose. Against this theory, however, and an objection that seems to nullify it, is the evidence of Dr. Williams, who states that when he examined the body his opinion was that death had taken place some hours before. An inquest was held on the following day, but before it took place there was a new and most important development. I now come to what I consider the crucial point in the whole story.
"For a long time there had been a feud between Pritchard and another man of the name of Wynne, a platelayer on the line. The object of their quarrel was the blacksmith's daughter in the neighbouring village—a remarkably pretty girl and an arrant flirt. Both men were madly in love with her, and she played them off one against the other. The night but one before his death Pritchard and Wynne had met at the village inn, had quarrelled in the bar—Lucy, of course, being the subject of their difference. Wynne was heard to say (he was a man of powerful build and subject to fits of ungovernable rage) that he would have Pritchard's life. Pritchard swore a great oath that he would get Lucy on the following day to promise to marry him. This oath, it appears, he kept, and on his way to the signal-box on Tuesday evening met Wynne, and triumphantly told him that Lucy had promised to be his wife. The men had a hand-to-hand fight on the spot, several people from the village being witnesses of it. They were separated with difficulty, each vowing vengeance on the other. Pritchard went off to his duty at the signal-box and Wynne returned to the village to drown his sorrows at the public-house.
"Very late that same night Wynne was seen by a villager going in the direction of the tunnel. The man stopped him and questioned him. He explained that he had left some of his tools on the line, and was on his way to fetch them. The villager noticed that he looked queer and excited, but not wishing to pick a quarrel thought it best not to question him further. It has been proved that Wynne never returned home that night, but came back at an early hour on the following morning, looking dazed and stupid. He was arrested on suspicion, and at the inquest the verdict was against him."
"Has he given any explanation of his own movements?" I asked.
"Yes; but nothing that can clear him. As a matter of fact, his tools were nowhere to be seen on the line, nor did he bring them home with him. His own story is that being considerably the worse for drink, he had fallen down in one of the fields and slept there till morning."
"Things look black against him," I said.
"They do; but listen, I have something more to add. Here comes a very queer feature in the affair. Lucy Ray, the girl who had caused the feud between Pritchard and Wynne, after hearing the news of Pritchard's death, completely lost her head, and ran frantically about the village declaring that Wynne was the man she really loved, and that she had only accepted Pritchard in a fit of rage with Wynne for not himself bringing matters to the point. The case looks very bad against Wynne, and yesterday the magistrate committed him for trial at the coming assizes. The unhappy Lucy Ray and the young man's parents are in a state bordering on distraction."
"What is your own opinion with regard to Wynne's guilt?" I asked.
"Before God, Mr. Bell, I believe the poor fellow is innocent, but the evidence against him is very strong. One of the favourite theories is that he went down to the tunnel and extinguished the light, knowing that this would bring Pritchard out of his box to see what was the matter, and that he then attacked him, striking the blow which fractured the skull."
"Has any weapon been found about, with which he could have given such a blow?"
"No; nor has anything of the kind been discovered on Wynne's person; that fact is decidedly in his favour."
"But what about the marks on the rocks?" I asked.
"It is possible that Wynne may have made them in order to divert suspicion by making people think that Pritchard must have fallen, and so killed himself. The holders of this theory base their belief on the absolute want of cause for Pritchard's trying to scale the rock. The whole thing is the most absolute enigma. Some of the country folk have declared that the tunnel is haunted (and there certainly has been such a rumour current among them for years). That Pritchard saw some apparition, and in wild terror sought to escape from it by climbing the rocks, is another theory, but only the most imaginative hold it."
"Well, it is a most extraordinary case," I replied.
"Yes, Mr. Bell, and I should like to get your opinion of it. Do you see your way to elucidate the mystery?"
"Not at present; but I shall be happy to investigate the matter to my utmost ability."
"But you do not wish to leave London at present?"
"That is so; but a matter of such importance cannot be set aside. It appears, from what you say, that Wynne's life hangs more or less on my being able to clear away the mystery?"
"That is indeed the case. There ought not to be a single stone left unturned to get at the truth, for the sake of Wynne. Well, Mr. Bell, what do you propose to do?"
"To see the place without delay," I answered.
"That is right; when can you come?"
"Whenever you please."
"Will you come down to Felwyn with me to-morrow? I shall leave Paddington by the 7.10, and if you will be my guest I shall be only too pleased to put you up."
"That arrangement will suit me admirably," I replied. "I will meet you by the train you mention, and the affair shall have my best attention."
"Thank you," he said, rising. He shook hands with me and took his leave.
The next day I met Bainbridge at Paddington Station, and we were soon flying westward in the luxurious private compartment that had been reserved for him. I could see by his abstracted manner and his long lapses of silence that the mysterious affair at Felwyn Tunnel was occupying all his thoughts.
It was two o'clock in the afternoon when the train slowed down at the little station of Felwyn. The station-master was at the door in an instant to receive us.
"I have some terribly bad news for you, sir," he said, turning to Bainbridge as we alighted; "and yet in one sense it is a relief, for it seems to clear Wynne."
"What do you mean?" cried Bainbridge. "Bad news? Speak out at once!"
"Well, sir, it is this: there has been another death at Felwyn signal-box. John Davidson, who was on duty last night, was found dead at an early hour this morning in the very same place where we found poor Pritchard."
"Good God!" cried Bainbridge, starting back, "what an awful thing! What, in the name of Heaven, does it mean, Mr. Bell? This is too fearful. Thank goodness you have come down with us."
"It is as black a business as I ever heard of, sir," echoed the station-master; "and what we are to do I don't know. Poor Davidson was found dead this morning, and there was neither mark nor sign of what killed him—that is the extraordinary part of it. There's a perfect panic abroad, and not a signalman on the line will take duty to-night. I was quite in despair, and was afraid at one time that the line would have to be closed, but at last it occurred to me to wire to Lytton Vale, and they are sending down an inspector. I expect him by a special every moment. I believe this is he coming now," added the station-master, looking up the line.
There was the sound of a whistle down the valley, and in a few moments a single engine shot into the station, and an official in uniform stepped on to the platform.
"Good-evening, sir," he said, touching his cap to Bainbridge; "I have just been sent down to inquire into this affair at the Felwyn Tunnel, and though it seems more of a matter for a Scotland Yard detective than one of ourselves, there was nothing for it but to come. All the same, Mr. Bainbridge, I cannot say that I look forward to spending to-night alone at the place."
"You wish for the services of a detective, but you shall have some one better," said Bainbridge, turning towards me. "This gentleman, Mr. John Bell, is the man of all others for our business. I have just brought him down from London for the purpose."
An expression of relief flitted across the inspector's face.
"I am very glad to see you, sir," he said to me, "and I hope you will be able to spend the night with me in the signal-box. I must say I don't much relish the idea of tackling the thing single-handed; but with your help, sir, I think we ought to get to the bottom of it somehow. I am afraid there is not a man on the line who will take duty until we do. So it is most important that the thing should be cleared, and without delay."
I readily assented to the inspector's proposition, and Bainbridge and I arranged that we should call for him at four o'clock at the village inn and drive him to the tunnel.
We then stepped into the wagonette which was waiting for us, and drove to Bainbridge's house.
Mrs. Bainbridge came out to meet us, and was full of the tragedy. Two pretty girls also ran to greet their father, and to glance inquisitively at me. I could see that the entire family was in a state of much excitement.
"Lucy Ray has just left, father," said the elder of the girls. "We had much trouble to soothe her; she is in a frantic state."
"You have heard, Mr. Bell, all about this dreadful mystery?" said Mrs. Bainbridge as she led me towards the dining-room.
"Yes," I answered; "your husband has been good enough to give me every particular."
"And you have really come here to help us?"
"I hope I may be able to discover the cause," I answered.
"It certainly seems most extraordinary," continued Mrs. Bainbridge. "My dear," she continued, turning to her husband, "you can easily imagine the state we were all in this morning when the news of the second death was brought to us."
"For my part," said Ella Bainbridge, "I am sure that Felwyn Tunnel is haunted. The villagers have thought so for a long time, and this second death seems to prove it, does it not?" Here she looked anxiously at me.
"I can offer no opinion," I replied, "until I have sifted the matter thoroughly."
"Come, Ella, don't worry Mr. Bell," said her father; "if he is as hungry as I am, he must want his lunch."
We then seated ourselves at the table and commenced the meal. Bainbridge, although he professed to be hungry, was in such a state of excitement that he could scarcely eat. Immediately after lunch he left me to the care of his family and went into the village.
"It is just like him," said Mrs. Bainbridge; "he takes these sort of things to heart dreadfully. He is terribly upset about Lucy Ray, and also about the poor fellow Wynne. It is certainly a fearful tragedy from first to last."
"Well, at any rate," I said, "this fresh death will upset the evidence against Wynne."
"I hope so, and there is some satisfaction in the fact. Well, Mr. Bell, I see you have finished lunch; will you come into the drawing-room?"
I followed her into a pleasant room overlooking the valley of the Lytton.
By-and-by Bainbridge returned, and soon afterwards the dog-cart came to the door. My host and I mounted, Bainbridge took the reins, and we started off at a brisk pace.
"Matters get worse and worse," he said the moment we were alone. "If you don't clear things up to-night, Bell, I say frankly that I cannot imagine what will happen."
We entered the village, and as we rattled down the ill-paved streets I was greeted with curious glances on all sides. The people were standing about in groups, evidently talking about the tragedy and nothing else. Suddenly, as our trap bumped noisily over the paving-stones, a girl darted out of one of the houses and made frantic motions to Bainbridge to stop the horse. He pulled the mare nearly up on her haunches, and the girl came up to the side of the dog-cart.
"You have heard it?" she said, speaking eagerly and in a gasping voice. "The death which occurred this morning will clear Stephen Wynne, won't it, Mr. Bainbridge?—it will, you are sure, are you not?"
"It looks like it, Lucy, my poor girl," he answered. "But there, the whole thing is so terrible that I scarcely know what to think."
She was a pretty girl with dark eyes, and under ordinary circumstances must have had the vivacious expression of face and the brilliant complexion which so many of her countrywomen possess. But now her eyes were swollen with weeping and her complexion more or less disfigured by the agony she had gone through. She looked piteously at Bainbridge, her lips trembling. The next moment she burst into tears.
"Come away, Lucy," said a woman who had followed her out of the cottage; "Fie— for shame! don't trouble the gentlemen; come back and stay quiet."
"I can't, mother, I can't," said the unfortunate girl. "If they hang him, I'll go clean off my head. Oh, Mr. Bainbridge, do say that the second death has cleared him!"
"I have every hope that it will do so, Lucy," said Bainbridge, "but now don't keep us, there's a good girl; go back into the house. This gentleman has come down from London on purpose to look into the whole matter. I may have good news for you in the morning."
The girl raised her eyes to my face with a look of intense pleading. "Oh, I have been cruel and a fool, and I deserve everything," she gasped; "but, sir, for the love of Heaven, try to clear him."
I promised to do my best.
Bainbridge touched up the mare, she bounded forward, and Lucy disappeared into the cottage with her mother.
The next moment we drew up at the inn where the Inspector was waiting, and soon afterwards were bowling along between the high banks of the country lanes to the tunnel. It was a cold, still afternoon; the air was wonderfully keen, for a sharp frost had held the countryside in its grip for the last two days. The sun was just tipping the hills to westward when the trap pulled up at the top of the cutting. We hastily alighted, and the Inspector and I bade Bainbridge good-bye. He said that he only wished that he could stay with us for the night, assured us that little sleep would visit him, and that he would be back at the cutting at an early hour on the following morning; then the noise of his horse's feet was heard fainter and fainter as he drove back over the frost-bound roads. The Inspector and I ran along the little path to the wicket-gate in the fence, stamping our feet on the hard ground to restore circulation after our cold drive. The next moment we were looking down upon the scene of the mysterious deaths, and a weird and lonely place it looked. The tunnel was at one end of the rock cutting, the sides of which ran sheer down to the line for over a hundred and fifty feet. Above the tunnel's mouth the hills rose one upon the other. A more dreary place it would have been difficult to imagine. From a little clump of pines a delicate film of blue smoke rose straight up on the still air. This came from the chimney of the signal-box.
As we started to descend the precipitous path the Inspector sang out a cheery "Hullo!" The man on duty in the box immediately answered. His voice echoed and reverberated down the cutting, and the next moment he appeared at the door of the box. He told us that he would be with us immediately; but we called back to him to stay where he was, and the next instant the Inspector and I entered the box.
"The first thing to do," said Henderson the Inspector, "is to send a message down the line to announce our arrival."
This he did, and in a few moments a crawling goods train came panting up the cutting. After signalling her through we descended the wooden flight of steps which led from the box down to the line and walked along the metals towards the tunnel till we stood on the spot where poor Davidson had been found dead that morning. I examined the ground and all around it most carefully. Everything tallied exactly with the description I had received. There could be no possible way of approaching the spot except by going along the line, as the rocky sides of the cutting were inaccessible.
"It is a most extraordinary thing, sir," said the signalman whom we had come to relieve. "Davidson had neither mark nor sign on him—there he lay stone dead and cold, and not a bruise nowhere; but Pritchard had an awful wound at the back of the head. They said he got it by climbing the rocks—here, you can see the marks for yourself, sir. But now, is it likely that Pritchard would try to climb rocks like these, so steep as they are?"
"Certainly not," I replied.
"Then how do you account for the wound, sir?" asked the man with an anxious face.
"I cannot tell you at present," I answered.
"And you and Inspector Henderson are going to spend the night in the signal-box?"
"Yes."
A horrified expression crept over the signalman's face.
"God preserve you both," he said; "I wouldn't do it—not for fifty pounds. It's not the first time I have heard tell that Felwyn Tunnel is haunted. But, there, I won't say any more about that. It's a black business, and has given trouble enough. There's poor Wynne, the same thing as convicted of the murder of Pritchard; but now they say that Davidson's death will clear him. Davidson was as good a fellow as you would come across this side of the country; but for the matter of that, so was Pritchard. The whole thing is terrible—it upsets one, that it do, sir."
"I don't wonder at your feelings," I answered; "but now, see here, I want to make a most careful examination of everything. One of the theories is that Wynne crept down this rocky side and fractured Pritchard's skull. I believe such a feat to be impossible. On examining these rocks I see that a man might climb up the side of the tunnel as far as from eight to ten feet, utilising the sharp projections of rock for the purpose; but it would be out of the question for any man to come down the cutting. No; the only way Wynne could have approached Pritchard was by the line itself. But, after all, the real thing to discover is this," I continued: "what killed Davidson? Whatever caused his death is, beyond doubt, equally responsible for Pritchard's. I am now going into the tunnel."
Inspector Henderson went in with me. The place struck damp and chill. The walls were covered with green, evil-smelling fungi, and through the brickwork the moisture was oozing and had trickled down in long lines to the ground. Before us was nothing but dense darkness.
When we re-appeared the signalman was lighting the red lamp on the post, which stood about five feet from the ground just above the entrance to the tunnel.
"Is there plenty of oil?" asked the Inspector.
"Yes, sir, plenty," replied the man. "Is there anything more I can do for either of you gentlemen?" he asked, pausing, and evidently dying to be off.
"Nothing," answered Henderson; "I will wish you good-evening."
"Good-evening to you both," said the man. He made his way quickly up the path and was soon lost to sight.
Henderson and I then returned to the signal-box.
By this time it was nearly dark.
"How many trains pass in the night?" I asked of the Inspector.
"There's the 10.20 down express," he said, "it will pass here at about 10.40; then there's the 11.45 up, and then not another train till the 6.30 local to-morrow morning. We shan't have a very lively time," he added.
I approached the fire and bent over it, holding out my hands to try and get some warmth into them.
"It will take a good deal to persuade me to go down to the tunnel, whatever I may see there," said the man. "I don't think, Mr. Bell, I am a coward in any sense of the word, but there's something very uncanny about this place, right away from the rest of the world. I don't wonder one often hears of signalmen going mad in some of these lonely boxes. Have you any theory to account for these deaths, sir?"
"None at present," I replied.
"This second death puts the idea of Pritchard being murdered quite out of court," he continued.
"I am sure of it," I answered.
"And so am I, and that's one comfort," continued Henderson. "That poor girl, Lucy Ray, although she was to be blamed for her conduct, is much to be pitied now; and as to poor Wynne himself, he protests his innocence through thick and thin. He was a wild fellow, but not the sort to take the life of a fellow-creature. I saw the doctor this afternoon while I was waiting for you at the inn, Mr. Bell, and also the police sergeant. They both say they do not know what Davidson died of. There was not the least sign of violence on the body."
"Well, I am as puzzled as the rest of you," I said. "I have one or two theories in my mind, but none of them will quite fit the situation."
The night was piercingly cold, and, although there was not a breath of wind, the keen and frosty air penetrated into the lonely signal-box. We spoke little, and both of us were doubtless absorbed by our own thoughts and speculations. As to Henderson, he looked distinctly uncomfortable, and I cannot say that my own feelings were too pleasant. Never had I been given a tougher problem to solve, and never had I been so utterly at my wits' end for a solution.
Now and then the Inspector got up and went to the telegraph instrument, which intermittently clicked away in its box. As he did so he made some casual remark and then sat down again. After the 10.40 had gone through, there followed a period of silence which seemed almost oppressive. All at once the stillness was broken by the whirr of the electric bell, which sounded so sharply in our ears that we both started. Henderson rose.
"That's the 11.45 coming," he said, and, going over to the three long levers, he pulled two of them down with a loud clang. The next moment, with a rush and a scream, the express tore down the cutting, the carriage lights streamed past in a rapid flash, the ground trembled, a few sparks from the engine whirled up into the darkness, and the train plunged into the tunnel.
"And now," said Henderson, as he pushed back the levers, "not another train till daylight. My word, it is cold!"
It was intensely so. I piled some more wood on the fire and, turning up the collar of my heavy ulster, sat down at one end of the bench and leant my back against the wall. Henderson did likewise; we were neither of us inclined to speak. As a rule, whenever I have any night work to do, I am never troubled with sleepiness, but on this occasion I felt unaccountably drowsy. I soon perceived that Henderson was in the same condition.
"Are you sleepy?" I asked of him.
"Dead with it, sir," was his answer; "but there's no fear, I won't drop off."
I got up and went to the window of the box. I felt certain that if I sat still any longer I should be in a sound sleep. This would never do. Already it was becoming a matter of torture to keep my eyes open. I began to pace up and down; I opened the door of the box and went out on the little platform.
"What's the matter, sir?" inquired Henderson, jumping up with a start.
"I cannot keep awake," I said.
"Nor can I," he answered, "and yet I have spent nights and nights of my life in signal-boxes and never was the least bit drowsy; perhaps it's the cold."
"Perhaps it is," I said; "but I have been out on as freezing nights before, and—"
The man did not reply; he had sat down again; his head was nodding.
I was just about to go up to him and shake him, when it suddenly occurred to me that I might as well let him have his sleep out. I soon heard him snoring, and he presently fell forward in a heap on the floor. By dint of walking up and down, I managed to keep from dropping off myself, and in torture which I shall never be able to describe, the night wore itself away. At last, towards morning, I awoke Henderson.
"You have had a good nap," I said; "but never mind, I have been on guard and nothing has occurred."
"Good God! have I been asleep?" cried the man.
"Sound," I answered.
"Well, I never felt anything like it," he replied. "Don't you find the air very close, sir?"
"No," I said; "it is as fresh as possible; it must be the cold."
"I'll just go and have a look at the light at the tunnel," said the man; "it will rouse me."
He went on to the little platform, whilst I bent over the fire and began to build it up. Presently he returned with a scared look on his face. I could see by the light of the oil lamp which hung on the wall that he was trembling.
"Mr. Bell," he said, "I believe there is somebody or something down at the mouth of the tunnel now." As he spoke he clutched me by the arm. "Go and look," he said; "whoever it is, it has put out the light."
"Put out the light?" I cried. "Why, what's the time?"
Henderson pulled out his watch.
"Thank goodness, most of the night is gone," he said; "I didn't know it was so late, it is half-past five."
"Then the local is not due for an hour yet?" I said.
"No; but who should put out the light?" cried Henderson.
I went to the door, flung it open, and looked out. The dim outline of the tunnel was just visible looming through the darkness, but the red light was out.
"What the dickens does it mean, sir?" gasped the Inspector. "I know the lamp had plenty of oil in it. Can there be any one standing in front of it, do you think?"
We waited and watched for a few moments, but nothing stirred.
"Come along," I said, "let us go down together and see what it is."
"I don't believe I can do it, sir; I really don't!"
"Nonsense," I cried. "I shall go down alone if you won't accompany me. Just hand me my stick, will you?"
"For God's sake, be careful, Mr. Bell. Don't go down, whatever you do. I expect this is what happened before, and the poor fellows went down to see what it was and died there. There's some devilry at work, that's my belief."
"That is as it may be," I answered shortly; "but we certainly shall not find out by stopping here. My business is to get to the bottom of this, and I am going to do it. That there is danger of some sort, I have very little doubt; but danger or not, I am going down."
"If you'll be warned by me, sir, you'll just stay quietly here."
"I must go down and see the matter out," was my answer. "Now listen to me, Henderson. I see that you are alarmed, and I don't wonder. Just stay quietly where you are and watch, but if I call come at once. Don't delay a single instant. Remember I am putting my life into your hands. If I call 'Come,' just come to me as quick as you can, for I may want help. Give me that lantern."
He unhitched it from the wall, and taking it from him, I walked cautiously down the steps on to the line. I still felt curiously, unaccountably drowsy and heavy. I wondered at this, for the moment was such a critical one as to make almost any man wide awake. Holding the lamp high above my head, I walked rapidly along the line. I hardly knew what I expected to find. Cautiously along the metals I made my way, peering right and left until I was close to the fatal spot where the bodies had been found. An uncontrollable shudder passed over me. The next moment, to my horror, without the slightest warning, the light I was carrying went out, leaving me in total darkness. I started back, and stumbling against one of the loose boulders reeled against the wall and nearly fell. What was the matter with me? I could hardly stand. I felt giddy and faint, and a horrible sensation of great tightness seized me across the chest. A loud ringing noise sounded in my ears. Struggling madly for breath, and with the fear of impending death upon me, I turned and tried to run from a danger I could neither understand nor grapple with. But before I had taken two steps my legs gave way from under me, and uttering a loud cry I fell insensible to the ground.
OUT OF an oblivion which, for all I knew, might have lasted for moments or centuries, a dawning consciousness came to me. I knew that I was lying on hard ground; that I was absolutely incapable of realising, nor had I the slightest inclination to discover, where I was. All I wanted was to lie quite still and undisturbed. Presently I opened my eyes.
Some one was bending over me and looking into my face.
"Thank God, he is not dead," I heard in whispered tones. Then, with a flash, memory returned to me.
"What has happened?" I asked.
"You may well ask that, sir," said the Inspector gravely. "It has been touch and go with you for the last quarter of an hour; and a near thing for me too."
I sat up and looked around me. Daylight was just beginning to break, and I saw that we were at the bottom of the steps that led up to the signal-box. My teeth were chattering with the cold and I was shivering like a man with ague.
"I am better now," I said; "just give me your hand."
I took his arm, and holding the rail with the other hand staggered up into the box and sat down on the bench.
"Yes, it has been a near shave," I said; "and a big price to pay for solving a mystery."
"Do you mean to say you know what it is?" asked Henderson eagerly.
"Yes," I answered, "I think I know now; but first tell me how long was I unconscious?"
"A good bit over half an hour, sir, I should think. As soon as I heard you call out I ran down as you told me, but before I got to you I nearly fainted. I never had such a horrible sensation in my life. I felt as weak as a baby, but I just managed to seize you by the arms and drag you along the line to the steps, and that was about all I could do."
"Well, I owe you my life," I said; "just hand me that brandy flask, I shall be the better for some of its contents."
I took a long pull. Just as I was laying the flask down Henderson started from my side.
"There," he cried, "the 6.30 is coming." The electric bell at the instrument suddenly began to ring. "Ought I to let her go through, sir?" he inquired.
"Certainly," I answered. "That is exactly what we want. Oh, she will be all right."
"No danger to her, sir?"
"None, none; let her go through."
He pulled the lever and the next moment the train tore through the cutting.
"Now I think it will be safe to go down again," I said. "I believe I shall be able to get to the bottom of this business."
Henderson stared at me aghast.
"Do you mean that you are going down again to the tunnel?" he gasped.
"Yes," I said; "give me those matches. You had better come too. I don't think there will be much danger now; and there is daylight, so we can see what we are about."
The man was very loth to obey me, but at last I managed to persuade him. We went down the line, walking slowly, and at this moment we both felt our courage revived by a broad and cheerful ray of sunshine.
"We must advance cautiously," I said, "and be ready to run back at a moment's notice."
"God knows, sir, I think we are running a great risk," panted poor Henderson; "and if that devil or whatever else it is should happen to be about—why, daylight or no daylight—"
"Nonsense! man," I interrupted; "if we are careful, no harm will happen to us now. Ah! and here we are!" We had reached the spot where I had fallen. "Just give me a match, Henderson."
He did so, and I immediately lit the lamp. Opening the glass of the lamp, I held it close to the ground and passed it to and fro. Suddenly the flame went out.
"Don't you understand now?" I said, looking up at the Inspector.
"No, I don't, sir," he replied with a bewildered expression.
Suddenly, before I could make an explanation, we both heard shouts from the top of the cutting, and looking up I saw Bainbridge hurrying down the path. He had come in the dog-cart to fetch us.
"Here's the mystery," I cried as he rushed up to us, "and a deadlier scheme of Dame Nature's to frighten and murder poor humanity I have never seen."
As I spoke I lit the lamp again and held it just above a tiny fissure in the rock. It was at once extinguished.
"What is it?" said Bainbridge, panting with excitement.
"Something that nearly finished me," I replied. "Why, this is a natural escape of choke damp. Carbonic acid gas—the deadliest gas imaginable, because it gives no warning of its presence, and it has no smell. It must have collected here during the hours of the night when no train was passing, and gradually rising put out the signal light. The constant rushing of the trains through the cutting all day would temporarily disperse it."
As I made this explanation Bainbridge stood like one electrified, while a curious expression of mingled relief and horror swept over Henderson's face.
"An escape of carbonic acid gas is not an uncommon phenomenon in volcanic districts," I continued, "as I take this to be; but it is odd what should have started it. It has sometimes been known to follow earthquake shocks, when there is a profound disturbance of the deep strata."
"It is strange that you should have said that," said Bainbridge, when he could find his voice.
"What do you mean?"
"Why, that about the earthquake. Don't you remember, Henderson," he added, turning to the Inspector, "we had felt a slight shock all over South Wales about three weeks back?"
"Then that, I think, explains it," I said. "It is evident that Pritchard really did climb the rocks in a frantic attempt to escape from the gas and fell back on to these boulders. The other man was cut down at once, before he had time to fly."
"But what is to happen now?" asked Bainbridge. "Will it go on for ever? How are we to stop it?"
"The fissure ought to be drenched with lime water, and then filled up; but all really depends on what is the size of the supply and also the depth. It is an extremely heavy gas, and would lie at the bottom of a cutting like water. I think there is more here just now than is good for us," I added.
"But how," continued Bainbridge, as we moved a few steps from the fatal spot, "do you account for the interval between the first death and the second?"
"The escape must have been intermittent. If wind blew down the cutting, as probably was the case before this frost set in, it would keep the gas so diluted that its effects would not be noticed. There was enough down here this morning, before that train came through, to poison an army. Indeed, if it had not been for Henderson's promptitude, there would have been another inquest—on myself."
I then related my own experience.
"Well, this clears Wynne, without doubt," said Bainbridge; "but alas! for the two poor fellows who were victims. Bell, the Lytton Vale Railway Company owe you unlimited thanks; you have doubtless saved many lives, and also the Company, for the line must have been closed if you had not made your valuable discovery. But now come home with me to breakfast. We can discuss all those matters later on."
___________________________
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"HO, there, my prince of elephants— hurry up and finish your hay! Get a move on, my pearl of great price! Wake yourself up, lord of the "jungles!" shouted Ashkat the mahout to Napoo— his gigantic beast of burden— as he came out of the office of the manager of the big timber-camp in which, with some hundreds of others, they were employed.
The big tusker, busy with a bale of hay almost as large as a taxicab, stopped eating in amazement and stared at his owner, with a gleam of pained surprise in his little eyes.
What was this ? Hurry up! In his dinner-hour? And the dinner-hour only about three-quarters over! This was indeed news to Napoo. The thing was foolishness. Obviously, Ashkat was joking. The great elephant flapped his ears contemptuously, and continued to perform upon the hay-bale adagio, as before.
But the mahout soon undeceived him. "Ha, obese hog of hogs, dost thou believe I lie, then? Listen, tank! When these remaining timber-baulks be stacked, each in its proper position, I receive payment and I finish my labor in this place. Dost thou understand this, large pig? Hasten, then— and if thy labor is finished by sunset, thou shalt receive a measure of sugar, a bundle of sugar-cane and a quart of arrack!"
He banged the old elephant hard upon the skull with a teakwood club, in order to clear his brain and make him understand. But he need not have troubled. Napoo understood.
A measure of sugar, a bundle of sugar-cane and a quart of arrack— if they finished hauling the logs by sunset!
Napoo was too fond of raw sugar, sugar-cane, and especially that highly alcoholic beverage arrack, not to understand when these were promised to him— and he did not get them so often that he could afford to refuse any offer without full consideration.
He cast his eye across at the log-strewn area which Ashkat wished him to clear by sunset.
It was a strenuous afternoon's work; he saw that. If his gigantic tusks did not ache severely by the time they had finished, he would be very much surprised— yes, indeed!
Still, a quart of arrack— good, strong, rough arrack with almost enough alcohol in it to pickle his interior— made it tempting.
Napoo was not a teetotaler, and he loved the pleasant glow which a rousing stimulant, after a hard day's work, a bath, and a feed, gave him.
Ashkat was watching him.
"Well, my rajah, my beautiful one," wheedled the mahout, "wilt thou hasten?"
Napoo speeded up with the hay-bale, and Ashkat said that he was the king of all elephants, and that he, Ashkat, was his father and mother.
"I will return for thee in five minutes, Napoo. Eat quickly!" he added, and hurried away.
THE WAY in which Napoo worked that afternoon positively scandalized the other elephants at the camp. The spectacle was so unusual that it seriously interfered with the labors of the others. They could hardly work for watching him.
Although he did not actually haul the logs at a canter, he came near it. It was well that there was no union of elephant workers, or the shop steward would have wanted to know something about it. There would have been a strike against overproduction in that timber-yard, as sure as tusks aren't teeth.
And all for the sake of a quart of arrack and some sugar!
"Ohe, Ashkat, that is a devil-possessed elephant of thine! Bang him hard upon the head, lest we others be called lazy and slow," shouted Mango, the chief elephant-driver.
Mango was growing old and idle, and his elephant and he liked to work at their own pace— which was some laps per hour less than that at which Napoo was storming along.
But Ashkat, perched comfortably on the back of Napoo's neck, only grinned and thought of the holiday coming to him.
Even the manager spared a moment from his labor to notice it. Leaning against his office door with a cheroot, he stared.
"I was wrong to promise to pay off that low-browed crook, Ashkat," he said. "That elephant of his is worth any three of the others here."
He reflected for a moment, then beckoned Ashkat across. The mahout slid down, and directing the attention of the perspiring Napoo to a log almost of the proportions of a small submarine, instructed him to carry on with that log, and went across to the manager.
"Your elephant is going musth (mad), Ashkat," he said.
"Nay, sahib. He is working well, that is all. He is a good elephant, and he shames all these fat slugs that haul but one log while he hauls three," replied Ashkat.
"I don't know so much about that," said the manager. "There's a funny look about him, I think. I shouldn't be surprised if he were to die suddenly. He looks very queer indeed. Er— how much do you want for him?"
Ashkat brightened up considerably. This was very convenient. The sahib wished to buy his elephant, eh? The offer could not have come at a better moment, for Ashkat was on the point of giving up work entirely. He had recently had several little windfalls—at least, he called them windfalls, though the police might have named them differently—and he was not, strictly, one of the hereditary elephant-drivers. He had, as it were, barged into the business on the strength of much tall talk and the possession of old Napoo— the devious means by which he had obtained him is another story— and he had had many irons in the fire.
Enough of them had heated to render him comparatively well-to-do, and he now proposed going back to where he belonged, namely, Nagpur in the Central Provinces, where he had a number of ordinary friends, some enemies, and one or two very special friends— ladies, these last.
If to his accumulation he could add a thumping good price for Napoo, he would be able to cut a pretty wide swath in certain Nagpur circles— and that was tempting.
SO he mentioned a price; the manager mentioned another— half of Ashkat's. They worried it out for an hour, and finally completed the deal.
"Ah, sahib, you have bought the best elephant in Bengal for the price of the worst," said Ashkat. "Yes, sahib, assuredly I will tell him to obey Mango Chut, who is to be appointed his mahout. He will work well for Mango, who is the best mahout in the whole of India— next to me."
"Next to you!" The manager laughed. "You are a rotten mahout, Ashkat— with a good elephant you don't appreciate! "
Ashkat protested— more as a matter of form than because he really cared. The manager was right, and he knew it. He only valued Napoo for what the elephant could produce. He never took more trouble about the big beast than he could avoid, and than was absolutely necessary to keep Napoo in health.
Still he protested; a protest never does much harm, and may do good.
Then he went back to finish the day's work, his mind on the pretty things he would now be able to lavish on Lalji, his chief lady-friend in Nagpur— Lalji the Lovely, queen, so to speak, of the tight-packed quarter from which Ashkat originally came.
NAPOO finished the timber-hauling and swung contentedly away to his pickets. Now, in a little while, for the arrack and the sugar! It was not such a bad old world after all, thought Napoo, as he ambled away. And even if one did have a tough for a mahout, things might be worse.
At the pickets were the manager and Mango, and Ashkat held a little conversation with the big tusker— conversation of which the elephant understood every word.
"Behold, my pearl, I go upon a journey. But thou dost not accompany me. Thou wilt remain here and haul timber for Mango. In all things obey Mango, who will be as kind to thee as possible. Bear that in mind, great one, for the ankus of Mango is heavy and sharp, and if thou art slothful assuredly will Mango batter out thy brains."
He turned away without emotion.
"And now, sahib, concerning the price," he said, and followed the manager to his office.
Napoo smiled to himself and got ready for the arrack and the sugar— and the sugar-cane.
Time passed. For an hour Napoo rocked to and fro, and for an hour after that. For he was a patient elephant. But he was getting impatient.
"That low blackguard Ashkat has either forgotten my supper, or else it's harder to get hold of a little drop of arrack than it was in my young days," mused the great elephant. "And out of those two reasons it aint the last
one that's holding up my supper."
He brooded sulkily.
"Other elephants in this camp get their little drop of arrack now and then," he reflected. "Because they've got decent mahouts. But me— how often do I get any— even when it's promised? Never! Why? Because I'm unlucky in my mahout. Because I got a half-breed, upcountry son of a rat-catcher for a mahout, instead of a true-bred elephant-man. And I'm gettin' about fed up with it. That's what! "
He trumpeted angrily for Ashkat. But all the answer he got was a dour promise from Mango Chut that he would come across and cut his liver out if he didn't make less noise.
For a moment Napoo subsided, for Mango Chut was a genuine elephant-man.
But, then, Mango did, not know that when Ashkat had left camp, two hours before, he had completely forgotten his promise to Napoo. It never occurred to Mango that any mahout could possibly forget to feed his elephant after a day's work. That was a crime unheard-of in Mango's philosophy. The old mahout probably attributed Napoo's uneasiness to indigestion, or some such matter.
But trouble was brewing— and brewing fast. The more Napoo thought over the treacherously broken promise of Ashkat, the more furious he became.
"I've stood enough and more'n enough from that low hound Ashkat! " he told himself finally, boiling with fury. "And now I'll square up with him— once and for all!"
It was quite dark now, and with a slight wrench Napoo tore himself free from his pickets, and rolled forward— looking for Ashkat.
But, fortunately for Ashkat, he was well on his way to Nagpur. Had Napoo come across him just then, his life might have been worth an anna— but by no means more.
And, even as it was, Ashkat was far from being out of the wood, for Napoo possessed something of which not only Ashkat, but almost everyone else, was aware— and that was a nose like a bloodhound.
From where he had inherited this extraordinary gift it was impossible to say. The only thing certain about it was the fact that he possessed it. Never yet, in the whole of his life, had the tracking power of the old elephant been thoroughly tried out. But now it was going to be.
The first thing Napoo did when he was free was to steer himself unobtrusively across to the big forage dump, where he took on board supplies enough to last him for quite a time.
Then he cast about the sleeping-camp until he picked up Ashkat's trail, which he settled down to follow— if necessary to the edge of the earth. For Napoo's mind was made up— and when his mind was made up dynamite would have been needed to persuade him to change it. Ashkat, as has been explained, was not a genuine elephant-man. But had he only known that Napoo had his trunk to the ground on his— Ashkat's— trail, he was quite wise enough about elephants to know that the best thing he could do would be to buy a barrel of arrack and hurriedly cart it back to the camp to placate the exasperated pachyderm.
But, sitting in a bullock-cart of a friendly stranger, lost in hazy dreams of the moon-eyed Lalji of the Alji (for so the street in which she lived was called), Ashkat had forgotten all about Napoo. Nor had he any wish to remember. The price was right— and it was safely secreted on Ashkat's person. That was all Ashkat cared about, then. Later, Napoo changed his opinion for him, as will be seen.
IT WAS on the seventh of May, many years ago, that the events so far recorded in this true (roughly speaking) story took place.
Ashkat left the camp at six-thirty, en route for Nagpur. Napoo left the camp at nine-thirty— en route for Ashkat. Ashkat's age was twenty-six. Napoo's was seventy-eight. Mark that, dear reader.
It is no perversion of the truth to say that the distance from Dacca, in Bengal— near which town was the timber-camp— to Nagpur, in Central India, is seven hundred and fifty miles, as the crow flies.
Napoo, however, it is scarcely necessary to add, was not a crow. He was a big bull elephant, in a cold, sour, deadly temper.
But if Napoo was not a crow, neither was Ashkat; and Ashkat made one fatal error at the very start— two, in fact. One was that he decided to go on foot, when he could not "scrounge" a ride. The second mistake was that he rested his large hot hand for one instant on the rim of the wheel of the bullock-cart in which he wheedled his first ride.
Three days later Napoo, nosing diligently about the roads round the town, stopped suddenly, sniffing hard at a certain spot. Then he wagged his tail. He had hit the trail! He cast forward a little, found another Ashkat-flavored spot,—where the wheel completed another revolution, bringing the place where Ashkat had touched it in contact with the road again,—and from then onward followed the trail up.
The spotty nature of the scent puzzled the old tusker considerably.
"Is the man hopping home on one hand, or what?" he asked himself as he rolled along.
But, before he could answer, a native policeman, who had been watching him, stepped out into the road and commanded him to consider himself under arrest. Even in India they do not care to have loose elephants wandering all over the landscape.
But Napoo was not in any mood for argument. He raised his trunk from the trail, lapped it around the policeman, and gently deposited him on the side of the road.
"Hrumph-ah !" said Napoo warningly.
The native policeman very wisely hrumph-ah'd — down the road as hard as he could gait it. Something seemed to tell him that it was better so.
Twenty miles on, Napoo lost the trail completely. This was annoying. Things had been going so swimmingly that already Napoo had begun to dream dreams about the quart of arrack which he intended having out of Ashkat; either that or his life-blood, one of the two—which one, Napoo was willing to leave to Ashkat's discretion.
But with the intelligence that even those great bloodhounds Chatley Blazer or old Uncle Tom, the famous Cuban slave-hound— now fortunately dead— might have been forgiven for not possessing, Napoo decided to stick to the main road.
The result was that he picked up the trail again at Chandernagore, followed it into Calcutta, lost and found it about eighty-three times in that great city and a week later, after being captured and recaptured until it became a perfect farce to try and hold him prisoner, he had the extraordinarily bad luck to strike the trail of a wandering fakir whose general flavor was precisely the same as that of Ashkat.
This trail was a week old, but Napoo was equal to it. He inhaled the scent with a thrill of joy, and pausing only to snatch a hasty snack from the stock of a frenzied but unlucky fruit-seller, he followed up the trail.
He followed it for twelve months, and ran into his man just outside Lahore— a thousand-odd miles from Calcutta.
Only then did he discover that the fakir was not Ashkat, nor resembled him in any degree, save flavor.
Napoo threw him into a reservoir, drowning him, and returned to Calcutta— for he was a patient elephant, and fond of arrack.
They captured him there again, and gave him a job of work in the suburbs connected with hauling masonry. This job Napoo left of his own accord ten minutes after he began, and headed westward, his trunk to the ground.
He traveled a long way and for many months in this fashion, interfering with no one, and permitting no one to interfere with him.
"I'll get this guy Ashkat, or compensation in the shape of arrack, if it takes me a thousand years! " was the idea inspiring the old elephant— for, as will have been guessed, he was persistent as well as patient and thirsty.
It was, in a way, a great pity that he turned south at Raipur, for a little further perseverance would have brought him to Nagpur, where Ashkat, comfortably married to Lalji, had settled down to build up a good business as an all-round "sharp," making a specialty of receiving stolen goods.
Indeed, it is highly probable that Napoo would have nosed quietly on to Nagpur had he not got a whiff of a scent on the road leading out of Raipur which, though not pure Ashkat, nevertheless resembled it so very closely that Napoo decided, after some consideration, to gamble on it. He gambled on it for three years and a half.
It was a curious trail, this. Napoo lost it first at Hyderabad— some two thousand miles south of Raipur— a fortnight after he first connected with it. He was captured in Hyderabad, and worked unwillingly for the Nizam, carting water, for two years. Several times he crossed the trail, very stale, in the city, but one day he came plump on it, fresh and full. He broke away then and followed it at a racing pace down to the river, when he promptly lost it again.
A tame monkey, afflicted with the insatiable curiosity of his kind, drew near to the excited Napoo and made a polite inquiry as to his trouble.
"What's the matter, old man?" asked the monkey.
Napoo ceased blowing his own trumpet for a moment, and regarded the ape superciliously.
"You been here long?" he demanded.
"About an hour and a half," the monkey replied.
"Well, did you see the man who made this footprint?"
The monkey grinned. Like all monkeys, he could not keep up an interest in a thing for more than a few seconds, and this was somewhat of a tall order.
"About three hundred people have crossed the river this morning," he said, yawning. "Which footprint d'you mean?"
Napoo indicated one with his trunk.
The monkey came up and peered at the footprint.
"This one?" he asked.
"Yes— have you seen the man who made that footprint?"
"Have I seen the man who made it?"
"That's it."
"Yes, I've seen him," said the monkey.
"Did he cross over?"
"I expect so. He was one of the three hundred."
"Which one?"
"I don't know," said the monkey.
"But you said you'd seen him!"
"So I did. I've seen three hundred people cross over this morning. And he was on of them."
"Yes; but which one?"
"I don't know."
"D'you know what you are? You're a damn' fool!" growled Napoo; and forthwith he grabbed and flung the animal up against a tree, braining him.
"San fairy ann!" said the monkey feebly in pure A. E. F. French, and expired.
Napoo crossed the river and picked up the trail almost immediately. And at last he had a gleam of luck, for the trail, which was that of a silver-worker who had been lent to the Court jewelers of the Nizam by a firm at Benares, finished at Benares some months later, and the first thing that happened when Napoo trudged patiently into Benares was that he came right on the genuine trail of Ashkat himself, who, by sheer luck, had come up to Benares from Nagpur only two days before, to dispose of certain articles connected with his business.
MAD with excitement, his mind ablaze with visions of arrack— arrack in jars, in pans, in pails, in tubs; arrack to right of him, arrack to left of him— the elephant charged along on Ashkat's trail.
But Ashkat, by now, was well used to having things on his trail— police generally— and he saw the elephant coming. He was standing near the entry to a dim, narrow, tortuously winding alleyway; one rarely saw Ashkat nowadays very far from some such convenient bolt-hole.
Napoo caught sight of him, and trumpeted a wild threat of what he meant to do to him. People were scattering, screaming that the big tusker was musth. But he ignored them, plunging along intent only on Ashkat.
Suddenly Ashkat recognized him. It was obvious to anyone who had any knowledge at all of elephants and their little ways that Napoo was out for Ashkat, and Ashkat alone. The ex-mahout had hardly begun to wonder why— when, in spite of the years which had elapsed, he remembered that he had, as it were, swindled Napoo out of a very hard afternoon's work with the promise of a supper which he had never given him. Ashkat needed nobody to tell him that elephants have long memories. And here he made his second mistake. Had he gone up to Napoo and soothed him with fair words until he could procure him a good "go" of arrack and sugar, he might have finished the feud right away. But he was not a true elephant-man, and his nerve failed him.
He hesitated a second, then popped into his bolt-hole like a rabbit, and was gone where Napoo could not, by reason of his bulk, follow him. He heard, far in the rear, the clamor which arose as the elephant butted and tore at the crazy sides of the lane, wrecking the jerry-built houses all around, and he decided forthwith to leave Benares while going was good.
So he worked his way around to the station.
Napoo, whose abnormal powers of scent had been extraordinarily developed during the last few years, winded him halfway across the city, and followed him, arriving at the station just in time to see Ashkat clamber into a train and disappear.
Late that night Napoo might have been seen tramping steadily down the line in the direction in which the train had vanished.
All went well until he reached Jabalpur, where a slight misunderstanding with a light shunting engine sent the engine into the repair-shop and Napoo into the hands of the veterinarian for the local authorities, who healed him and put him to more or less hard labor "on the land." He was so grateful for being healed that he worked all one afternoon on the land; but that night he proceeded on his way.
It was instinct now which was impelling him on to Nagpur, nothing else— but it was a good instinct, for it brought him first to a fresh trail of Ashkat, in Nagpur, some weeks later, and presently into full view of that gentleman, who was sitting behind a stall near his customary bolt-hole, working on a bracelet.
Napoo did not trumpet this time when he saw the ex-mahout. On the contrary, he came on with the silence and stealth of a cat.
But Ashkat, fortunately for himself, saw him— and forthwith disappeared, leaving Napoo to wreak his vengeance on the mat and such of Ashkat's wares as the man left behind.
He perceived that Napoo was after him, and probably proposed to spend the rest of his life in "getting" him. He thought it all over, and decided to lie very low indeed for such time as was necessary for him to dispose of his goods, and then to leave Nagpur.
The following day, having disposed of perhaps four-fifths of his property, at a serious loss, he was sitting indoors, arranging with Lalji— rather less lovely now— about following him, when a great trunk suddenly came snaking through the doorway, and the doorpost cracked under the pressure of a great head.
With a start of horror, Ashkat "snaked" in turn— out of the window, and over a few roofs, and then ran.
Napoo delayed too long over the pleasant task of reducing Ashkat's house to ruins, for by the time he gave up searching for him among the debris, Ashkat was well on his way to Amritsar, in the Punjab, with the intention of putting a thousand miles between him and his former property without delay.
That was the last that the two saw of each other for more than twenty years, though Napoo was frequently in Ashkat's thoughts, and Ashkat was permanently in Napoo's; for Napoo was a tenacious elephant.
During that long period Napoo made the beginnings of a reputation which finally came to be known throughout India—for he searched that country for Ashkat as with a fine-tooth comb.
THEY got to know him well in Madras and Mysore, for he put in a lot of honest searching in Southern India. He was far from being regarded as a stranger in the Bombay province, and as for Hyderabad, they got to know him like an old friend. Because he had once nearly "snaffled" Ashkat in Nagpur, he had a weakness for the Central Provinces, and usually could be relied upon to turn up along about the autumn of every year. Bengal and Assam bore upon their faces many million of his footprints; at Dacca once they recognized him, and the manager of the timber-yard where the original promise of arrack had been made tried to detain him and give him a job. He claimed, and rightly, to be Napoo's owner. But he might as well have tried to detain a simoom. Napoo threw him into a water-tank, and left. The flavor of Ashkat had quite died out of the place, and Napoo was no longer interested. He ran through Nepal, but was unlucky— it was in Nepal he lost half a tusk, splintered on a rock during a misunderstanding with a brace of tigers. He worked his weary way through Agra and Oudh to Rajputana, without result.
"I'll take a quick run through the Punjab," he said, "and then nip down to Nagpur. It's time I had another look round down there." And this he did.
But he had not reached that stage without adventures enough to fill a thick volume and to empty a dictionary. He had been "pinched" a hundred times, but he no longer killed the light-fingered gentry who tried to steal him. That had become monotonous. He usually threw them into the nearest water and proceeded on his way. He became as familiar with jungles, deserts, and forests as with towns. He fell in love with wild and tame ladies of his species, but he never really settled down to permanent domestic bliss. He fought many battles with other elephants, and won most of them— for much exercise had rendered him very nippy on his feet. Tigers and similar interesting denizens of India he destroyed ad lib, if they interfered with him.
And his sense of smell became miraculous. His health was perfect, and except for a growing tendency toward corns on the feet, left nothing to be desired. His patience was monumental, and his passion for the arrack he was determined to get from Ashkat some day became unique.
Occasionally he had a drink of arrack given him, but it never tasted as arrack should— as for instance, the particular quart he was in search of would taste. That, by much dwelling and brooding upon it, he believed would be a species of nectar, when he got it, with which no other arrack would be comparable.
AS for Ashkat, he had settled down in Amritsar and prospered exceedingly. He was one of the kind that prosper.
Then, as luck would have it, he and Napoo came face to face with each other one day in Lahore. Each recognized the other in a flash, though time had worked many changes with them. The meeting was so unexpected that they stared at each other for a second, rigid.
Then Ashkat started for a bolt-hole— an alley about thirty yards off. He ran as few men over sixty have ever run. He was a fraction of a second quicker off the mark than Napoo, and he reached the alley with one inch to spare.
Napoo followed him up the alley by sheer impetus until he was wedged in so tightly as to be immovable.
And by the time they had pulled down half the alley to release him, Ashkat had returned to Amritsar, settled his affairs, and, leaving the business in charge of his eldest son, had departed en route to Mandalay.
But he was only just in time. Even as he left the old home he heard a crash behind him, and, turning, he saw the indefatigable Napoo starting to search his house inch by inch— just as he had done at Nagpur more than twenty years before.
Save for the money he had on him, Ashkat was penniless, and he now did the worst thing possible. He decided that he would travel mainly by road to Mandalay— nearly fifteen hundred miles as the crow would fly, if any crow were sufficiently ill-advised to attempt the trip.
During the first thousand miles Ashkat had thirty-two narrow squeaks, seventeen close shaves, nine near things, four within-an-aces, two skins-of-his-teeth, and two hundred and nine false alarms— all from the attentions of Napoo.
Finally, at Patna, months later, Ashkat, in spite of his dwindling money reserve, took to a boat on the Ganges, and had the first night's rest he had had since leaving Amritsar.
"I was a fool to break my word about that arrack," he said as he curled up stiffly in the boat, leaving Napoo trumpeting his disgust on the bank after one of the "skin-of-his-teeth" escapes.
And then Napoo struck a streak of really bad luck.
He followed the river down to Bhagalpur, and there hit upon another "double" of Ashkat— a scent double, that is to say. Unless they have about three hundred million different kinds of scents, one for each person in India, a country with a population of three hundred millions— which is unlikely— it was inevitable that Napoo should suffer an occasional duplication of Ashkat's flavor, such as this one which he lighted upon in Bhagalpur. It was stale, perhaps a month old. But this was nothing to a tracker with Napoo's power of scent. He followed it. Whoever the owner of it was, he was traveling fast. He was, indeed, a lama, hurrying home, traveling light, from a tour in India— and Napoo followed him to Thibet.
The lama fell over a precipice not far from Lhasa, and by a miracle of ingenuity Napoo climbed down after him— only to discover that he had been following a delusion and a snare. This body was that of a religious man.
Napoo laboriously climbed out of the chasm and went back to Patna. He thought it over as he went— his trunk-tip, as usual, half an inch from the ground— and he decided to give Nagpur another trial, and, failing that, run through all India once more. For he was a patient elephant. It was, he considered, a good idea. He was a hundred and thirteen years old when he first got this idea, and Ashkat was about sixty-one.
As he planned it, so Napoo performed it.
Thirty-four years later Napoo finally relinquished the idea that Ashkat would return to his old haunts, and further, came definitely to the conclusion that he was not in India proper at all.
He came to this conclusion one afternoon in a paddy-field down in Madras.
"There's no doubt about it," he mused. "The swine dodged me properly that time at Patna. He went south past Dacca— and stopped south. I'll give the south a trial—Burma. And I hope I touch lucky this trip, for I'm not so young as I used to be, and I'm getting fed up— in a way. Right, then! I'll give Burma a look-up."
He heaved himself out of the paddy-field, full of rice and optimism, trampled the owner of the rice into the mud as that individual unwisely came out to drive him off, and started for Burma—a seventeen-hundred-mile stroll, if it were an inch.
NAPOO was now a hundred and forty-seven years old, and Ashkat, if living, would be about ninety-five. Time had told on the elephant, particularly on his feet. His corns were very troublesome, and his skin had lost the bloom of youth. His tusks were not at all what they had been, and the few hairs he bore upon his body were gray.
He was a familiar sight all over India now, and he rarely found it necessary to kill people. They left him pretty much to himself. In his younger days he had been short-tempered, but he had long grown out of that.
He was now, really, a philosophical and extremely expert long-distance tramp, who enjoyed himself far more than one might have imagined.
"I've seen life," he would muse. "And I've visited cities in my time. I've had a lot of good food and my share of bad. I guess I've got a keener sense of smell than anything else on legs in Asia." That was true. If Ashkat ever got within forty miles of Napoo the elephant's power of scent was now ample to pick him out at that range.
"And, bar my corns and rheumatics, I'm a young 'un yet. Still, I shall be glad of that drop of arrack."
Thus musing, he would loaf along, day after day, decade after decade.
He was Experience incarnate. What he did not know about India was not worth knowing. He had a friend in every town, a wife in every jungle where elephants lived. From Trivandrum to Kabul, from Tutticorn to Lhasa, from Gilghit to Cattack, from Manipur to Herat, Napoo had nosed his way, hither and yon, there and back.
Now he was going to have a glance at Burma. But he was aging fast, and it was not till five years later— for he had looked in at Baroda, where twenty years before he had smelled a track not unlike that of Ashkat, on the way — that he approached Mandalay.
He was not hurrying— just doddering along, taking it easy, for he was feeling rather tired. He was considerably over at the knees, too, and deaf, and his eyes were dim.
It is a long-lived elephant who lives over a hundred and fifty years—and Napoo was now a hundred and fifty-two. But he always had been a tenacious animal.
He slowly climbed a hill some thirty miles from Mandalay; arrived at the top, he paused to take a good comprehensive sniff of the surrounding country, then to assort the various and many odors.
But with the first inhalation he started and stiffened. There was a strong touch of pure Ashkat in the air— unmistakable, plentiful. It came from about twenty miles east.
"That's Ashkat!" said the old elephant. "Bismallah! How it takes my mind back!"
Slowly chuckling a senile chuckle, Napoo tottered away down the hillside.
LATE THAT afternoon he found himself approaching a lonely hut, which stood all by itself in a clearing.
He halted on the edge of the clearing and peered out.
Sitting in the sunshine by the door was an old, old man, with a white beard and white hair, nodding and talking to himself. It was Ashkat.
Napoo stared at him. Yes, it was Ashkat. He could not see him plainly, but his nose could not deceive him.
The old elephant was worried. He wanted this old man badly— very badly. He had gone to a lot of trouble to
find him. Now he had found him, but he had clean forgotten why he had wanted to find him! It was something about some timber somewhere, he fancied, or some timber-yard, or something or other; for the life of him Napoo could not remember. For he was well on into his second calf-hood—well on.... It was a pity— a great pity; but probably it didn't matter much.
Then a small boy came round the corner of the hut, carrying a two-quart vessel.
For, as it chanced, Ashkat was celebrating his hundredth birthday, and one of his little great-great-grandsons had brought him up a gift of arrack from the village.
"Here is the arrack, Grandfather," said the child, staring at the old man.
Then he asked: "Grandfather, why do you like to live up here all alone?"
"Hey, my boy?" asked Ashkat, who was very deaf.
The boy repeated the question, and Ashkat pondered.
"Why, because— Let me see, now— why was it?"
He puzzled over it for a minute, then lost interest.
"I don't know, my boy," he said. "There was a reason in my young days; I think I used to be afraid of something down there— I dunno. I've forgotten what it was."
"They say you're afraid of elephants, Grandfather," said the little boy.
"No, my son— not at my time o' life. I never was."
"Good-by, Grandfather," said the boy— and went away.
Old Ashkat peered about, and took a pull of arrack.
Napoo liked the smell of the arrack as it was wafted to his nostrils. It seemed to stir old memories; it did not awake them, but shook, as it were, their dry bones.
He doddered across the clearing.
The old man saw him, and it occurred to him that in his young days elephants would drink arrack. So he took a long pull at his pannikin, refilled it, and offered it to the elephant. Napoo drank it gratefully.
Between them they finished the two quarts.
They were very old— too old to remember, or to worry if they had remembered.... Then they settled down peacefully in the sunshine to snooze.
___________
8: The Actor Man at Bullswool
Ward Edson
Edward Dyson (1865-1931)
Punch (Melbourne) 15 Feb 1906
HIS NAME WAS RAYMOND DALRYMPLE. He came under the head of splendid creatures. True, the wardrobe, which during the term of his city engagement had won him the title of "Raiment " Dalrymple was now a trifle glossy at the back, and grey at the edges, but he wore it still with the air of a man of transcendent worth, who never for a moment lost consciousness of his own magnificence.
Actually he was thirty-six, professionally he was an impetuous boy of twenty-five, and he flattered himself he looked younger when the lights were propitious. The simple souls at Bullswool could not at first understand why this gorgeous creation had decided to linger with them, but Bullswool was rather a pretty township, high, cool, green, in a well-watered valley, sheltered by two ranges.
Raymond admitted that he was rusticating for his health's sake. He was leading juvenile with the Thorold's Company of Transcendent Dramatic Marvels, which had just played a short, sharp season at Bullswool, and when the company passed on Raymond Dalrymple remained at the Lake View Hotel, and became a strange, foreign note in the township, with his obviously corseted figure, his extravagant swagger, his cane, his gloves, his boots, his marvellous suits, his ox-like eyes, his inept, languid manner, his face like that of a Burne-Jones barmaid with a chronic sorrow.
Of course, they accepted Raymond at his own valuation in Bullswool, or as near as they could approach those stupendous heights. They were simple creatures, as a rule, and slow to comprehend the possibilities of natural egotism in the human animal, aggravated by years of cultivation in the theatrical profession. For this reason, perhaps, it did not occur to anybody for quite a time that the three heiresses of Bullswool had anything to do with Raymond Dalrymple's stay.
The three heiresses of Bullswool were local celebrities, and when the will of old Tom Thomas, of South Range, was first read it gave the three girls a widespread notoriety. That, however, had passed with the amusement excited In the novelty of the old bachelor squatter's will. Tom Thomas had left Susie Armstrong, Annie Pitcher and Nellie Davies seventeen thousand four hundred and seventeen pounds apiece on their reaching the age of twenty, because he considered them the three plainest little girls in Bullswool.
"Pretty girls can get along very well," said Tom Thomas, "but this is a hard world for the plain ones."
Susan, Annie and Elizabeth were little girls then, however, and they had all subverted the squatter's real object by growing up rather nice looking. Raymond Dalrymple admitted himself that they were not so bad. He moved in the best Bullswool "society," and saw a good deal of the three heiresses."
"I am an ardent fellow, you know," he told the company in the billiard-room, "fiery and romantic, and all that. I have the fresh, happy temperament of a boy, and the ripe intellect of a man of the world, but, after all, it is true talent that makes a man in my profession. I am not a genius— no, no, really, not a genius— at any rate not a great genius, but I do not think I am yet fully developed. However, the world insists that I am a genius, and what's a fellow to do?"
Later he talked about the way women had loved him.
"An actor who is a great artist, and who dresses faultlessly and is extremely good-looking, simply cannot avoid being adored wherever he goes. It makes one tired at first, but eventually one comes to accept it as part of the game." Raymond also told the boys at Bullswool, that he was a phenomenal boxer, a marvellous shot, an expert horseman, and that his physical development was the wonder and admiration of three continents, but he never placed himself in the position of having to display these accomplishments.
Meanwhile Mr. Dalrymple was paving the three heiresses marked attention, and the three heiresses seemed to appreciate the favour bestowed upon them. Annie Pitcher seemed to be the most favoured. Annie was a quiet little country girl, without frill of any kind. She was just nineteen, and as the old squatter expressly stipulated that his three heiresses were to get nothing till they were twenty she had been reared in a simple way.
Annie was at first quite overawed by the magnificent actor man. but she lived that down, and walked to church with Raymond Dalrymple. or took little strolls with him by the lake quite as if be were a mere ordinary being.
The proposal came very suddenly. It was quite dramatic, Raymond having stage-managed it with great art. They were alone by the little landing, Raymond was wearing his most overpowering brown suit with the orange tie, and he took Annie's hand in his very gently.
"How beautiful you are, little girl," he said in his fine, fruity, elocutionary tones (three guineas the quarter), "I have cherished a dear, dear hope these last few weeks, sweet Annie."
"Have you?" said the heiress.
"A very sweet hope— the hope that you will one day be my wife. For, oh, you love me, Annie— I know you love me."
"Indeed I don't," cried Annie, springing away.
The shock quite overwhelmed Raymond Dalrymple. He lost his balance, and fell back into a ridiculous sitting attitude, and looked up at Annie, stunned and amazed.
"Not love me," he gasped; "why, I have been loved by titled ladies."
"I don't love you a little bit," answered the heiress, "and, oh, do get up, you look so funny down there."
"Funny! Funny!!" Raymond nearly burst his corsets in his haste to assume an upright position. "I have never been funny in my life."
Raymond was hurt by Annie Pitcher's refusal, he could not understand it, but finally concluded that the girl was mad, and transferred his attentions to Susie Armstrong. Susie was a few months younger than Annie, and seemed to accept the honour bestowed upon her with proper gratitude. Now it was Susie whom Mr. Dalrymple conducted to church, and who had the favour of his society in little walks by the lake, and to whom he recited the story of his worth.
Bullswool had now a dim sort of an idea that in remaining at the township the actor man was not wholly beyond the influence of mercenary motives. It watched the progress of his courtship with growing interest.
Raymond Dalrymple proposed to Susie going home from church one moonlight night. He took Susie s hand in his very gently, and he sighed a soft, seductive sigh.
"How beautiful you are, little girl," he said, and his tone was fruity and suggestive of elocutionary classes. "I have cherished a dear, dear hope these last few weeks, sweet Susie."
"Have you?" whispered Susie.
"A very sweet hope— the hope that you will one day be my wife. For, oh, you love me Susie— I know you love me."
"Nothing of the kind," answered Susan with asperity.
Raymond staggered. This was too much. "You don't actually don't love me?" he gasped.
"I certainly do not."
Susie went home alone that night, and it was noted that Raymond had quite a dazed look in his eye when he returned to his hotel.
On the following Sunday the splendid, young, leading juvenile personally conducted Miss Nellie Davies to church. He always entered the church as if responding to stage directions, "Enter, Raymond Dalrymple, Right Upper Entrance."
That entrance was looked for with much interest on this particular Sunday. Raymond flattered himself it was a great success.
Mr. Dalrymple was no more careful in his courtship of Nellie than he had been in the two first cases. His stupendous egotism was invulnerable. He simply could not understand that a little country girl could resist his supernatural fascinations. The other two girls were mad, there was no escape from that, but it was absurd to suppose that there were three mad heiresses in one small township.
Within a week of his refusal at the hands of Susie he was on his knees to Nellie, saying in his painful perfectly trained voice: "How beautiful you are, little girl!"
"Oh, please don't," cried Nellie, evidently greatly agitated -" Don't say any more here, Do get up— we shall be seen. Come and call on T to-morrow afternoon at four. I shall be alone-Raymond.
Raymond seemed a little, thrown out of his stride, but he agreed to postpone the proposal, and next day at four in the afternoon he was on his knees to Nellie again in the drawing room. He took up the business as before.
"How beautiful you are, little girl. I have cherished dear, dear hopes these last few weeks, sweet Nellie."
"And what is it, Mr. Dalrymple?" asked the simple little bush girl
"A very sweet hope-the hope that you will one day he my wife. For, oh you love me Nellie— I know you love me."
"You are quite mistaken, sir," said Miss Davies emphatically.
Raymond's world was falling about his ears. He sat back on his heels and gasped, "You— you won't have me— me, Raymond Dalrymple?"
"No, you are a humbug— you love too many and too easily."
"I swear I have never loved another."
"What!" cried a third voice, and Susie Armstrong's head bobbed up behind the piano, "not me?"
"And not me?" said Annie Pitcher, reproachfully, suddenly appearing beside her.
Raymond gazed from one to the other, and was silent.
Meanwhile Nellie had drawn a letter from her pocket.
"This letter," she said, " was sent to me by a lady member of Thorold's Dramatic Company, who seems to think she has some claim upon you. It is your own letter to Thorold, in which you state your intention of marrying" (here Nellie referred to the letter) 'one of these absurd Bullswool heiresses, I don't care which, and going into management on my own account.' But, Mr. Dalrymple, the absurd heiresses are not feeling nearly as absurd as you look at this moment."
Raymond clutched his hat, and turned to escape. Susie was standing with her back to the door; she had a book in her hand.
"Won't you listen to this before you go, Raymond?" she said. "It's a bit from Scene2, Act 2 of Dead of Night, or The Surgeon's Crime. The hero and heroine are discovered together on a style. 'George (clasping Martha's hand), how beautiful you are, little girl. I have cherished—' "
But at this point, lost to every sense of gallantry, Raymond tore Susie aside, and fled the house. He fled Bullswool by the coach next morning, and had to leave his wardrobe behind in part satisfaction of certain claims put forward by his landlord, and all Bullswool turned out to see him off. A tremendous, derisive cheer went up as the coach started, whereat Mr. Raymond Dalrymple arose in his place, and bowed very gratefully and gracefully. His abounding conceit had come to his rescue again; he firmly believed Bullswool was making a serious and heartfelt demonstration in his honour, a very proper concession of respect and appreciation called forth by his amazing talents, the remarkable beauty of his eyes and his unprecedented physical perfections.
_________
9: A Cargo of Champagne
H. de Vere Stacpoole
1863-1951
Popular Magazine, 7 Dec 1916
One of a series with the overall title "Sea Plunder"
BILLY MEERSAM, an old sailor friend in Frisco, told me this story as I was sitting one day on Rafferty's wharf, contemplating the green water, and smoking. Billy chewed and spat between paragraphs. We were discussing Captain Pat Ginnell and his ways; and Billy, who had served his time on hard ships, and, as a young man, on the Three Brothers, that tragedy of the sea which now lies a coal hulk in Gibraltar harbor, had quite a lot to say on hazing captains in general and Captain Pat Ginnell in particular.
"I had one trip with him," said Billy, "shark catchin' down the coast in that old dough dish of his, the Heart of Ireland. Treated me crool bad, he did; crool bad he treated me from first to last; his beef was as hard as his fist, and bud barley he served out for coffee. He was known all along the shore side, but he got his gruel at last, and got it good. Now, by any chance did you ever hear of a Captain Mike Blood and his mate, Billy Harman? Knew the parties, did you? Well, now, I'll tell you. Blood it were put the hood on Ginnell. Ginnell laid out to get the better of Blood, and Blood, he got the better of Ginnell. He and Harman signed on for a cruise in the Heart of Ireland; then they rose on Ginnell, and took the ship and made him deck hand. They did that! They made a line for a wreck they knew of on a rock be name of San Juan, off the San Lucas Islands, and the three of them were peeling' that wreck, and they were just gettin' twenty thousand dollars in gold coin off her, when the party who'd bought the wreck, and his name was Gunderman, lit down on them and collared the boodle and kicked them back into their schooner, givin' them the choice of makin' an offing or takin' a free voyage back to Frisco, with a front seat in the penitentiary thrown in.
"It was a crool setback for them, the dollars hot in their hands one minit and took away the next, you may say,but they didn't quarrel over it; they set out on a new lay, and this is what happened with Cap' Ginnell."
But, with Mr. Meersam's leave, I will take the story from his mouth and tell it in my own way, with additions gathered from the chief protagonists and from other sources.
WHEN the three adventurers, dismissed with a caution by Gunderman, got sail on the Heart of Ireland, they steered a sou'westerly course, till San Juan was a speck to northward and the San Lucas Islands were riding high on the sea on the port quarter.
Then Blood hove the schooner to for a council of war, and Ginnell, though reduced again to deck hand, was called into it.
"Well," said Blood, "that's over and done with, and there's no use calling names. Question is what we're to do now. We've missed twenty thousand dollars through fooling and delaying, and we've got to make good somehow, even on something small. If I had ten cents in my pocket, Pat Ginnell, I'd leave you and your old shark boat for the nearest point of land and hoof it back to Frisco; but I haven't—worse luck."
"There's no use in carryin' on like that," said Harman. ''Frisco's no use to you or me, and your boots would be pretty well wore out before you got there. What I say is this: We've got a schooner that's rigged out for shark fishin', Well, let's go on that lay; we'll give Ginnell a third share, and he'll share with us in payin' the coolies. Shark oil's fetchin' big prices now in Frisco. It's not twenty thousand dollars, but it's somethin'."
Ginnell, leaning against the after rail and cutting himself a fill of tobacco, laughed in a mirthless way. Then he spoke: "Shark fishin', begob; well, there's a word to be said be me on that. You two thought yourselves mighty clever, collarin' me boat and makin' yourselves masthers of it. I don't say you didn't thrump me ace, I don't say you didn't work it so that I can't have the law on you, but I'll say this, Misther Harman, if you want to go shark fishin', you can work the business yourself, and a nice hand you'll make of it. Why, you don't know the grounds, let alone the work. A third share, and me the rightful owner of this tub! I'll see you hamstrung before I put a hand to it."
"Then get forrard," said Harman. "Don't know the grounds? Maybe I don't know the grounds you used to work farther north, but I know every foot of the grounds here-a-way, right from the big kelp beds to the coast. Why, I been on the fish-commission ship and worked with 'em all through this part, takin' soundin's and specimens— rock, weed, an' fish. Know the bottom here as well as I know the pa'm of me hand."
"Well, if you know it so well, you've no need of me. Lay her on the grounds yourself," said Ginnell.
He went forward.
"Black sullen," said Harman, looking after him. "He ain't no use to lead or drive. Well, let's get her befor the wind an' crowd .down closer to Santa Catalina. I'm not sayin' this is a good shark ground, the sea's too much of a blame' fish circus just here— but it's better than nothin'."
They got the Heart befere the wind, which had died down to a three-knot breeze, Blood steering and Harman forward, on the lookout.
Harman was right, the sea round these coasts is a fish circus, to give it no better name.
The San Lucas Islands and Santa Catalina seem the rendezvous of most of the big fish inhabiting the Pacific. Beginning with San Miguel, the islands run almost parallel to the California coast in a sou'westerly direction, and, seen now from the schooner's deck, they might have been likened to vast ships under press of sail, so tall were they above the sea shimmer and so white in the sunshine their fog-filled cafions.
Away south, miles and miles away across the blue water, the peaks of Santa Catalina Island showed a dream of vague rose and gold.
It was for Santa Catalina that Harman was making now.
To tell the whole truth, bravely as he had talked of his knowledge of these waters, he was not at all sure in his mind as to their shark-bearing capacity. He did not know that for a boat whose business was shark-liver oil, this bit of sea was not the happiest hunting ground.
Nothing is more mysterious than the way fish make streets in the sea and keep to them; make cities, so to say, and inhabit them at certain seasons; make playgrounds, and play in them.
Off the north of Santa Catalina Island you will find Yellow Fin. Cruise down on the seaward side and you will find a spot where the Yelow Fin vanish and the Yellow Tail take their place; farther south you strike the street of the White Sea Bass, which opens on to Halibut Square, which, in turn, gives upon a vast area, where the Black Sea Bass, the Swordfish, the Albacore, and the Whitefish are at home.
Steer round the south of the island and you hit the suburbs of the great fish city of the Santa Catalina Channel. The Grouper Banks are its purlieus, and the Sunfish keeps guard of its southern gate. You pass Barracuda Street and Bonito Street, till the roar of the Sea Lions from their rocks tells you that you are approaching the Washington Square of undersea things —the great Tuna grounds.
Skirting the Tuna grounds, and right down the Santa Catalina Channel, runs a Broadway which is also a Wall Street, where much business is done in 'the way of locomotion and destruction. Here are the 'Killer Whales and the Sulphur-bottom Whales and the Gray Whales, and the Porpoises, Dolphins, Skipjacks, and Sand Dabs.
Sharks you will find nearly everywhere, but, and this was a fact unknown to Harman, the sharks, as compared to the other big fish, are few and far between.
It was getting toward sundown, when the schooner, under a freshening wind, came along the seaward side of Santa Catalina Island. The island on this side shows two large bays, separated by a rounded promontory. In the northernmost of these bays they dropped anchor close in shore, in fifteen-fathom water.
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AT DAWN NEXT MORNING they got the gear ready. The Chinese crew, during the night, had caught a plentiful supply of fish for bait, and, as the sun was looking over the coast hills, they hauled up the anchor and put out for the kelp beds.
There are two great kelp beds off the seaward coast of Santa Catalina, an inner and an outer. Two great submarine forests more thickly populated than any forest on land. This is the haunt of the Black Sea Bass that run in weight up to four hundred pounds, the Ribbon Fish, the Frogfish, and the Kelpfish, that builds its nest just as a bird builds, crabs innumerable, and sea creatures that have never yet been classified or counted.
They tied up to the kelp, and the fishing began, while the sun blazed stronger upon the water and the morning mists died out of the cafions of the island.
The shark hooks baited and lowered were relieved of their bait, but not by sharks; all sorts of bait snatchers inhabit these waters, and they were now simply chewing the fish off the big shark hooks.
Getting on for eleven o'clock, Blood, who had been keeping a restless eye seaward, left his line and went forward with Ginnell's glass, which he leveled at the horizon.
A sail on the sea line to the northwest had attracted his attention an hour ago, and the fact that it had scarcely altered its position, although there was a six-knot breeze blowing, had roused his curiosity.
"What is it?" asked Harman.
"Schooner hove to," said Blood. "No, b'gosh, she's not; she's abandoned."
At the word "abandoned," Ginnell, who had been fishing for want of something better to do, raised his head like a bird of prey.
He also left his line, and came forward. Blood handed him the glass.
"Faith, you're right," said Ginnell; "she's a derelick. Boys, up with them tomfool shark lines; here's a chanst of somethin' decent."
For once Blood and Harman were completely with him; the lines were hauled in, the kelp connections broken, mainsail and jib set, and in a moment, as it were, the Heart of Ireland was bounding on the swell, topsail and foresail shaking out now and bellying against the blue till she heeled almost gunwale under to the merry wind, boosting the green water from her bow, and sending the foam flooding in sheets to starboard.
It was as though the thought of plunder had put new heart and life into her, as it certainly had into her owner, Pat Ginnell.
As they drew nearer, they saw the condition of the schooner more' clearly. Derelict and deserted, yet with mainsail set, she hung there, clawing at the wind and thrashing about in the mad manner of a vessel commanded only by her tiller.
Now the mainsail would fill and burst out, the boom swaying over to the rattle of block and cordage. For a moment she would give an exhibition of just how a ship ought to sail herself, and then, with a shudder, the air would spill from the sail, and, like a daft woman in a blowing wind, she would reel about with swinging gaff and boom to the tune of the straining rigging, the pitter-patter of the reef points, and the whine of the rudder nearly torn from its pintles.
A couple of cable lengths away the Heart of Ireland hove to, the whaleboat was lowered, and Blood, Ginnell, and Harman, leaving Chopstick Charlie in charge of the Heart, started for the derelict. They came round the stern of the stranger, and read her name, Tamalpais, done in letters that had been white, but were now a dingy yellow.
Then they came along the port side and hooked on to the fore channels, while Blood and the others scrambled on deck.
The deck was clean as a ballroom floor and sparkling with salt from the dried spray; there was no raffle or disorder of any sort. Every boat was gone, and the falls, swinging at full length from the davits, proclaimed the fact that the crew had left the vessel in an orderly manner, though hurriedly enough, no doubt; had abandoned her, leaving the falls swinging and the rudder playing loose and the winds to do what they willed with her.
There was no sign of fire, no disorder that spoke of mutiny, though in cargo and with a low freeboard, she rode free of water, one could tell that by the movement of her underfoot. Fire, leak, mutiny, those are the three reasons for the abandonment of a ship at sea, and there was no sign of any one of them.
Blood led the way aft, the saloon hatch was open, and they came down into the tiny saloon. The sunlight through the starboard portholes was spilling about in water shimmers on the pitch-pine paneling; everything was in order, and a meal was set out on the table, which showed a Maconochie jam tin, some boiled pork, and a basket of bread; plates were laid for two, and the plates had been used.
"Beats all," said Harman, looking round. "Boys, this is a find as good as the:dollars. Derelict and not a cat on board, and she's all ninety tons. Then there's the cargo. B' Jiminy, but we're in luck!"
"Let's roust out the cabins," said Ginnell.
They found the captain's cabin, easily marked by its size and its furniture.
Some oilskins and old clothes were hanging up by the bunk, a sea chest stood open. It had evidently been rifled of its most precious contents ; there was nothing much left in it but some clothes, a pair of sea boots, and some worthless odds and ends. In a locker they found the ship's papers. Blood plunged into these, and announced his discoveries to the others, crowding behind him and peeping over his shoulders.
"Captain Keene, master— bound from Frisco to Sydney with cargo of champagne— And what in thunder is she doing down here? Never mind— we're the finders." He tossed the papers back in the locker and turned to the others. "No sign of the log. Most likely he's taken it off with him. What I want to see now is the cargo. If it's champagne, and not bottled bilge water, we're made. Come along, boys."
He led the way on deck, and between them they got the tarpaulin cover off the cargo hatch, undid the locking bars, and opened the hatch.
The cargo was perfectly stowed, the cases of California champagne ranged side by side, within touching distance of the hatch opening, and the brands on the boxes answering to the wording of the manifest.
Before doing anything more, Blood got the sail off the schooner, and then, having cast an eye round the horizon, more for weather than shipping, he came to the hatch edge and took his seat, with his feet dangling and his toes toushing the cases. The others stood while he talked to them.
"There's some chaps," said Blood, "who'd be for running crooked on this game, taking the schooner off to some easy port and selling her and the cargo, but I'm not going to go in for any such mug's business as that. Frisco and salvage money is my idea."
"And what about the Yan-Shan?" asked Ginnell. "Frisco will be reekin' with the story of how Gunderman found us pickin' her bones and how he caught us with the dollars in our hands. Don't you think the underwriters will put that up against us? Maybe they won't say we've murdered the crew of this hooker for the sake of the salvage! Our characters are none too bright to be goin' about with schooners and cargoes of fizz, askin' for salvage money."
"Your character ain't," said Harman. "Speak for yourself when you're talkin' of characters, and leave us out. I'm with Blood. I've had enough of this shady business, and I ain't goin' to run crooked no more. Frisco and salvage moneys— my game, b'sides, you needn't come into Frisco harbor. Lend us a couple of your hands to take her in, and we'll do the business and share equal with you in the takin's. I ain't a man to go back on a pal for a few dirty dollars, and my word's as good as my bond all along the water side with pals. I ain't sayin' nothin' about owners or companies; I say with pals, and you'll find your share banked for you in the Bank of California, safe as if you'd put it there yourself."
Ginnell for a moment seemed about to dissent violently from this proposition; then, of a sudden, he fell calm.
"Well," said he, "maybe I'm wrong and maybe you're right, but I ain't goin' to hang behind. If you've fixed on taking her into Frisco, I'll follow you in and help in the swearin'. You two chaps can navigate her with a couple of the coolies I'll lend you, and, mind you, it's equal shares I'm askin'."
"Right," said Harman. "What do you say, Blood?"
"I'm agreeable," said Blood; "though it's more than he deserves, considering all things."
"Well, I'm not goin' to put up no arguments," said Ginnell. "I states me terms, and, now that's fixed, I proposes we takes stock of the cargo. Rig a tackle and get one of them cases on deck and let's see if the manifest holds when the wrappin's is off."
The others agreed. With the help of a couple of the Chinamen from the boat alongside, they rigged a tackle and got out a case. Harman, poking about, produced a chisel and mallet from the hole where the schooner's carpenter had kept his tools, a strip of boarding was removed from the top of the case, and next moment a champagne bottle, in its straw-jacket, was in the hands of Ginnell.
"Packed careful," said he.
He removed the jacket and the pink tissue paper from the bottle, whose gold capsule glittered delightfully in the sunlight.
Then he knocked the bottle's head off, and the amber wine creamed out over his hands and onto the deck.
Harman ran to the galley and fetched a pannikin, and they sampled the stuff, and then Blood, taking the half-empty bottle, threw it overboard.
"We don't want any drinking," said he; "and we'll have to account for every bottle. Now, then, get the lid fixed again and the case back in the hold, and let's see what's in the lazaret in the way of provisions."
They got the case back, closed the hatch, and then started on an inspection of the stores, finding plenty of stuff in the way of pork and rice and flour, but no delicacies. There was not an ounce of tea or coffee, no sugar, no tobacco.
"They must have took it all with them when they made off," said Harman.
"That's easy mended," replied Ginnell.. "We can get some stores from the Heart; s'pose I go off to her and fetch what's wanted and leave you two chaps here?"
"Not on your life," said Blood; "we all stick together, Pat Ginnell, and so there'll be no monkey tricks played. That's straight. Get your fellers into the boat and let's shove off, then Harman and I can come back with the stores and the hands you can lend us to work her."
"Faith, you're all suspicious," said Ginnell, with a grin. "Well, over with you, and we'll all go back together. I'm gettin' to feel as if I was married to you two chaps. However, there's no use in grumblin'."
"Not a bit,' said Blood.
He followed Ginnell into the whaleboat, and, leaving the Tamalpais to rock alone on the swell, they made back for the Heart of Ireland.
Now, Ginnell, although he had agreed to go back to Frisco, had no inclination to do:so, the fact of the matter being that the place had become too hot for him.
He had played with smuggling, and had been friendly with the Greeks of the Upper Bay and the Chinese of Petaluma. He had fished with Chinese sturgeon lines, foul inventions of Satan, as all Chinese sporting, hunting, and fishing contraptions are, and had fallen foul of the patrol men; he had lit his path with blazing drunks as with bonfires, mishandled his fellow creatures, robbed them, cheated them, and lied to them. He had talked big in bars, and the wharf side of San Francisco was sick of him; so, if you understand the strength of the wharf-side stomach, you can form some estimate of the character of Captain Ginnell. He knew quite well the feeling of the harbor side against him, and he knew quite well how that feeling would be inflated at the sight of him coming back triumphant, with a salved schooner in tow. Then there was Gunderman. He feared Gunderman more than he feared the devil, and he feared the story that Gunderman would have to tell even more than he feared Gunderman.
No, he had done with Frisco; he never would go back there again; he had done with the Heart of Ireland. He would strike out again in life with a new name and a new schooner and a cargo of champagne, sell schooner and cargo, and make another start with still another name.
Revolving this decision in his mind, he winked at the backs of Blood and Harman as they went up the little companion ladder before him and gained the deck of the Heart of Ireland.
Blood led the way down to the cabin. The lazaret was situated under the cabin floor, and, while Harman opened it, Blood, with a pencil and a bit of paper, figured out their requirements.
"We want a couple of tins of coffee," said he, "and half a dozen of condensed milk— sugar, biscuits— tobacco— beef."
"It's sorry I am I haven't any cigars to offer you," said Ginnell, with a half laugh, "but there's some tins of sardines; be sure an' take the sardines, Mr. Harman, for me heart wouldn't be aisy if I didn't think you were well supplied with comforts."
"I can't find any sardines," said the delving Harman, "but here's baccy enough, and eight tins of beef will be more than enough to get us to Frisco."
"Take a dozen," said Ginnell; "there ain't more than a dozen all told; but, sure, I'll manage to do without, and never grumble so long as you're well supplied."
Blood glanced at him with an angry spark in his eye.
"We've no wish to crowd you, Pat Ginnell," said he, "and what we take we pay for, or we will pay for it when we get to port. You'll please remember you're talking to an Irishman."
"Irishman!" cried Ginnell. 'You'll be plazed to remember I'm an Irishman, too."
"Well I know it," replied the other.
This remark, for some unaccountable reason, seemed to incense Ginnell. He clenched his fists, stuck out his jaw, glanced Blood up and down, and then, as if remembering something, brought himself under control with a mighty effort.
"There's no use in talk," said he; "we'd better be gettin' on with our business. You'll want somethin' in the way of a sack to cart all that stuff off to the schooner. I'li fetch you one."
He turned to the companion ladder and climbed it in a leisurely fashion. On deck he took a deep breath and stood for a moment scanning the horizon from north to south. Then he turned and cast his eyes over Santa Catalina and the distant coast line.
Not a sail was visible, nor the faintest indication of smoke in all that stainless blue, sweeping in a great arc from the northern to the southern limits of visibility.
No one was present to watch Ginnell and what he was about to do. No one save God and the sea gulls— for Chinese don't count.
He stepped to the cabin hatch.
"Misther Harman!" cried he.
"Hello!" answered Harman, below. "Whacher want?"
"It's about the Bank of California I want to speak to you," replied Ginnell.
Harman's round and astonished face appeared at the foot of the ladder.
"Bank of California?" said he. "What the blazes do you mean, Pat Ginnell ?"
"Why, you said you'd put me share of the salvage in the Bank of California, didn't you?" replied Ginnell. "Well, I just want to say I'm agreeable to your proposal—and will you be plazed to give the manager me love when you see him?"
With that he shut the hatch, fastening it securely and prisoning the two men below, whose voices came now bearing indications of language enough, one might fancy, to lift the deck. He knew it would take them a day's hard work to break out, and maybe two. Bad as Ginnell might be, he was not a murderer, and he reckoned their chances were excellent considering the provisions and water they had, their own energies, and the drift of the current, which would take them close up to Santa Catalina.
He also reckoned that they would give him no trouble in the way of pursuit, for he had literally made them a present of the Heart of Ireland.
Having satisfied himself that they were well and securely held, he sent the whaleboat off to the Tamalpais, laden with the crew's belongings, consisting of all sorts of quaint boxes and mats. This was managed in one journey; the boat came back for him, and, in less than an hour from the start of the business, he found himself standing on the deck of the Tamalpais, all the crew transferred, the fellows hauling on the halyards, Chopstick Charlie at the helm, and a good schooner, with a cargo worth many thousands of dollars, underfoot.
He turned to have a look at the compass and a word with the steersman before going below.
Down below he had a complete turnout of the captain's cabin, and found the log for which Harman had hunted in vain; it had got down between the bunk bedding and the paneling, and he brought it into the main cabin, and there, seated at the table, he pored over it, breathing hard and following the passages with his horny thumb.
The thing had been faked most obviously, and the faking had begun two days out from Frisco. A gale that had never blown had driven the Tamalpais out of her course, et cetera, et cetera; and Ginnell, with the eye of a sailor and with his knowledge of the condition of the Tamalpais when found, saw at once that there was something here darker even than the darkness that Blood and Harman had perceived. Why had the log been faked? Why had the schooner been abandoned? If it were a question of insurance, Captain Keene would have scuttled her or fired her.
Then, again, everything spoke of haste amounting to panic. Why should a vessel, in perfect condition and in good weather, be deserted as though some visible plague had suddenly appeared on board of her?
Ginnell closed the book and tossed it back in the bunk.
"What's the meaning of it?"
Unhappy man, he was soon to find out.
AT EIGHT O'CLOCK next morning, in perfect weather, Ginnell, standing by the steersman and casting his eyes around, saw across the heaving blueness of the sea a smudge of smoke on the western horizon. A few minutes later, as the smoke cleared, he made out the form of the vessel that had been firing up.
Captain Keene had left an old pair of binoculars among the other truck in his cabin. Ginnell went down and fetched them on deck, then he looked.
The stranger was a torpedo boat; she was making due south, and, like all torpedo boats, she seemed in a hurry.
Then, all at once, and even as he looked, her form began to alter, she shortened mysteriously, and her two funnels became gradually one.
She had altered her course; she had evidently sighted, and was making direct for, the Tamalpais. Not exactly direct, perhaps, but directly enough to make Ginnell's lips dry as sandstone.
"Bad cess to her," said Ginnell to himself; "there's no use in doin' anythin' but pretendin' to be deaf and dumb. And, sure, aren't I an honest trader, with all me credentials, Capt'in Keene, of Frisco, blown out of me course, me mate washed overboard? Let her come."
She came without any letting. Shearing- along through the water, across which the hubbub of her engines could be distinctly heard, and within signal-ing distance, now, she let fly a string of bunting to the breeze; an order to heave to, which the Tamalpais, that honest trader, disregarded.
Then came a puff of white smoke, the boom of a gun, and a practice shell that raised a plume of spray a cable length in front of the schooner, and went off, making ducks and drakes for miles across the blue sea.
Ginnell rushed to the halyards himself. Chopstick Charlie, at the wheel, required no orders, and the Tamalpais came round, with all her canvas spilling the wind and slatting, while the warship, stealing along now with just a tipple at her stern, came gliding past the stem of the schooner.
They were taking her name, just as a policeman takes the number of a motor car.
It was a ghastly business. No cheery voice, with the inquiry: "What's your name and where are you bound for?" Just a silent inspection, and then a dropped boat.
Next moment a lieutenant of the American navy was coming over the side of the Tamalpais, to be received by Ginnell.
"Captain Keene?" asked the lieutenant.
"That's me name," answered the unfortunate, who had determined on the role of the blustering innocent; "and who are you, to be boardin' me like this and firing guns at me?"
"Well, of all the cheek!" said the other, with a laugh. "A nice dance you've led us since we lost you in that fog."
"Which fog?" asked the astonished Ginnell. "Fog! It's some other ship you're after, for I haven't sighted a fog since leavin' port."
"Oh, close up!" said the other.
His men, who had come on board, were busy with the covering of the main hatch, and he walked forward, to superintend.
The hatch cover off, they rigged a tackle and hauled out a case of champagne; four cases of champagne they brought on deck, and then, attacking the next layer, they brought out a case of a different description. It contained a machine gun.
Under the champagne layer, the Tamalpais was crammed right down to the garboard strakes with contraband of war in the form of arms and ammunition for the small South American republic that was just then kicking up a dust around its murdered president.
Ginnell saw his own position at a glance. The Heart of Ireland given away to Blood and Harman for the captaincy of a gun runner, and a seized gun runner at that.
He saw now why Keene and his crew had deserted in a hurry. Chased by the warship, and running into a fog, they had slipped away in the boats, making for the coast, while the pursuer had made a dead-west run of it to clear herself of the dangerous coast waters and their rocks and shoals.
That was plain enough to Ginnell, but the prospect ahead of him was not clear at all.
He could never confess the truth about the Heart of Ireland, and, when they took him back to Frisco, it would at once be discovered that he was not Keene, but Ginnell. What would happen to him?
What did happen to him? I don't know. Billy Meersam could throw no light on the matter. He said that he believed the thing was "hushed up somehow or 'nother," finishing with the opinion that a good many things are hushed up somehow or 'nother in Frisco.
___________
10: Inter-Office Memo
Robert Benchley
1889-1945
In: Chips Off the Old Benchley, 1949
IT WILL ALWAYS BE A MYSTERY to me why I was asked "into conference" in the first place. I am more the artistic type, and am seldom consulted on the more practical aspects of life. I have given up wearing soft collars and can smoke a cigar, if it is a fairly short one, but I don't seem able to give off any impression of business stability. I am just one of the world's beautiful dreamers.
So when McNulty called me up and asked me if I could come over to his office for a conference with somebody named Crofish or Cronish of Detroit, I was thrown into a fever of excitement. At last I was going to sit in on a big business conference! I think there was some idea that I as a hay-fever sufferer, might have a suggestion or two on handkerchiefs that might be valuable. For the conference was on the marketing of a steel handkerchief which the Detroit people were about to put out.
So all in a flutter I rushed over to McNulty's office, determined to take mental notes on the way in which real business men disposed of real business in the hope that one day I might extricate myself from the morass of inefficiency in which I was living and perhaps amount to something in the business world. At least, I would have caught a glimpse of how things ought to be done.
Mr. Crofish or Cronish (whose name later turned out to be Crolish) was already there, with his briefcase open in front of him and a lot of papers piled up on the desk. He and McNulty were both so bustle-y and efficient-looking that it hardly seemed worth while for me to sit down. This conference couldn't last more than a minute and a half!
"Sorry to bother you, Bob, old man," said McNulty, briskly, "but we thought that you might be able to help us out a little in this scheme for getting the Beau Brummel Steel Handkerchief before the public... Sit down, won't you? ... Perhaps Mr. Crolish can state his problem better than I can, and then we will get your angle on it."
Mr. Crolish looked at his papers and cleared his throat. "Well, here is the situation we are faced with," he began.
"Just a minute, Mr. Crolish," interrupted McNulty, "I think it might be well, before you begin, to find out from Reemis just what magazines we are going to use, so that Mr. Benchley will have a little better idea of what type of copy we shall need." And he turned to the telephone. "Get me Mr. Reemis, will you please, Miss Fane?"
Mr. Reemis's line seemed to be busy, so McNulty propped the receiver up against his ear and reached in the drawer for some cigars, while waiting.
"Another couple of days like this and spring will be here," he announced tentatively.
"That's right," said Mr. Crolish, which didn't leave much for me to say unless I wanted to fight the statement.
Mr. Reemis was very busy, so McNulty, still holding the receiver, tried something else to pass the time.
"Mrs. McNulty and I saw one of the worst shows I've ever seen last night. Rolling Raisins. Did you ever see it?"
I said that I hadn't and Mr. Crolish said that he hadn't but that he had heard about it.
"No wonder people don't go to the theater more," said McNulty, "when they put... oh, hello!... Reemis?... say, could you step into my office for just a minute, please?"
While we were waiting for Mr. Reemis, McNulty explained the plot of Rolling Raisins. And, as Mr. Reemis was evidently coming into the office by a route which led him down into the street and up the back stairway, Mr. Crolish told the plot of a show which had opened in Detroit last week. I had just started in on the plot of a show we had once put on in college when Mr. Reemis appeared.
"This is Mr. Benchley, Mr. Reemis... I guess you know Mr. Crolish.... What we wanted to find out was just what magazines we are going to use in this Beau Brummel campaign."
"Well, there have been some changes made since we went over it with you, Mr. McNulty," said Mr. Reemis. "I'm not quite sure of the list as it stands. I'll shoot back to my desk and get it."
So Mr. Reemis shot back, and Mr. Crolish walked over to the window.
"They certainly are tearing up this old town, aren't they?" he asked. "Every time I come here there is a new building up somewhere. I suppose they'll be tearing down the Woolworth Building next."
"I understand they've started already," said McNulty, "but they don't quite know where to begin."
This was a pretty fair line and it got all the laugh that it deserved. The thing was beginning to take on the air of one of those easy-going off-hours which we impractical artists indulge in when we are supposed to be working. It was interrupted by Mr. Reemis "shooting" back with the list.
"Here we are," he said, brightly. "Now, as I understand it, this is a strictly class appeal we are trying to make and we don't want to bother with the old-fashioned handkerchief users; so we thought that—"
Here the door opened and one of the partners came in.
"Sorry to butt in, Harry," he said, "but have you seen this statement of the Mackbolter people in the Times?"
"I just glanced at it," said McNulty, "... you know Mr. Benchley, Mr. Wamser?... I guess you know Crolish."
Mr. Wamser and I shook hands.
"Are you any relation to the Benchley who used to live in Worcester?" he asked.
I admitted that I had relatives in Worcester.
"I'll never forget the night I spent in Worcester once," he said, seating himself on the edge of McNulty's desk. "We were motoring to Boston and a thunderstorm came up; so we put in at Worcester— what's the name of that hotel?"
"The Bancroft?" I suggested.
"I don't think it was the Bancroft," he said. "What are some of the others? I'll know the name if I hear it."
I said that so far as I knew there weren't any others since the old Bay State House had been torn down.
"Well, maybe it was the Bancroft."
Mr. Crolish suggested that it might have been the Worthy.
"The Worthy is in Springfield," said McNulty.
"Sorry to interrupt," said one of them, "but do you want the package played up in this Meer-o page or just show the girl playing tennis?"
The two young gentlemen were introduced and turned out to be Mr. Rollik and Mr. MacNordfy.
"Hoagman is handling that more than I am," said Mr. Wamser. And going to the telephone he asked to have Mr. Hoagman step into Mr. McNulty's office for a minute. While waiting for Mr. Hoagman, Mr. Rollik asked the gathering (which was, by now, assuming the proportions of a stag smoker) if they had seen what Will Rogers had in the paper that morning.
"I can always get a laugh out of that guy Rogers," said Mr. Crolish.
"What I like about him is that he gets a lot of common sense into his gags. They mean something." It was Mr. MacNordfy who thought this.
"Abe Martin is the one I like," said McNulty. Mr. Wamser was of the opinion that no one had ever been able to touch Mr. Dooley. To prove his point he quoted a fairish bit of one of Mr. Dooley's dissertations in very bad Irish dialect. Mr. Hoagman, having entered during the recitation, waived the formality of introductions and began:
"If you like Irish jokes, I heard one yesterday that I thought was pretty clever. I may be wrong."
He was wrong, and so got down to business. "What was it you wanted to see me about?" he asked, as soon as he had stopped laughing.
"The boys here want to know whether the Meer-o people want the package played up in this layout or to subordinate it to the girl playing tennis?"
"Oh, you've got to play the package up," said Mr. Hoagman, thereby making the first business decision of the morning. This gave him such a feeling of duty-done that he evidently decided to knock off work for the rest of the morning and devote his time to story-telling.
The room was so full by this time that I had completely lost sight of Mr. Crolish, who was, at best, a small man and was in his original seat on the other side of the room, still sitting in front of his open brief case. Mr. McNulty was talking on the telephone again and seemed good for fifteen minutes of it. The rest of the staff were milling about, offering each other cigarettes, telling anecdotes and in general carrying on the nation's business.
I looked at my watch and found that I was already late for a lunch-date; so picking up my hat, I elbowed my way quietly out of the room unnoticed and made the elevator.
Later in the week I heard that McNulty had told someone that I was a nice guy but that there was no sense in trying to do business with me. I guess I shall always be just a dreamer.
__________
11: Wanted— A Short Story
Emanuel Julius
1889-1951
Australian Worker (Sydney) 17 June 1920
"I'D LIKE TO write a story," said Albert. F. Scott, glancing up from a letter which had just been delivered.
"A nice story?" his wife asked, smiling at him.
"No; any kind of a story," Albert answered, gravely. "He tells me I may say anything I care to say. That's tempting, I must confess. It's not every mail that brings me an offer like this."
In mock seriousness, she said: "While the editorial sun shines on you, it is wise to make hay and keep the pot a-boiling."
"Yes, my dear, I would like to let this dear editor have something, but the trouble with me is that I'm as dry as the Sahara Desert. I really can't write a story; I haven't an idea."
"Oh, come," she laughed; "it's not as serious as that, for this story , writing is a simple matter. Let us see if we can't get something that will make a story. A letter like this isn't to be sneezed at."
"Good," exclaimed Albert, seating him-self at the table and placing paper before him; "help me get a story, and if it goes, I'll divide the spoils."
"Very well; now, then, what shall it be?"
"What shall it?" Albert repeated.
"Oh, I see; I'm to do it all," with a bow; "very well, I'm willing to try." For a full minute she remained in deep thought; then, her face lighting up sud-denly, she said quickly:
"Once upon a time there was a foolish little man, who had a foolish vocation. This foolish little man wrote foolish little stories to help support his foolish little self and his foolish whims."
"I don't know what you are driving at," Albert drawled, but, I must confess that's a pretty good lead. I may use it."
"And," she continued, "this foolish little story writer had a fairly good memory; a quick eye and a well-oiled typewriter, and managed, in quite a passable manner to express other people's originalities— not a bad word— originalities— you might use it. So, this foolish little story writer, succeeded in selling lots of foolish stories to editors whose business it was to print foolishness in magazines that were read by thousands of foolish women.
"One foolish woman wrote a letter to this uninteresting story writer, and, to her surprise, she received an answer. It was a short, sweet note, offering thanks for her praise of a story that really didn't deserve it. And, as she was a silly woman, she wrote again."
With an impatent wave, Albert said:
"Oh, I anticipate; you are going to make it very commonplace. She, a foolish woman, writes again; they meet, and there is a mushy scene; they talk about going through life together— he working for fame and glory, she helping him by doing his typewriting and rolling his cigarettes; they marry; are soon divorced, and live happily ever after."
"Nothing of the sort," she snapped; "how could you think me guilty of such a crime?"
"Then he is married; meets her, hoping to get a story; she falls in love with him. Then comes the startling climax— ye gods— 'I am discovered! She knows I have a wife, and am father of a chee-ild!' She screams; 'In spite of all your writings and fame you are a scoundrel and a deceiver, Mr. Fountelroy, and I hate you, I hate you! Go back to your wife and writings and write of the heart you have broken.' "
"Oh, Albert, how you slander me," said his wife. "He wasn't married at all— quite single; but she— she was married— so she couldn't have been deceived; she was the one who began the thing in the first place."
"Well, what happened?" Albert asked quickly.
"Of course, they met—"
"To be sure, they met— there couldn't be a story if they didn't meet. But what happened? That's what I want to know."
"They met, and the foolish little story writer smoked a cigarette in a perfectly insipid manner. She stared at him— well, she was a foolish woman. It was inevitable that those two fools should fall in love— the wonder would be if they didn't. Well, he told her he loved her, and she let him kiss her; and as they sipped wine in a cafe, they looked into each other's eyes and seemed to say, 'Ah, we belong to each other; let us rid ourselves of this pest of a husband.'
"Things moved rapidly— they always do when two fools get together. They met a few times, and talked a few hours, and soon convinced themselves that God had made them for each other. As for her husband— bah! They would leave— go to Paris— yes, yes, gay Paris— ah, this foolish little story writer would write love stories of Parisian studio life; he would surely sell much to the foolish editors— yes, it was all very simple.
"So the day was set for the following Saturday; this foolish writer of silly stories and this simple-minded woman were to go off— to Paris.
"But news— that is, gossip— travels fast— it got to her husband— gossip always does. The world is full of anonymous letter writers, who believe it their sacred duty to keep husbands informed. He got a letter. But he wasn' t a foolish husband; there are some sensible men in this world. If he had been a foolish husband he would have run for his revolver, and then, another newspaper story. But he wasn't of the shooting kind. I said he was a sensible husband.
"So he found the foolish young writer of foolish stories in his apartment— the foolish writer even had all his trunks packed; he was ready to go. That was quite a predicament for the husband of the foolish little woman; but he smiled— he had a sense of humor like all sensible husbands. So he shook hands with the foolish literary fellow and wished him a pleasant trip.
"He told the writer of silly stories that he had long been hoping to get rid of his wife. 'I've been wanting an excuse for a divorce action, but I've never had luck enough to have her do something— I always was unlucky.'
"This was strange, and it upset the foolish young writer. But the husband of the foolish little woman wasn't finished. He had more to say. 'I only want you to grant me a favor,' the husband said; 'will you be kind enough to allow me the use of your name as co-respondent? I wouldn't care to do it unless I got your permission.'
"And to this he added: 'I wish you all the luck in the world, my dear sir; but no man can say I ever played him a mean trick, so, to clear my conscience, I have decided to come to you and honestly warn you of your danger. I am not going to be specific; I simply wish to tell you that I have not tried to deceive you into running off with my wife; I want you to know that I have warned you.'
"And, in addition, this husband remarked that he wished the pair would have a pleasant journey; he hoped they wouldn't get seasick, and that if it wasn't asking too much, would they kindly send him a few picture postal cards when they got on the other side?
" 'I've been saving European postals for years,' he remarked; 'they are so much better than ours.'
" 'And,' this husband said, 'you will understand that from this day I look upon you as my best friend; you are going to do me a great service. It shows that some persons are willing to do their fellow man a favor once in a while.'
"That husband shook hands with that silly writer of foolish stories and left him. The foolish story writer smoked another cigarette, bit his lips until they bled, and then wrote a note to the foolish little woman, telling her that he regretted he couldn't make the trip."
Her story at an end, she asked:
"Don't you think that ought to make good fiction?"
Albert shook his head and said:
"No, you are too late; that story has already been written."
"By whom?"
"By that foolish writer of foolish stories."
___________
12: The Cruise of the "Willing Mind"
A. E. W. Mason
1865-1948
The Illustrated London News, 1 Dec 1900
Collected in: Ensign Knightley and other stories, 1901
THE CRUISE HAPPENED before the steam-trawler ousted the smack from the North Sea. A few newspapers recorded it in half-a-dozen lines of small print which nobody read. But it became and— though nowadays the Willing Mind rots from month to month by the quay— remains staple talk at Gorleston ale-houses on winter nights.
The crew consisted of Weeks, three fairly competent hands, and a baker's assistant, when the Willing Mind slipped out of Yarmouth. Alexander Duncan, the photographer from Derby, joined the smack afterwards under peculiar circumstances. Duncan was a timid person, but aware of his timidity. He was quite clear that his paramount business was to be a man; and he was equally clear that he was not successful in his paramount business. Meanwhile he pretended to be, hoping that on some miraculous day a sudden test would prove the straw man he was to have become real flesh and blood. A visit to a surgeon and the flick of a knife quite shattered that illusion. He went down to Yarmouth afterwards, fairly disheartened. The test had been applied, and he had failed.
Now, Weeks was a particular friend of Duncan's. They had chummed together on Gorleston Quay some years before, perhaps because they were so dissimilar. Weeks had taught Duncan to sail a boat, and had once or twice taken him for a short trip on his smack; so that the first thing that Duncan did on his arrival at Yarmouth was to take the tram to Gorleston and to make inquiries.
A fisherman lounging against a winch replied to them—
"If Weeks is a friend o' yours I should get used to missin' 'im, as I tell his wife."
There was at that time an ingenious system by which the skipper might buy his smack from the owner on the instalment plan— as people buy their furniture— only with a difference: for people sometimes get their furniture. The instalments had to be completed within a certain period. The skipper could do it— he could just do it; but he couldn't do it without running up one little bill here for stores, and another little bill there for sail-mending. The owner worked in with the sail-maker, and just as the skipper was putting out to earn his last instalment, he would find the bailiffs on board, his cruise would be delayed, he would be, consequently, behindhand with his instalment and back would go the smack to the owner with a present of four-fifths of its price. Weeks had to pay two hundred pounds, and had eight weeks to earn it in. But he got the straight tip that his sail-maker would stop him; and getting together any sort of crew he could, he slipped out at night with half his stores.
"Now the No'th Sea," concluded the fisherman, "in November and December ain't a bobby's job."
Duncan walked forward to the pier-head. He looked out at a grey tumbled sky shutting down on a grey tumbled sea. There were flecks of white cloud in the sky, flecks of white breakers on the sea, and it was all most dreary. He stood at the end of the jetty, and his great possibility came out of the grey to him. Weeks was shorthanded. Cribbed within a few feet of the smack's deck, there would be no chance for any man to shirk. Duncan acted on the impulse. He bought a fisherman's outfit at Gorleston, travelled up to London, got a passage the next morning on a Billingsgate fish-carrier, and that night went throbbing down the great water street of the Swim, past the green globes of the Mouse. The four flashes of the Outer Gabbard winked him good-bye away on the starboard, and at eleven o'clock the next night far out in the North Sea he saw the little city of lights swinging on the Dogger.
The Willing Mind's boat came aboard the next morning and Captain Weeks with it, who smiled grimly while Duncan explained how he had learnt that the smack was shorthanded.
"I can't put you ashore in Denmark," said Weeks knowingly. "There'll be seven weeks, it's true, for things to blow over; but I'll have to take you back to Yarmouth. And I can't afford a passenger. If you come, you come as a hand. I mean to own my smack at the end of this voyage."
Duncan climbed after him into the boat. The Willing Mind had now six for her crew, Weeks; his son Willie, a lad of sixteen; Upton, the first hand; Deakin, the decky; Rall, the baker's assistant, and Alexander Duncan. And of these six four were almost competent. Deakin, it is true, was making his second voyage; but Willie Weeks, though young, had begun early; and Upton, a man of forty, knew the banks and currents of the North Sea as well as Weeks.
"It's all right," said the skipper, "if the weather holds." And for a month the weather did hold, and the catches were good, and Duncan learned a great deal. He learnt how to keep a night-watch from midnight till eight in the morning, and then stay on deck till noon; how to put his tiller up and down when his tiller was a wheel, and how to vary the order according as his skipper stood to windward or to lee; he learnt to box a compass and to steer by it; to gauge the leeway he was making by the angle of his wake and the black line in the compass; above all, he learnt to love the boat like a live thing, as a man loves his horse, and to want every scanty inch of brass on her to shine.
But it was not for this that Duncan had come out to sea. He gazed out at night across the rippling starlit water, and the smacks nestling upon it, and asked of his God: "Is this all?" And his God answered him.
The beginning of it was the sudden looming of ships upon the horizon, very clear, till they looked like carved toys. The skipper got out his accounts and totted up his catches, and the prices they had fetched in Billingsgate Market. Then he went on deck and watched the sun set. There were no cloud-banks in the west, and he shook his head.
"It'll blow a bit from the east before morning," said he, and he tapped on the barometer. Then he returned to his accounts and added them up again. After a little he looked up, and saw the first hand watching him with comprehension.
"Two or three really good hauls would do the trick," suggested Weeks.
The first hand nodded. "If it was my boat I should chance it to-morrow before the weather blows up."
Weeks drummed his fists on the table and agreed.
On the morrow the Admiral headed north for the Great Fisher Bank, and the fleet followed, with the exception of the Willing Mind. The Willing Mind lagged along in the rear without her topsails till about half-past two in the afternoon, when Captain Weeks became suddenly alert. He bore away till he was right before the wind, hoisted every scrap of sail he could carry, rigged out a spinnaker with his balloon fore-sail, and made a clean run for the coast of Denmark. Deakin explained the manoeuvre to Duncan. "The old man's goin' poachin'. He's after soles."
"Keep a look-out, lads!" cried Weeks. "It's not the Danish gun-boat I'm afraid of; it's the fatherly English cruiser a-turning of us back."
Darkness, however, found them unmolested. They crossed the three-mile limit at eight o'clock, and crept close in under the Danish headlands without a glimmer of light showing.
"I want all hands all night," said Weeks; "and there's a couple of pounds for him as first see the bogey-man."
"Meaning the Danish gun-boat," explained Deakin.
The trawl was down before nine. The skipper stood by his lead. Upton took the wheel, and all night they trawled in the shallows, bumping on the grounds, with a sharp eye for the Danish gun-boat. They hauled in at twelve and again at three and again at six, and they had just got their last catch on deck when Duncan saw by the first grey of the morning a dun-coloured trail of smoke hanging over a projecting knoll.
"There she is!" he cried.
"Yes, that's the gun-boat," answered Weeks. "We can laugh at her with this wind."
He put his smack about, and before the gun-boat puffed round the headland, three miles away, was reaching northwards with his sails free. He rejoined the fleet that afternoon. "Fifty-two boxes of soles!" said Weeks. "And every one of them worth two-pound-ten in Billingsgate Market. This smack's mine!" and he stamped on the deck in all the pride of ownership. "We'll take a reef in," he added. "There's a no'th-easterly gale blowin' up and I don't know anything worse in the No'th Sea. The sea piles in upon you from Newfoundland, piles in till it strikes the banks. Then it breaks. You were right, Upton; we'll be lying hove-to in the morning."
They were lying hove-to before the morning. Duncan, tossing about in his canvas cot, heard the skipper stamping overhead, and in an interval of the wind caught a snatch of song bawled out in a high voice. The song was not reassuring, for the two lines which Duncan caught ran as follows—
You never can tell when your death-bells are ringing,
Your never can know when you're going to die.
Duncan tumbled on to the floor, fell about the cabin as he pulled on his sea-boots and climbed up the companion. He clung to the mizzen-runners in a night of extraordinary blackness. To port and to starboard the lights of the smacks rose on the crests and sank in the troughs, with such violence they had the air of being tossed up into the sky and then extinguished in the water; while all round him there flashed little points of white which suddenly lengthened out into a horizontal line. There was one quite close to the quarter of the Willing Mind. It stretched about the height of the gaff in a line of white. The line suddenly descended towards him and became a sheet; and then a voice bawled, "Water! Jump! Down the companion! Jump!"
There was a scamper of heavy boots, and a roar of water plunging over the bulwarks, as though so many loads of wood had been dropped on the deck. Duncan jumped for the cabin. Weeks and the mate jumped the next second and the water sluiced down after them, put out the fire, and washed them, choking and wrestling, about on the cabin floor. Weeks was the first to disentangle himself, and he turned fiercely on Duncan.
"What were you doing on deck? Upton and I keep the watch to-night. You stay below, and, by God, I'll see you do it! I have fifty-two boxes of soles to put aboard the fish-cutter in the morning, and I'm not going to lose lives before I do that! This smack's mine!"
Captain Weeks was transformed into a savage animal fighting for his own. All night he and the mate stood on the deck and plunged down the open companion with a torrent of water to hurry them. All night Duncan lay in his bunk listening to the bellowing of the wind, the great thuds of solid green wave on the deck, the horrid rush and roaring of the seas as they broke loose to leeward from under the smack's keel. And he listened to something more— the whimpering of the baker's assistant in the next bunk. "Three inches of deck! What's the use of it! Lord ha' mercy on me, what's the use of it? No more than an eggshell! We'll be broken in afore morning, broken in like a man's skull under a bludgeon.... I'm no sailor, I'm not; I'm a baker. It isn't right I should die at sea!"
Duncan stopped his ears, and thought of the journey some one would have to make to the fish-cutter in the morning. There were fifty-two boxes of soles to be put aboard.
He remembered the waves and the swirl of foam upon their crests and the wind. Two men would be needed to row the boat, and the boat must make three trips. The skipper and the first hand had been on deck all night. There remained four, or rather three, for the baker's assistant had ceased to count— Willie Weeks, Deakin, and himself, not a great number to choose from. He felt that he was within an ace of a panic, and not so far, after all, from that whimperer his neighbour. Two men to row the boat— two men! His hands clutched at the iron bar of his hammock; he closed his eyes tight; but the words were thundered out at him overhead, in the whistle of the wind, and slashed at him by the water against the planks at his side. He found that his lips were framing excuses.
Duncan was on deck when the morning broke. It broke extraordinarily slowly, a niggardly filtering of grey, sad light from the under edge of the sea. The bare topmasts of the smacks showed one after the other. Duncan watched each boat as it came into view with a keen suspense. This was a ketch, and that, and that other, for there was the peak of its reefed mainsail just visible, like a bird's wing, and at last he saw it— the fish-cutter— lurching and rolling in the very middle of the fleet, whither she had crept up in the night. He stared at it; his belly was pinched with fear as a starveling's with hunger; and yet he was conscious that, in a way, he would have been disappointed if it had not been there.
"No other smack is shipping its fish," quavered a voice at his elbow. It was the voice of the baker's assistant.
"But this smack is," replied Weeks, and he set his mouth hard. "And, what's more, my Willie is taking it aboard. Now, who'll go with Willie?"
"I will."
Weeks swung round on Duncan and stared at him. Then he stared out to sea. Then he stared again at Duncan.
"You?"
"When I shipped as a hand on the Willing Mind, I took all a hand's risks."
"And brought the willing mind," said Weeks with a smile, "Go, then! Some one must go. Get the boat tackle ready, forward. Here, Willie, put your life-belt on. You, too, Duncan, though God knows life-belts won't be of no manner of use; but they'll save your insurance. Steady with the punt there! If it slips inboard off the rail there will be a broken back! And, Willie, don't get under the cutter's counter. She'll come atop of you and smash you like an egg. I'll drop you as close as I can to windward, and pick you up as close as I can to leeward."
The boat was dropped into the water and loaded up with fish-boxes. Duncan and Willie Weeks took their places, and the boat slid away into a furrow. Duncan sat in the boat and rowed. Willie Weeks stood in the stern, facing him, and rowed and steered.
"Water!" said Willie every now and then, and a wave curled over the bows and hit Duncan a stunning blow on the back.
"Row," said Willie, and Duncan rowed and rowed. His hands were ice, he sat in water ice-cold, and his body perspired beneath his oil-skins, but he rowed. Once, on the crest of a wave, Duncan looked out and saw below them the deck of a smack, and the crew looking upwards at them as though they were a horserace. "Row!" said Willie Weeks. Once, too, at the bottom of a slope down which they had bumped dizzily, Duncan again looked out, and saw the spar of a mainmast tossing just over the edge of a grey roller. "Row," said Weeks, and a moment later, "Ship your oar!" and a rope caught him across the chest.
They were alongside the cutter.
Duncan made fast the rope.
"Push her off!" suddenly cried Willie, and grasped an oar. But he was too late. The cutter's bulwarks swung down towards him, disappeared under water, caught the punt fairly beneath the keel and scooped it clean on to the deck, cargo and crew.
"And this is only the first trip!" said Willie.
The two following trips, however, were made without accident.
"Fifty-two boxes at two-pound-ten," said Weeks, as the boat was swung inboard. "That's a hundred and four, and ten two's are twenty, and carry two, and ten fives are fifty, and two carried, and twenties into that makes twenty-six. One hundred and thirty pounds— this smack's mine, every rope on her. I tell you what, Duncan: you've done me a good turn to-day, and I'll do you another. I'll land you at Helsund, in Denmark, and you can get clear away. All we can do now is to lie out this gale."
Before the afternoon the air was dark with a swither of foam and spray blown off the waves in the thickness of a fog. The heavy bows of the smack beat into the seas with a thud and a hiss— the thud of a steam-hammer, the hiss of molten iron plunged into water; the waves raced exultingly up to the bows from windward, and roared angrily away in a spume of foam from the ship's keel to lee; and the thrumming and screaming of the storm in the rigging exceeded all that Duncan had ever imagined. He clung to the stays appalled. This storm was surely the perfect expression of anger, too persistent for mere fury. There seemed to be a definite aim of destruction, a deliberate attempt to wear the boat down, in the steady follow of wave upon wave, and in the steady volume of the wind.
Captain Weeks, too, had lost all of a sudden all his exhilaration. He stood moodily by Duncan's side, his mind evidently labouring like his ship. He told Duncan stories which Duncan would rather not have listened to, the story of the man who slipped as he stepped from the deck into the punt, and weighted by his boots, had sunk down and down and down through the clearest, calmest water without a struggle; the story of the punt which got its painter under its keel and drowned three men; the story of the full-rigged ship which got driven across the seven-fathom part of the Dogger— the part that looks like a man's leg in the chart— and which was turned upside-down through the bank breaking. The skipper and the mate got outside and clung to her bottom, and a steam-cutter tried to get them off, but smashed them both with her iron counter instead.
"Look!" said Weeks, gloomily pointing his finger. "I don't know why that breaker didn't hit us. I don't know what we should have done if it had. I can't think why it didn't hit us! Are you saved?"
Duncan was taken aback, and answered vaguely— "I hope so."
"But you must know," said Weeks, perplexed. The wind made a theological discussion difficult. Weeks curved his hand into a trumpet, and bawled into Duncan's ear: "You are either saved or not saved! It's a thing one knows. You must know if you are saved, if you've felt the glow and illumination of it." He suddenly broke off into a shout of triumph: "But I got my fish on board the cutter. The Willing Mind's the on'y boat that did." Then he relapsed again into melancholy: "But I'm troubled about the poachin'. The temptation was great, but it wasn't right; and I'm not sure but what this storm ain't a judgment."
He was silent for a little, and then cheered up. "I tell you what. Since we're hove-to, we'll have a prayer-meeting in the cabin to-night and smooth things over."
The meeting was held after tea, by the light of a smoking paraffin-lamp with a broken chimney. The crew sat round and smoked, the companion was open, so that the swish of the water and the man on deck alike joined in the hymns. Rail, the baker's assistant, who had once been a steady attendant at Revivalist meetings, led off with a Moody and Sankey hymn, and the crew followed, bawling at the top pitch of their lungs, with now and then some suggestion of a tune. The little stuffy cabin rang with the noise. It burst upwards through the companion-way, loud and earnest and plaintive, and the winds caught it and carried it over the water, a thin and appealing cry. After the hymn Weeks prayed aloud, and extempore and most seriously. He prayed for each member of the crew by name, one by one, taking the opportunity to mention in detail each fault which he had had to complain of, and begging that the offender's chastisement might be light. Of Duncan he spoke in ambiguous terms.
"O Lord!" he prayed, "a strange gentleman, Mr. Duncan, has come amongst us. O Lord! we do not know as much about Mr. Duncan as You do, but still bless him, O Lord!" and so he came to himself.
"O Lord! this smack's mine, this little smack labouring in the North Sea is mine. Through my poachin' and your lovin' kindness it's mine; and, O Lord, see that it don't cost me dear!" And the crew solemnly and fervently said "Amen!"
But the smack was to cost him dear. For in the morning Duncan woke to find himself alone in the cabin. He thrust his head up the companion, and saw Weeks with a very grey face standing by the lashed wheel.
"Halloa!" said Duncan. "Where's the binnacle?"
"Overboard," said Weeks.
Duncan looked round the deck.
"Where's Willie and the crew?"
"Overboard," said Weeks. "All except Rail! He's below deck forward and clean daft. Listen and you'll hear 'im. He's singing hymns for those in peril on the sea."
Duncan stared in disbelief. The skipper's face drove the disbelief out of him.
"Why didn't you wake me?" he asked.
"What's the use? You want all the sleep you can get, because you an' me have got to sail my smack into Yarmouth. But I was minded to call you, lad," he said, with a sort of cry leaping from his throat. "The wave struck us at about twelve, and it's been mighty lonesome on deck since with Willie callin' out of the sea. All night he's been callin' out of the welter of the sea. Funny that I haven't heard Upton or Deakin, but on'y Willie! All night until daybreak he called, first on one side of the smack and then on t'other, I don't think I'll tell his mother that. An' I don't see how I'm to put you on shore in Denmark, after all."
What had happened Duncan put together from the curt utterances of Captain Weeks and the crazy lamentations of Rail. Weeks had roused all hands except Duncan to take the last reef in. They were forward by the mainmast at the time the wave struck them. Weeks himself was on the boom, threading the reefing-rope through the eye of the sail. He shouted "Water!" and the water came on board, carrying the three men aft. Upton was washed over the taffrail. Weeks threw one end of the rope down, and Rail and Willie caught it and were swept overboard, dragging Weeks from the boom on to the deck and jamming him against the bulwarks.
The captain held on to the rope, setting his feet against the side. The smack lifted and dropped and tossed, and each movement wrenched his arms. He could not reach a cleat. Had he moved he would have been jerked overboard.
"I can't hold you both!" he cried, and then, setting his teeth and hardening his heart, he addressed his words to his son: "Willie! I can't hold you both!" and immediately the weight upon the rope was less. With each drop of the stern the rope slackened, and Weeks gathered the slack in. He could now afford to move. He made the rope fast and hauled the one survivor on deck. He looked at him for a moment. "Thank God, it's not my son!" he had the courage to say.
"And my heart's broke!" had gasped Rail. "Fair broke." And he had gone forward and sung hymns.
They saw little more of Rall. He came aft and fetched his meals away; but he was crazed and made a sort of kennel for himself forward, and the two men left on the smack had enough upon their hands to hinder them from waiting on him. The gale showed no sign of abatement; the fleet was scattered; no glimpse of the sun was visible at any time; and the compass was somewhere at the bottom of the sea.
"We may be making a bit of headway no'th, or a bit of leeway west," said Weeks, "or we may be doing a sternboard. All that I'm sure of is that you and me are one day going to open Gorleston Harbour. This smack's cost me too dear for me to lose her now. Lucky there's the tell-tale compass in the cabin to show us the wind hasn't shifted."
All the energy of the man was concentrated upon this wrestle with the gale for the ownership of the Willing Mind; and he imparted his energy to his companion. They lived upon deck, wet and starved and perishing with the cold— the cold of December in the North Sea, when the spray cuts the face like a whip-cord. They ate by snatches when they could, which was seldom; and they slept by snatches when they could, which was even less often. And at the end of the fourth day there came a blinding fall of snow and sleet, which drifted down the companion, sheeted the ropes with ice, and hung the yards with icicles, and which made every inch of brass a searing-iron and every yard of the deck a danger to the foot.
It was when this storm began to fall that Weeks grasped Duncan fiercely by the shoulder.
"What is it you did on land?" he cried. "Confess it, man! There may be some chance for us if you go down on your knees and confess it."
Duncan turned as fiercely upon Weeks. Both men were overstrained with want of food and sleep.
"I'm not your Jonah— don't fancy it! I did nothing on land!"
"Then what did you come out for?"
"What did you? To fight and wrestle for your ship, eh? Well, I came out to fight and wrestle for my immortal soul, and let it go at that!"
Weeks turned away, and as he turned, slipped on the frozen deck. A lurch of the smack sent him sliding into the rudder-chains, where he lay. Once he tried to rise, and fell back. Duncan hauled himself along the bulwarks to him.
"Hurt?"
"Leg broke. Get me down into the cabin. Lucky there's the tell-tale. We'll get the Willing Mind berthed by the quay, see if we don't." That was still his one thought, his one belief.
Duncan hitched a rope round Weeks, underneath his arms, and lowered him as gently as he could down the companion.
"Lift me on to the table so that my head's just beneath the compass! Right! Now take a turn with the rope underneath the table, or I'll roll off. Push an oily under my head, and then go for'ard and see if you can find a fish-box. Take a look that the wheel's fast."
It seemed to Duncan that the last chance was gone. There was just one inexperienced amateur to change the sails and steer a seventy-ton ketch across the North Sea into Yarmouth Roads. He said nothing, however, of his despair to the indomitable man upon the table, and went forward in search of a fish-box. He split up the sides into rough splints and came aft with them.
"Thank 'ee, lad," said Weeks. "Just cut my boot away, and fix it up best you can."
The tossing of the smack made the operation difficult and long. Weeks, however, never uttered a groan. Only Duncan once looked up, and said— "Halloa! You've hurt your face too. There's blood on your chin!"
"That's all right!" said Weeks, with an effort. "I reckon I've just bit through my lip."
Duncan stopped his work.
"You've got a medicine-chest, skipper, with some laudanum in it—?"
"Daren't!" replied Weeks. "There's on'y you and me to work the ship. Fix up the job quick as you can, and I'll have a drink of Friar's Balsam afterwards. Seems to me the gale's blowing itself out, and if on'y the wind holds in the same quarter—" And thereupon he fainted.
Duncan bandaged up the leg, got Weeks round, gave him a drink of Friar's Balsam, set the teapot within his reach, and went on deck. The wind was going down; the air was clearer of foam. He tallowed the lead and heaved it, and brought it down to Weeks. Weeks looked at the sand stuck on the tallow and tasted it, and seemed pleased.
"This gives me my longitude," said he, "but not my latitude, worse luck. Still, we'll manage it. You'd better get our dinner now; any odd thing in the way of biscuits or a bit of cold fish will do, and then I think we'll be able to run."
After dinner Duncan said: "I'll put her about now."
"No; wear her and let her jibe," said Weeks, "then you'll on'y have to ease your sheets."
Duncan stood at the wheel, while Weeks, with the compass swinging above his head, shouted directions through the companion. They sailed the boat all that night with the wind on her quarter, and at daybreak Duncan brought her to and heaved his lead again. There was rough sand with blackish specks upon the tallow, and Weeks, when he saw it, forgot his broken leg.
"My word," he cried, "we've hit the Fisher Bank! You'd best lash the wheel, get our breakfast, and take a spell of sleep on deck. Tie a string to your finger and pass it down to me, so that I can wake you up."
Weeks waked him up at ten o'clock, and they ran southwest with a steady wind till six, when Weeks shouted—
"Take another cast with your lead."
The sand upon the tallow was white like salt.
"Yes," said Weeks; "I thought we was hereabouts. We're on the edge of the Dogger, and we'll be in Yarmouth by the morning." And all through the night the orders came thick and fast from the cabin. Weeks was on his own ground; he had no longer any need of the lead; he seemed no longer to need his eyes; he felt his way across the currents from the Dogger to the English coast; and at daybreak he shouted—
"Can you see land?"
"There's a mist."
"Lie to, then, till the sun's up."
Duncan lay the boat to for a couple of hours, till the mist was tinged with gold and the ball of the sun showed red on his starboard quarter. The mist sank, the brown sails of a smack thrust upwards through it; coastwards it shifted and thinned and thickened, as though cunningly to excite expectation as to what it hid. Again Weeks called out—
"See anything?"
"Yes," said Duncan, in a perplexed voice. "I see something. Looks like a sort of mediaeval castle on a rock."
A shout of laughter answered him.
"That's the Gorleston Hotel. The harbour-mouth's just beneath. We've hit it fine," and while he spoke the mist swept clear, and the long, treeless esplanade of Yarmouth lay there a couple of miles from Duncan's eyes, glistening and gilded in the sun like a row of dolls' houses.
"Haul in your sheets a bit," said Weeks. "Keep no'th of the hotel, for the tide'll set you up and we'll sail her in without dawdlin' behind a tug. Get your mainsail down as best you can before you make the entrance."
Half an hour afterwards the smack sailed between the pier-heads.
"Who are you?" cried the harbour-master.
"The Willing Mind."
"The Willing Mind's reported lost with all hands."
"Well, here's the Willing Mind," said Duncan, "and here's one of the hands."
The irrepressible voice bawled up the companion to complete the sentence—
"And the owner's reposin' in his cabin." But in a lower key he added words for his own ears. "There's the old woman to meet. Lord! but the Willing Mind has cost me dear."
___________
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THE JULY SUN was declining. In another hour or so the belt of poplars and elms on the island would screen the Lock from its vertical rays; the summer twilight would begin to fall, and the cool breath of the summer night would creep along the burning river and the parched fields on its banks. But in these last hours of the midsummer day the heat seemed at its in tensest point. The concrete and brick of the lock walls gave off the heat they had been absorbing all day, and the iron on the beams of the lumbering gates almost scorched the hand that touched it.
A steam-tug had just come through the gates, slipping its chain of timber barges in the narrow cut above, and was panting and throbbing with a persistent and irritating murmur. Jarvis, the lock-keeper, had shut the gates and was crossing the foot-bridge to turn his windlass, when the engineer hailed him.
"Where's the pretty mistress, mate!" he called, nodding his head towards the open door of the Lock-house.
"Not 'ome yet," said the lockman with a discontented grunt. "What d'ye want with her?"
"I got her some o' them flowers she spoke of," said the man.
He was sun-burnt, oily, and sooty— a great black-bearded man, with good-natured blue eyes which shone out strangely bright in his dirty, weather-stained face. He stooped down towards the stokehole, and, from some receptacle among the coals and dirt, fished out a big bunch of water-lilies and held them up in his grimy hand.
"For her?" asked the lockman.
"If you please."
"I thank you kindly, mate, for thinking on her. She'll be here to thank you herself when you come up to-morrow morning."
And, while the water was hissing and gurgling out below, the lockman carried the floral offering across to his cottage, and laid it down on the rough deal table in the empty living-room.
It was another hour before the lower gates were opened for the last of the barges, and the lock-keeper was free to pause from his labours. Pulling a blackened clay from the pocket of his canvas coat, which was lying by the windlass, he lighted its half-smoked contents, seated himself on the beam of the gate, and looked up-stream as he puffed at his pipe. There were no more boats coming down. A punt, beneath the shadow of some willows, was the only craft in sight. The dusty track of the tow-path was empty, save for some ragged urchins who were playing among the sedge grass and reeds on its brink a couple of hundred yards away. Fields of yellow corn ran down to the red-brick Lock-house and skirted the tow-path, only separated from it by a dry, weed-choked ditch; and behind these flat meadows a range of wooded hills rose suddenly. There was a rough bridge of planks from the cornfield to the tow-path, where a cartway led through the standing com to the high-road half a mile away, and it was to this bridge that the man's eyes returned again and again.
He was a rough sort of fellow, this lockman— a heavy-built man of forty; but his weather-beaten features made him look older. His swarthy face, bushy eyebrows, and the bristling red hair that covered his chin and throat gave him rather a ferocious appearance; his coarse straw hat shaded eyes that always seemed to glitter angrily; his grey flannel shirt was open at the neck, showing a sun-burnt chest hairy as a beast's.
Presently he clenched his fist, and, with a half-uttered curse, brought it down on the woodwork by his side. He had grown too angry to smoke, so he put away his pipe in a deep pocket of his corduroy trousers, and began to pace the little bridge.
This was the third time within a week that his young wife had kept him waiting for his tea. This was the third time that he had been made to watch the gap in the fields for the slight girlish figure with the pretty face and dark curling hair that he was watching for now.
About two years ago he had made up his mind that he wanted somebody to look after the cottage, give him his meals in comfort, and save him the trouble of nuking his own bed and, at rare intervals, sweeping out the kitchen. Chance had thrown this girl in his way— the daughter of another lock-keeper further up stream, who had tumbled into his lock after a carouse one dark night and been drowned— and he had married the young waif. Brought up in a lock-house, she was eminently suited to fill the vacancy. He was doing a generous action and— he had fallen in love with the girl's pretty face from the first moment he saw it.
She went into the neighbouring town every day to work at a dressmaker's, for she was clever with her fingers, and her small earnings were a welcome addition to the household fund; but if she could not be there to give her lord and master his morning and evening meal, the thing must be put a stop to. He had waited on himself long enough, he thought angrily, and if his wife was trying to leave him to get on by himself again, he would pretty soon show her why he had married her and what his notion of wifely duty was.
"Good-night," he growled, as his assistant announced his departure for the night and left him in undisputed possession of the lock till half-past five to-morrow morning, when the barges would begin to come up again.
Three row-boats came down, one after the other, at longish intervals; and, after running each of these over the rollers and launching it on the lower water, the lockman returned to his station on the gate and sat nursing his wrath and watching the gap in the yellow corn.
What was she doing all this time? She had been late before, but never anything like this. While he was being deprived of the meal that he had earned so well by the long laborious day in the burning sun, she was idling about the town, probably with some slut of a work-girl, looking at the shop windows, or matching a ribbon for her Sunday hat. This going into the town must certainly be stopped at once and for ever. She loved the town and hated leaving it, or why should she loiter so on her way back? If he told her she could stay there for good and never see the Lock-house again, she would be as pleased as a child who had been granted an unexpected holiday. That was why she had been so anxious to find work, and worried him till he was fool enough to let her have her own way. If it was only work she wanted, she could have found plenty of that at home. She could have dug and delved in the little strip of garden, trained roses and creepers over the cottage, grown the flowers she pretended to be so fond of, and made his house the admiration of bargees and boating-folk for miles up and down the river, as other lock-keepers" wives had done for their husbands. If it was the money she wanted, she could have sold gingerbeer and fruit to people as they passed through: there would have been no objection to that. Yes, there would though: she was too young and too pretty for that. It would only have led to rows!
Thus thought the angry lockman. Then he thought of the row the other day, when the man on the electric launch had given her the flower out of his button-hole and waved his hat to her as the boat moved onwards up the stream. It was a sickly white flower, a hothouse bloom that made the whole house stink, and he had snatched it out of her hand while she sat grinning over it, and smashed it and pitched it out of the window. She was as mad about it as a wild cat, and sat moaning all the evening after. . . . After? Well, perhaps he had been rough with her; but, powers above, what had she expected when she married him? Never mind, he had got some flowers for her now— a present from a friend, not a grinning monkey whose neck he would have wrung if he had been within reach.
This reminded him of the water-lilies. He found them where he had left them, on the bare deal table. The delicate white cups were closed already, and leaves and flowers were alike shrivelling and dying for want of water. They had faded more since he had them than during all the time in the heated stokehole. He put them in an earthenware jar full of water, on the mantelpiece. The fire had gone out in the ash-strewn grate, and he stooped down in the hope of raking the last embers together and fanning them to a flame. It was no good; he threw down the bent and rusty poker, and pulled out his silver watch by the brass chain that held it in his shirt. It was half-past seven o'clock. She ought to have been home two hours ago. The oath that he was framing was suddenly checked by a thought that made him draw his breath shortly— was anything wrong? Had anything happened to her? She had no more sense than a child— had she come to some harm? Been run over by a cart or something, when she was staring over her shoulders at those cursed shop windows, instead of looking where she was going? Or had she tumbled out of one of the windows of the great warehouse where she worked? He was cold all over his rough frame, and his limbs seemed to shiver beneath him as he thought of these and other horrible accidents that might have happened. Bah I his stomach was giving signals that it was not to be trifled with longer. What a fool he was! When he got outside, ten to one he would see her hurrying along the tow-path towards him, and then he would be as angry with her as ever.
He came out of the cottage slowly, compelled himself to look down the river first, then turned and looked up, and the towing-path was empty as before— not a soul in sight: even the urchins had disappeared. No, it was no good pretending; come when she might, with a good excuse or none at all, he would not be angry now. The torment of waiting had worn him out; for to-night, at least, the woman need not fear his rough tongue or his heavy hand.
Why had not he thought of sending Bill, his mate, to look for her before letting him go for the night i He could not leave his post and go and fetch her home himself; but there were no boats about, he could go up the road and look for her down the cart-track in the field, and yet be within call if wanted.
"Lock ho! lock ahoy!" came a voice from the lock presently, and he ran back along the tow-path to his neglected duty.
It was an empty dredging barge with two men and a wretched slave of a horse. He clung to the companionship of these two men, old acquaintances, letting them through as slowly as possible to kill time. One of them wanted to know where the missis was, and he told him.
"I"d knock "er "ead off her shoulders if mine did it," the man volunteered, and the lock-keeper declared he thought the remedy an excellent one. "Good-night! hold up, horse!" and the exhausted beast went shambling and staggering on.
Directly the crack of the whip and the whistling of the men had grown faint in the distance, he looked at his watch once more. He had got rid of half an hour, and it was ten minutes past eight. The shadow of the belt of trees had come right over the lock; the distant hills were bathed in the light of the setting sun; a haze of gnats was dancing on the bright patches of the stream; great moths were fluttering and wheeling over the reeds, and the bats had come out and were flitting and dipping round the empty cottage: it would be dark directly.
The man was frightened now— frightened for the first time in his life, perhaps. Something must have happened. She had no relatives who could have detained her, and she would never have dared to stay out with some friend of the workroom, and thus brave her husband's certain wrath. He must go to look for her and learn the worst— over there, in the noisy town. There was no room for thoughts of leaving the lock unguarded now, or of getting a substitute from the public-house lower down the road. In his fixed and overwhelming fear all other things were lost.
He had reached the plank-bridge, and was already out of breath (he had run so fat), when he saw a woman coming towards him. In the deepening twilight, he thought it was his wife, for an instant— and in that instant was near fainting from the rush of intense relief— but it was not his wife. It was a girl of about her age, who stopped when she met him.
"Mr. Jarvis, please," and she put a letter into his hand, and hurried back towards the town.
The direction was in his wife's handwriting— the writing of an ignorant person who has imperfectly learnt to write late in life. He tore open the envelope, and grasped the import of its contents— though no shadow in his vague fears had prepared him for them— with surprising quickness. It was all told in the first scrawling sentence: "I have left you for good with one as will treat me better than you have treat me; he says I shall never come back—"
"Stop, you! Stop!" and the girl, who was nearly across the field, stopped, looked round, and hurried on. "Stop, damn you; stop!" roared the man's harsh voice, and he started in pursuit.
She ran, but he caught her at the gate into the road, and gripped her arm in his fierce grasp. Not a soul was in sight; she thought he was going to strike her, and cowered down against the bars of the gate, too terrified to scream.
"You knew all of this.... You lie, you ——. You know she has gone. You knew she was a-going. She says she will never come back. If you see her, or write to her, tell her from me she never said wiser word. Let her keep to that word, come what may, for if she does come back, so help me God, she comes to her death."
He let her go then, turned on his heel, and slowly walked back through the standing corn towards the empty lock-house.
It was the burning summer-time once more: the height of the boating season. There were two extra men working under Jarvis and his regular assistants; and, almost since daybreak, the lock had been full. On this Sunday between two of the great up-river fixtures, there is always an unceasing stream of traffic. All the floating stock of the boat-letters is being transported; some of it by road, but most of it by water. Launches and house-boats, with their tenders and provision-barges, are coming down to take up positions on to-morrow's scene of action, together with an unending procession of holiday-makers in lighter craft. There is also the usual contingent of Sunday boaters, who are out for a happy day, who know nothing of the aquatic festivals for which so many are making, and who, in the earlier part of the day, are all struggling up-stream.
At the locks, where the upward and downward processions meet, blocks occur, and there is considerable confusion and delay. Indeed, there is something of a battle waged, and the ordinary rules of etiquette that govern the river are temporarily suspended. When a houseboat or steam-tug says, "By your leave," it is necessary to give way, if you happen to be sitting in a highly-varnished and gilded gig, lest, while arguing the point, and claiming the right of precedence, your mahogany should be crushed like a nut against the slimy brick wall of the channel. But there are always lighter neighbours on whom we can practise the methods of our heavy and irresistible enemy. Thus, amidst a chorus of "Thank you's," and "If-you-pleases," cries of "Look out," "Where the deuce are you coming to, sir?" and a cracking and grating of wood and brass, as the teak and mahogany sides of the assembled vessels grind together, which, at a little distance, sounds not unlike the croaking of frogs in a marsh, might rather than right gains first place, and misused strength gets through the gates sometimes an hour in advance of unchampioned weakness.
This battle is rather amusing than otherwise to watch from the lock or tow-path, and there is always a crowd of spectators— gaily-dressed ladies who have been landed to escape the fray, those who have already got through and have returned to watch the fun, and loiterers of low and high degree who come to smoke their cigars and pipes at the busy lock as a regular Sunday recreation. In the midst of this noise and racket, the squabblings and laughter, the red-haired lockman laboured at the heavy gates and windlass without cessation. There were pickings, in the way of tips for favouritism, to be made over there by the rattling and jolting rollers, but Jarvis left such spoil to his mate and one of the hirelings. All the boating fraternity who knew Mr. Jarvis knew him for a surly beast, who did his duty, certainly, but in the most offensive way possible; who, unlike other lock-keepers, had no conversation; who, if roused to speech on the question of probable rain or sunshine, would declare in all likelihood that he was there as lock-keeper, not as clerk of the weather; who never said "Sir," or "Miss;" and who, if you gave him a shilling for himself, only made a grunt, which might be meant for "thank you," or might be meant for anything else.
This had always been Jarvis's character. And in the last twelve months, in which he had been cooking his own tea, making his own bed, and sweeping out the cottage at longer and longer intervals, his manners had certainly not improved. Complaints had been made of his sad lack of polish a good many times, but, since the man did his work excellently, never had an accident, had never been reported as drunk and incapable, and required less assistance or holiday than any other lockman on the river, his employers considered that there was no case for a quarrel with him. They paid him to do the work of the lock, not to make the place a pleasant resort by the charm of his personality, they argued, and as long as he fulfilled his side of the bargain they would leave him in peace.
The idlers about the lock gave Mr. Jarvis a wide berth as he toiled with the heavy beam of the gates, and were careful not to impede his great bare arm as it swung round on the iron windlass. Had he been any other lockman, some of them would have talked with him of his long hours and his hard labour: they would have given him bits of tobacco from their pouches, and sixpences to get beer when his toil was over; they would have lent him a hand now and then with the windlass, and brought the weight of their backs to bear on the beam; but, being Jarvis, he was left alone by all— without sympathy or sixpences. A few of the rough customers— professionals in charge of hired flotillas, and the coaly conductors of the towing-launches— knew him well, were acquainted with his private history, and could make allowances; and these hailed him, and even grasped his homy hand as they passed.
It was late in the afternoon, when the island was alive with tea-makers, and the chink of china was heard above the hum of voices in the shadow of the belt of willows, when the upward traffic had long ceased, while there still seemed no end to the downward procession, that Jarvis gave the assembled idlers the most signal example of the man's horribly bad manners and invincible ruffianism they had ever seen.
A large steam-launch, decked with flowers and covered with a yellow awning, bearing a cargo of very noisy revellers, was just passing out. The launch had interested spectators. Beneath that stretching awning were loud-voiced men, laughing and drinking and smoking, chaffing the people on the bank, and making merry at everybody's expense; amongst the men were many-coloured dresses and bright feminine faces, not guiltless of rouge and powder, whose owners had joined in the merriment. It was evident, to the least versed in river life, that the gentlemen were not really gentlemen, and that the ladies were not ladies. But one comes to the lock on Sundays to see life— of every variety and every grade in the social scale— so one must not turn away one's head when boat-loads like this are going through. They are, indeed, a large factor in the fun that is to be expected.
As the steam-whistle shrieked, and the boat slowly advanced, a girl under a red parasol gave a man on board something screwed up in paper, and the man leaned over and put the small parcel into the lock-keeper's hand.
"For me?" said the lock-keeper, with his well-known grunt.
"Yes, for you. From an old friend."
The bystanders saw Jarvis unroll the paper, and saw the glitter of yellow coins inside. Then they saw him hurry along the side of the lock after the boat, which was just getting clear of the lower gates, saw him hurl the coins at the stern of the launch, saw them hit it, and fall with the crumpled paper— a bank-note, who knows!— into the sparkling water.
The girl under the red parasol had turned to look at him, while he held the money in his hand, and he had seen her face. It was his wife.
That was the first time he had seen her since the night when he waited, sitting on the wooden bridge, watching the gap in the cornfield. He had not hunted for her, or in any way attempted to learn her whereabouts. She was a fallen angel. She had chosen to shut herself outside the gate of the paradise she had shared with him. She had deserted him, the comfortable lock-house— for to him it really seemed a most desirable residence, in spite of the want of creepers and roses that did so much for other lock-houses,— those duties of cooking tea, making the beds, and sweeping out, which, to a woman, should have been pleasures, and the thought of ever taking her back never entered his head.
He had accepted the thing as it happened, and thought very little of the man, whoever he might be, who had wrought the wrong. He was a grinning, feeble wretch, no doubt: a monkey in man's clothes, like the majority of that summer crowd which cumbered his rollers from morning to sundown. Should he ever be brought face to face with this pilferer of honest men's homes, he would know how to show his resentment and contempt, and one of the monkey-like herd would receive a lesson which might serve as a warning to the lot— that was all. There was no satisfaction in the thought of this possible vengeance; no hope that it would come speedily.
What he brooded on, day and night, was the baseness and black ingratitude of the deserter herself. The sense of his ill-treatment, of the monstrous injustice that had been done him by the girl he had taken in her hour of trouble, and freely welcomed to all the good things of his life, was as strong as if all the good things of this world had been his to give, as if she had forsaken a prince and a palace, instead of him and his hovel, and was as strong with him now, after a year, as on the day that he first felt it.
THE WINTER was wearing on, and there was no sign of the cruel frost breaking. There had been snow, just enough to whiten the countryside, and then it had begun to freeze. Day after day tearing winds had swept up and down the valley, driving all living things to shelter; and night after night the cold had been sharper and deadlier. There was much distress in the neighbourhood. Farmers had found sheep and cattle frozen to death by scores; there was no end to the death-roll among the old and poor, and you could not take up a morning paper without meeting the ominous announcement, "Death from exposure."
In the early days of the frost great blocks of ice had floated down the river and begun to fill the entrance to the locks. In back-waters and shallows, where the water was quiet, a thick coat of ice had formed, and people were beginning to talk of the river being frozen over. Then the steam-tugs, which were plying up and down at the head of their barges, had to put on all steam and crunch through the floating mass that obstructed them. When they forced a passage through, and, for the time, got the better of the enemy, a cheer would go up from the bargees and any waterside characters ashore. But the enemy was too strong. Every hour its force increased. This blockaderunning became more difficult for each of the tugs at every new attempt, and then at last impossible. There was no doubt now that the river might be frozen over. The doubtful point was, whether the defeated tugs would arrive safely at their moorings, or get caught and hemmed in by the floating ice, to remain prisoners for a problematic period.
Now the enemy reigned supreme, and the river had felt the iron grip, almost throughout its length, for nearly three weeks. That ox, which people always are talking about in relation to great frosts, had long been roasted; you could safely have cooked a drove of oxen in mid-stream; a coach-and-four had been driven up and down the river without any mishap occurring.
The wind had gone down, and, in the strangely silent air, noises from the distant town reached Jarvis's ice-bound lock, and the beat of horses' feet passing along the high-road, half a mile off, sounded close at one's ear. In the snow-covered fields the lock and lock-house stood out black, and frowning, and solitary. The skaters, or sledgers, or ox-roasters, were busy higher up and lower down, and the reach by the willows was left day and night to the few birds of the air that had so far contrived to keep body and feathers together— and the frozen-out lockman.
The nights were not dark, though there was no moon. There was a pallid light, in which the naked trees and the open towing-path with the black buildings of the lock showed sharply and clearly-defined, and by which no shadows were thrown. This pale light was from the stars, which shone out so brightly in the rarefied air, and the curious glimmer of the stretching snow was strangely suggestive of those Polar regions of which one reads in books of adventure with delight. But there was no delight in this imitation of the eternal day of the higher latitudes; no comfort to man or beast— except, perhaps, the skaters and ox-roasters— in the frozen air which seemed to nip one right through one's clothes, be they never so warm and woolly, which one knew was dealing death to right and left with merciless certainty.
Jarvis, who had been drinking at a public-house a mile down the road with a band of frozen-out bargees and dredging-men until the house was closed, felt the cold to his marrow and cursed it for its treatment of himself and his river. On the threshold of his dwelling he looked up to the cruel sky, possibly in search of signs of relentment, and then took out the door-key from the pocket of his rough pea-jacket.
To his great surprise the door was not locked.
There was not much, perhaps, in the bare dwelling-room to tempt a thief of any ambition, but it was with an uncomfortable apprehension of finding that he had been plundered of his cooking-utensils, possibly of his bed-clothes, that the owner fumbled about for his matches. There was a faint red glow from the hearth, but not sufficient to grapple with the vault-like darkness of the narrow room. At last he had lit a match, found and lit the candle on the deal table; but even then it was a moment or two before it emitted sufficient light to show the lock-keeper what had happened in his absence.
Crouched down by the narrow hearth, like some animal that had crept into shelter to which it knew it possessed no right, lay his wife. Her bonnet had fallen by her side; she was dressed in what once had been finery and was now very nearly rags; she was thin and wasted, and shivering with cold and terror, as she looked up into her husband's face and stretched out her feeble hand beseechingly towards him.
"I have come back," she said, in a hoarse weak voice that he would hardly have recognized. " Tom, I have come back."
He had put the candle-stick down directly he saw her, and, while she spoke, he walked back to the door and opened it wide, and the icy night crept slowly into the room and seemed to freeze the very flame of the guttering tallow candle.
"I could not help it— I was mostly starving, and I thought I should have died last night. They wouldn't have me at the workhouse, and another night out would have killed me, so I came on here. I used my old key, Tom. I have kept it all along."
"Give it to me. Throw it down on the floor"— and she obeyed, and laid the key on the floor by the table.
"Shut the door, won't you, Tom? It's so dreadfully cold, and I ain't well. My chest's that bad I can hardly breathe."
He stood with his back to the open door, and looked thoughtfully down upon her. This draggled, hollow-eyed, shivering thing was his wife— the girl he had loved for her sunny smile, her vigorous beauty, her curling hair. This was what she had become in eighteen months. This was the consequence of cutting herself adrift from his protection and forsaking a comfortable home and a loving husband at the bidding of the first comer. It was almost with exultation that he thought of the promptness and completeness of the punishment; and of its agreement with his own prophetic forecast.
And, at the first real pinch of hunger and cold, she had been driven back to the gates of the paradise she had forfeited so lightly. The parson— the meddlesome curate who must know everything and have his finger in every domestic pie— had tackled him on the subject of fallen angels only the other day. He had plumped himself down unasked, on one of the deal chairs, said he had come for a chat, and straightway begun to speak of the runaway wife. If ever she came back repentant and heavy of heart, it would be Jarvis's duty, as a Christian, to take her in and cherish her, to pour oil into her wounds, to smooth her pillow, and, ignoring the past, win the poor stray sheep back to the fold of the righteous. That was about the size of the parson's talk— thought Jarvis— as long as it had been put up with.
Well, his words had this sense in them, that she had come back. It was a pity the parson was not here too, to see the effect of his sermon. Still looking down upon her with bent brows and puckered forehead, he pointed significantly to the open door.
"You ain't argoing to turn me out to die of the cold," she moaned. "Tom, for the love of God, don't do that— I sha'n't burden you long. I'm that bad I can't be worse. Let me stop here in the warm"— and she struggled along the floor on her knees and clutched at his pointing hand, whining and fawning upon him. "I know how bad I treated you," she whined, "but ain't I punished ? I would have done anything for you when I had the money, only I never dared try. You flung my money into the water that day, and I never had so much again. I (an sleep on the floor here— never mind me, only let me stop till to-morrow; I swear I'll go on then."
He shook himself free before he answered, and she fell on the floor at his feet and still tried to cling to him.
"Get up and go* Didn't you get my message? You said you would never come back, and I said you never spoke a wiser word— Go."
"1 won't go!" she howled. "Where am I to go to? I should be dead of cold long before I ever got to the town. Can't you see I am near dying already i" and she clung round his legs with the strength of despair. "I have a right to stop— I am still your wife. You may murder me, but you sha'n't turn me out."
"A right to stop! By God, that's good!" said the husband, with a fierce laugh. "Let go o' me— let go!"— and he dragged her, still struggling desperately, out through the open door, shut it, and sat down by the fireplace and began to fill his pipe.
He sat and smoked his pipe almost to the end, his eyes fixed on the closed door all the time.
He could hear her on the other side plainly enough, beating against the woodwork with all her force. In the dead silence of the room he could hear her footsteps on the frozen ground as she moved away and then returned. He could hear her shrieking entreaties to be let in again.
He heard them wailing on, until the beat on the door grew fainter and her shrill voice began to fail her. Then he thought he heard her fall, and the silence of the horrible night was unbroken for awhile. Then again he could hear her scratching and rubbing like a dog against the door. She was getting up again. Then the sounds of her slow footsteps told him that she was conquered— that she had given up all hope and was creeping oft.
He laid down his pipe when the footsteps had died away, and softly opened the door and looked out. She had gone. Cautiously screening himself, he looked up the towing-path. There she was— a black spot on the glimmering white— very slowly creeping on towards the town that she had been so fond of.
He watched her for a moment or two, to make quite sure that she was really moving away, and then, with a curse upon her head, shut himself in again.
She was found in the early morning, on the path through the snow-covered field, a stiff and ghastly bundle— frozen to death, they said, like the cattle that the farmers were losing night after night.
When Jarvis was released, after the verdict of the adjourned inquest, he was a less popular man than ever. Even the bargees and dredgers— his late companions— declined any longer to extend the hand of friendship. Naturally, he lost his lock, but it is not generally known that the authorities refrained from dismissing him. He still is lock-keeper. The lock is on a certain Thames tributary, where he goes about his work as of old, but oppressed with a heavy sense of the monstrous injustice that he, who never did anything to be ashamed of, has suffered.
____________
14: A Dagger of Glass
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THE WINTER had been an exceptionally severe one in the Belgian capital, and much want and suffering had naturally resulted amongst the poorer classes of the city.
The richer portion of the community, however, found fresh enjoyments in the winter; and sledging and skating, both by daylight and torchlight, were amusements which were greatly in vogue. In addition to these, there were balls, masquerades, card parties, and concerts, so that whilst misery and starvation were working their cruel wills in one portion of the city, the other was a blaze of revelry and enjoyment.
Amongst the young leaders of fashion was Count Louis Borgen, the last descendant of an ancient Walloon family. He was young, handsome, courtly, and a general favourite, but he was also wild and dissipated, a gambler, dueilist, and libertine, and rumour reported that he was mixed up with more than one of the secret societies which were just at that period disturbing the peace and tranquillity of many of the crowned heads of Europe.
Count Louis was an equerry to the king, and, in his turn, had to perform his turn of duty, which usually lasted for a week. It was a bitterly cold evening as he strolled into the well. lighted saloon of one of the most fashionable clubs of Bruxelles and returned the greetings of many friends and acquaintances, who had preceded him thither.
"Well, Louis, my friend, how goes the world with you?" cried a tall, slender young man, in the handsome green uniform of the Belgian chasseurs.
"Much the same as usual," returned the count, with a slight yawn; ''court duty a bore, cards untrustworthy, and lovely woman ever flinging herself at our heads."
"You are too confident, my dear fellow," remarked an older man, with the rosette of the Order of Leopold at his buttonhole. "By my faith, Amalia de Leuchtenbourg, so far from flinging herself at your head, has plainly given you the cold shoulder, in spite of all your pretty attentions."
Louis Borgen's face turned crimson. He had been so spoiled that he could not brook contradiction or opposition of any kind. At first he seemed inclined to return an angry reply, but controlling himself by a powerful effort, he replied with a light laugh, " Age has its privileges, M. le Marquis, and so I will take no notice of your uncalled for remark, except by saying that it is one of the commonest tricks of a flirt to hold back in order to make the pursuit hotter."
"Age!" retorted the marquis, with a comical expression of countenance; "why, my good boy, I am only forty-two, an age to which you are never likely to come unless you learn to bridle your tongue alittle more. See, there is Paolo di Vasari scowling at you with a look as black as thunder. You appear to forget that he is a suitor for the hand of the fair Amalia as well as yourself."
"Insolent foreigner!" remarked Count Louis, in audible tones; "we ought not to encourage such scum for—"
He was not allowed to finish his sentence, for, with a bound like that of a tiger, a young, dark featured man, who had heard every word which had been uttered, was by his side.
"I would have torn out your lying tongue, Louis Borgen," said he, "for what you said before, but I did not wish to compromise a lady's name; but now that you have alluded to me in the manner you have, I can only express my resentment in this manner," and, with the back of his hand, he struck Count Borgen twice across the face.
Had not the bystanders interfered, there would have been an unseemly scuffle, but as it was, the two adversaries were held apart before they could close with each other.
Louis Borgen was livid with rage. "Di Vasari," cried he, "I will have satisfaction for this. Send your seconds to me when you like ; sword or pistol are alike to me, for, by Heaven! I will have your life for the insult you have put upon me."
Di Vasari bowed calmly; he had curbed the momentary instinct of passion which had made him strike his rival across the face, and felt that he must now accept the inevitable consequence of his act. The other members of the club, who had been witnesses of the affray, sauntered leisurely away, for such scenes as this were not uncommon, and the only remarks made were as to the poor chance Di Vasari would have against so skilled a swordsman and pistol-shot as Louis Borgen.
Paolo di Vasari went home to the suite of apartments he occupied in an old-fashioned quarter of the city with a certain chill stealing over his heart, for he felt his end was not far off. He was madly in love with Amalia de Leuchtenbourg, and it was this feeling which had prompted him to take the extreme course he had with Louis Borgen, whom he looked upon as a dangerous rival.
Paolo di Vasari was a descendant of one of the oldest Venetian families. His ancestors had more than once been members of the famous Council of Ten, and his mother's family name was to be found in the Golden Book of Florence. He had, however, imbibed a disgust for his nationality, and for the purpose of study had settled in Bruxelles, where his introduction had procured him admission into the best society of the capital. During his residence there he had met Amalia de Leuchtenbourg, and it was her undisguised preference for him that had excited the wrath of Louis Borgen, who had made advances in the same quarter.
After the encounter at the club, Di Vasari sat meditating over the probable result for some time, until he was aroused by the entrance of his old and attached servant, Silvio Malatesta, who asked anxiously what he could do for his young master.
"Nothing, my trusty old friend," replied the young man, "except to see that all my art treasures and my collection of Italian curiosities are packed up and despatched to the Museum of Venice, to which I have bequeathed them, in case of my death."
"But you are not going to die, signor," said the old man, fixing a glance of intent interest upon his master.
"Death is near to us when we least expect it, Silvio," returned Di Vasari. He would doubtless have added more, when a knock was heard at the door, announcing the arrival of the two seconds sent by Count Louis Borgen.
These gentlemen merely stated that they had come to demand satisfaction for the blow, but that the meeting must be adjourned for a week, as Count Borgen was on duty at the Palace. They, however, considering the nature of the offence, desired that the duel should be a mortal one, and that if an exchange of shots should not prove decisive, the quarrel should be terminated with the rapier.
Paolo di Vasari agreed to everything, and after the seconds had retired, sat writing for some time in his library, which was filled with a wonderful collection of arms, enamels, bronzes, and various other curiosities of Italian art. The shadow of death was close upon him, and he felt he had but a short respite; for, unused as he was to arms, he felt he had but small chance against so accomplished a duellist as the Count Louis Borgen.
BELGIAN SOCIETY at this time experienced a strange and sudden shock. It had been arranged that a midnight picnic should be held in the public park, and the gayest and wildest of the community had agreed to be present at it. Several large tents had been pitched, and preparations on an extensive scale made for the supper, but it was a sine gud non that ali guests were to come to the rendezvous in sledges.
It was long past midnight on the appointed evening, and the guests were wondering at the non-appearance of Louis Borgen, who was not wont to be behind hand on such occasions.
"He said that his duties at the Palace would not prevent his joining us," said the wealthy widow of a Belgian banker.
"Ah, my dear madam," remarked a major of light cavalry, "if you want courtesy you must seek for it in the army, and not expect to find it amongst courtiers."
"On my faith!" muttered a wild young roué, "Borgen is not playing fair. He promised me my revenge at ecarté, and considering his coming duel with Di Vasari, my chance of winning back what I have lost to him seems a bad one."
"Why, you are getting quite nervous," returned his compan'ton, with a laugh, "as if he would not settle accounts with the Venetians in no time."
"I don't know," answered the other doubtfully; "if he knocks him over at the first shot, well and good, but if it comes to sword play, there is no more awkward antagonist to stand before than a man who has not been accustomed to handle a foil, and I believe Di Vasari may be included in that catesory."
"Here he comes! here he comes!" exclaimed a dozen voices, as the well-known sledge of Count Louis Borgen appeared in sight; "and what a pace he is coming at too!"
The remark was a perfectly just one, for the vehicle, drawn by a pair of sorrel steeds, swept with incalculable rapidity across the frozen plain, and in another minute the horses, having rushed madly into the tent-ropes, were floundering in a confused mass in the snow, with the over-turned sleigh lying in a heap within dangerous proximity to their struggling heels.
A dozen ready hands were ready to extricate the luckless driver from his nest of furs, but when this had been done, he lay motionless and silent.
"Why, the man is dead!" exclaimed the marquis, with whom Count Louis had so nearly had an altercation at the club on the night of his quarrel with Di Vasari. "Surely he cannot have broken his neck in the soft snow."
No, Count Louis Borgen had not broken his neck, but there was a cruel stain on the left side of his white shirt, from which the life blood had oozed out, and the limbs, which a short time before had been so full of grace and life, were now stiff in death.
WHEN, HOWEVER, the body of the unfortunate young man came to be examined, a fresh and terrible sensation spread through Belgian society. The death wound had evidently been inflicted by one of those glass poignards, so commonly used in Italy during the reign of the Borgias, and some two or three inches of the splintered point were discovered at the bottom of the wound.
An inquiry was at once made as to where such a weapon could have been procured, and by degrees it was remembered that Di Vasari had several such in his collection of Italian curiosities. Further investigation disclosed that some two or three inches of the point of one of these were missing, and then it was remembered how much the Venetian had to dread from the keen eye and practised hand of the count in the approaching duel.
The circumstantial evidence was so strong that Paolo di Vasari was arrested, and after a brief examination, during which he strongly protested his innocence, committed to prison, pending further inquiries.
Though the quiet manner and easy grace of the Venetian had won favour for him amongst many members of the fashionable circles of Bruxelles, yet the tide now turned decidedly against him, for the murder was looked on as a cowardly means of avoiding the satisfaction required by the laws of the duello.
The grief of Amalia de Leuchtenbourg was extreme, for apart from the strong feeling of affection she felt for the Venetian, her pride was deeply wounded at the thought that a man she had so favoured should have descended to save his life by an act of cowardly assassination.
FOR MORE THAN a couple of hours a number of men had been continually entering the side door of a low beer-house situated in the suburb of Saint Josseten de Noodt. The visitors glanced around suspiciously before they crossed the threshold, and then passed into an inner room, pausing in a sort of vestibule to put on a cloak with a hood, which concealed the face, but had two apertures for the use of the eyes.
All took their places in silence on benches placed along the walls of the rooms, and waited until a masked figure, seated in a high-backed chair at the end of the room, should give the signal that the meeting was opened.
At length he sprang from his seat, and drawing a dagger from beneath his cloak, struck a small gong which stood on a stool by his side.
In an instant each hooded figure started up, and every right hand appeared from under its wrappings armed with a gleaming dagger.
"Brethren of the Steel of Justice," said the President, " we are convened hither to learn whether the good work is going on. Brother of the Steel in the North, how goes tt?"
"Well," answered a masked figure, speaking from the quarter designated. "The rule of monarchy is drawing to a close, and of traitors in the land there are none."
" 'Tis well," returned the President. "Brother of the Steel in the South, how goes the good work?"
A figure staggered to its feet, and in quivering accents replied, "There was a traitor, but he exists no longer."
" 'Tis well again," answered the President; "let us hear your report. Who was the traitor?"
"Louis Borgen," answered the member of the secret society.
"He was denounced nearly a month back," responded the President, "and has had a long span of life. Give us the particulars of how justice was done."
"Easily and simply," answered the member who had last spoken; "the order for execution was placed in my hands, and I have done my duty."
"Brother, you have done well," responded the President. "Sure and certain information had reached us that this man, Louis Borgen, an affiliated member of our society, had betrayed many of our secrets to the police. Tell us now how the deed was done, and upon whom suspicion rests."
"The dead man," answered the masked figure, "was driving out alone in his sleigh, bound for some scene of revelry, when I stepped out from a place of concealment in a lonely part, and craved a moment's speech with him. He pulled up his horses, when I sprang forward and stabbed him to the heart, and as he fell, I struck the horses, who started off at a mad gallop, bearing his lifeless body to the spot where his wild companions were awaiting him."
"It is well," said the President again; "and upon whom does the burden of the crime rest."
The masked figure beat his breast piteously, as he replied, "Upon a totally innocent man—upon Paolo di Vasari. I stole the glass dagger, with which the deed was done, from his museum of curiosities, and after cleaning it carefully, replaced it, never noticing, fool that I was, that the point had broken off, and that the shattered weapon would be sure evidence against the best and kindest of masters."
"Hush! Brother of the South," interrupted the President, severely, "such words as 'kindest master' do not sound well in the mouth of a Brother of the Steel."
"I care not," answered the former speaker. ''I came here to-night to crave permission to speak openly and disclose the truth, so as to save an innocent man from the penalty of bloodshed."
"It may. not be, Brother," answered the President; "our rules and tenets are irrevocable, and circumstances cannot alter them."
"I speak with all deference," was the answer; "but as I have done the deed which was assigned to me, may I not crave some privilege, and save the kind master, whom I look on almost as a son?"
"You have no right to any concession," returned the President, sternly; "but as you are an old member, we will debate what shall be done for you. Stand aloof whilst we consult."
"If you do not grant my request, I will, at my own risk, disclose the whole truth," answered the applicant boldly.
No reply was made, but, at a sign from the President, half-adozen of the black-robed forms drew around his seat and began to convene together in a whisper.
The debate was not a long one. The members of the council room resumed their seats, and the President, whose dark eyes flashed through the orifices of his hood, again spoke. '' Brother of the Steel of the South," said he, "I, as the mouthpiece of the brethren here assembled, give you all praise and honour for the daring deed you have done in striking down a traitor ; the more so, that though he was young and active, and you old and feeble, you did not hesitate to strike him in front asaman should do. I appoint you, for this valiant deed, vice-president of our society, and request that you will take your place by me, whilst the brethren file before you and pay you the homage which is your due."
The newly appointed officer made no reply, but did as he was ordered, and the dusky line of black-robed phantoms passed before him, bowing the head as they did so.
When this ceremony was at an end, the President's voice once more rang out clear and distinct. "This, brethren, is how we reward merit; now let me teach you how I punish insubordination and disaffection. Seize the vice-president and strip from him the gown he is unworthy of wearing."
Four black-robed figures seized upon the old man, and tearing away the cloak and hood, secured his hands with a cord. "Silvio Malatesta," said the President, "I expel you from our society as one who, under the pretence of obeying its orders, has only furthered his own ends. You slew Louis Borgen because his hand menaced your master's life, not because he was a traitor to our body. Further, you have threatened to disclose the doings of the society to save the life of a man who is nothing to us. We have but one punishment for such an offence, and that is— Death. Place before the backslider the steel, the cord, and the poison, that he may make his choice."
Three sable figures held out to the condemned man a keen, glittering knife, a looped cord, and a small silver chalice containing some dark liquid. " Choose, Silvio Malatesta," said the President ; " you have yet ten minutes to live."
"Merciless dogs!" cried the old man, as if spurred to sudden fury, "I expected this at your hands, and have taken my precautions. I sent a full confession of my crime, with my signature properly attested, to the police, and I also gave them notice of this place and the hour of the meeting. I must die, I know, but, like Samson, I shall bring down the temple with me."
As he spoke, there was a sound of heavy knocking-at the door, and a stern voice called out, " Open, in the name of the law!"
In an instant the President saw his danger, and snatching the dagger from the hands which held it, buried it in the old man's breast, who sank to the ground with a gasping sigh. The members of the society rushed hither and thither like trapped rats, but every passage of exit was barred, and as the door fell inwards a party of soldiers rushed in with fixed bayonets.
"We are too late," muttered the Superintendent of Police, casting a glance of regret on the lifeless body of Silvio Malatesta; "but we have made a good haul for all that. Bind them, my lads, and do not let one escape."
THE OLD SERVANT'S DEATH had not been unavailing: his written testimony cleared his master, who was at once set at liberty without a stain upon his character. He had, however, taken a dislike to Bruxelles, and, after his marriage with Amalia de Leuchtenbourg, returned to Venice, after erecting a magnificent monument over the remains of his devoted servant, Silvio Malatesta.
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LElLA CROMPTON snapped on the electric light and drew aside the cretonne curtains that draped her bedroom window. Across the clear glass panes the stark immensity of the hills loomed naked in the moonlight. The tin roofs of the neighboring houses glimmered like frozen pools against the soft night sky; and far away, merged with the brightly glowing stars, were the lights of small craft riding at anchor in the harbor. A languorous quietude brooded over the land, broken only by the grating rasp of a gramophone on some distant verandah and the muttered clanking of steam winches lifting belated cargo into the holds of the Manaroa. Fifty yards away the narrow, winding coral road gleamed like a silver ribbon.
Leila stood at the window gazing into the still, bright night, and a little sigh escaped her. Scott Nesbitt had been good fun, she reflected, but, on the whole, she was glad his name was on the Manaroa's passenger-list, glad that at midnight he would leave Bonari for Singapore. Of course, their association had been perfectly innocent; wholly and positively so! But it was of no use deluding herself into the belief that she had not thoroughly enjoyed their carefully chaperoned meetings; idle to pretend that his eager gallantries, his sophisticated attentions, had not thrilled her just a little. It was not, she argued, that she had any sentimental regard for Scott Nesbitt; but who could help feeling soothed when an attractive man singled one out from a host of other women? And who could help thrilling to a delightful sense of triumph ovef the score or so of single girls whom Scott had passed disdainfully by?
But to-night the curtain would be rung down on the first little romance of her married life. To-morrow she would settle down again to dull domesticity with her adoring but unromantic Bill.
She opened the wardrobe, humming a gay little tune under her breath, and selecting a sketchy fantasy in green georgette draped it over the easy chair. Then, slipping out of her dinner frock, she stood posed, smiling approvingly at the slim shapeliness of the form flung back at her by the mirror.
There came the sound of heavy footsteps on the floor boards outside. The door opened and her husband came into the room. He had discarded his white drill coat and his collar and tie, his shirt was open at the neck, and he was pulling at a long, black cigar. Leila stiffened unconsciously as he came behind her and kissed her lightly on the shoulder. The smell of stale tobacco hung heavily about him and beads of perspiration stood out on his broad, good-humored face. With difficulty Leila masked a grimace of distaste. Even on dance nights, when the air reeked of the odor of heat-exhausted, perspiring humanity, Scott Nesbitt always, appeared cool, clean and wholesome. She wondered if he would smoke a filthy cigar in his wife's bedroom!
"You're a hopeless person, Bill," she complained petulantly. "Why don't you array yourself in singlet and loincloth? I'm sure you'd feel ever so much cooler."
"Don't talk rot, dear!" Crompton returned. "I've had a perfectly beastly day and— sorry, Baby," he broke off meekly as Leila gasped behind an enveloping cloud of cigar smoke. "I always forget."
He moved to the window, threw it open and tossed the offending weed into the garden. Then he sat down gingerly on the edge of the bed. Leila went on with her toilet.
Presently Crompton coughed uncomfortably. There was a note of constraint in his voice when he spoke again. "You have decided, I see, to go on this stupid moon-light joy-ride."
"Quite."
"Against my wishes, Leila?"
"Against your utterly preposterous wishes, Bill—yes," she flung at him over a shapely white shoulder.
"I see," said Crompton, looking rather crushed. "I'm sorry, Leila—"
There was a protracted silence. Leila was doing something with a powder-puff. Abruptly Crompton rose to his feet, opened the window and stood gloomily contemplating a patriarchal coco-palm that stood sentinel-like in the garden.
"My dear," he began slowly. "I'm asking you now to defer to my—"
"You're tiresome, Bill," his wife cut in, "and you're becoming dull and stodgy and intolerant of everything that gives me pleasure in this beastly country. You have stopped trying to adapt yourself to my ways—never attempted to conceal your dislike of the few friends I have made here. You were invited to the stupid moonlight joy-ride, as you call it, and you refused— rudely. I'm tired of apologising for your bearishness, Bill."
Crompton shrugged. "There are certain social standards to be respected even in Papua, my dear," he returned gruffly.
"And, after all, you are my wife, and I— I am the Resident Magistrate of the Division."
Leila gave a little rippling laugh. She turned to him and bowed mockingly.
"Dear old Bill!" she cooed. "You are funny, you know. A person might be excused for supposing that you were at least a Judge of the Supreme Court."
Crompton's face flushed slightly. For a moment he looked hurt, bewildered; then the line of his very firm jaw hardened.
"That," he said stiffly, "is unkind."
"And your reference to social standards," she flared, "is positively insulting."
In the silence that followed Leila was experimenting daintily with a lip-stick and a hand mirror, but she kept her head averted from her husband and her eyes evaded his. Crompton was making a pretence of securing the window catch. Presently he slammed the sash down and seated himself again on the bed. He was acutely aware of the breach that was gradually widening between them, miserably conscious that, somehow, he was failing his pretty young wife. It amused him to think that if he divulged all he knew Leila would not go joy-riding to-night; but that alone was not all that was needful to preserve the serenity of their days. Leila was young and inexperienced; she was living, as it were, in a self-created world of illusion. She must be given a new and unexpected glimpse into the mirror of life, and her innate common-sense would guide her to a readjustment of values. Of this Bill Crompton was certain.
Leila was surveying her boyish figure in the mirror from divers points of vantage. Her slim grace, her dainty trimness would at any other time have warmed Bill Crompton's heart, but to-night he was aware within himself of a sense of bitter resentment. She was titivating herself with unusual care— but he knew it was not for him.
He eyed her gloomily as she shrugged into her frock, and offered no assistance when she fumbled with the fastenings.
"Brute!" she exclaimed.
Crompton laughed thickly. "You are a very foolish girl, Leila," he said. "A poor mob. you're running with these days," he went on with gathering anger. "Bascombe and his feather-brained wife, that henna-haired sheikess from the P.P.A. office, the precious Danvers pair and the rest of them. A cheap crowd, Leila; not my kind"— he shot a swift glance at her— "nor yours, my dear."
Leila's heart skipped a beat. Could it be possible that Bill had purposely omitted Scott Nesbitt's name? Could it be possible that he knew and disapproved of her friendship with Scott? What if he did? Nothing had passed between them that the most censorious judge of social conduct could cavil at. Her heart resumed its normal beat.
"You'll pack yourselves into a dilapidated flivver and rattle out to the rest-house," Crompton went on. "You'll drink those poisonous concoctions Bascombe calls cocktails, dance to a tinny gramophone and consume tinned-dog sandwiches under the stars. I can picture it all, Leila; the men noisy and flushed with beer, the women slightly dishevelled and—"
"You're a muddy-minded—"
"But tell Bascombe to keep an eye on the clock," Crompton rasped violently, "the Manaroa sails at midnight!"
He strode out on to the verandah. The full moon was riding high and he needed no other light as he made his way to the head of the steps. A sickening sense of fear suddenly oppressed Leila, but she followed her husband, her head held high, her eyes brightly defiant. There came the sound of a Ford singing its characteristic song; loud voices, laughter and the grinding of brakes.
"I should say, at a guess, that the driver is more than a little 'blotto,' " Crompton murmured. Leila glared at him, biting her lip.
A tall, white-clad figure got out of the car and made a few tentative uncertain steps towards the bungalow.
" 'Ere, Scott!" a voice called out. " 'Old on, old chap"— the rest of the sentence was drowned in a strident shriek of laughter from the stationary car.
"Mr. Bascombe's stage-Englishman's accent seems to desert him in moments of excitement," Crompton remarked amiably. His lips were twisted into a smile, but his eyes were cold as ice.
"You're hateful, Bill!" Leila choked. "Hateful— hateful!"
The first man climbed back into the car, and there arose a babble of words, more laughter, then the horn blared once, twice. Leila made to descend the steps, but her husband laid a restraining hand upon her arm. "Tut, tut!" he chided. "One or other of your friends will escort you surely! Snakes, you know, my dear, and—"
"Leila ! Mrs. Cro-o-ompton!" A female voice shrilled through the night.
Crompton frowned. "Bad form," he murmured. "Rotten bad form if you ask me."
Leila shook off his arm angrily. Tears of vexation and mortification gathered in her eyes.
"How dare you, Bill!" she blazed. "You're deliberately setting yourself out to be horrid and—"
The sudden squawking of the motor-horn drowned her protest. There was a series of staccato explosions and the engine began to roar. Leila darted under her husband's arm, but he seized her firmly by the shoulders.
"Go to your room, Leila." Suddenly, unexpectedly, Crompton's voice was harsh. "The joke's over. Savee?"
The flivver moved forward with a violent jerk. Leila stared as if dumbfounded. There sounded the mutter of voices, a drift of shrill laughter, and the car rattled off. Leila felt suddenly flat and stale. She lifted her head, a world of wordless reproach in her eyes, and went slowly into her room.
_____________
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THE official of the Extraordinary Commission sat in his office in the Nevsky Prospect. In the days of the Tsar, even until after the First Revolution, the house had been a private residence standing near the Smolenyi Convent, where the great broad street approaches the Neva. Following the Second Revolution, it had been appropriated by the Communist Government and used by them as offices.
Tchikernoff, official of the Extraordinary Commission, in pursuit of his duties, occupied the whole of the second floor of this house in the Nevsky Prospect. His own private room, where he wrote his reports and examined those who were brought before him by the numberless spies who work zealously in the service of the Commission, was in the front of the house overlooking the street. He had an eye for law-breakers, and sometimes saw things from his windows that roused his suspicion and led ultimately to arrest. There were people who knew Tchikernoff's windows and walked by them in the street below as though they were treading upon iron gratings revealing a chill depth beneath.
The Extraordinary Commission was established late in the year 1917 to protect the Soviet Government against espionage, banditage, sabotage, and speculation. This "speculation" is a complicated term. It includes trading of every description not in keeping with Communist principles. For those who have never realized anything but the satisfaction of possession of that which they have justly earned, it is difficult to comprehend a state of affairs in which the bare necessities of life, lasting from one day to another, are the only things which one can call one's own. This is the professed ideal of Communist Russia; what is more is that it is an ideal conveyed by various measures into practice— measures stern and oftentimes tyrannous. Whatever they may be, it is the law.
This speculation is as much a crime as theft would be in England. It is tinged with dishonour. It is as dangerous to the community. Punishment for its offence varies, according to the sentiments of the man who dispenses justice. Mostly the punishment is severe. Those who have known the sting of the lash, who have watched in the damp gloom of prison the sand of their life run out to its last grain, who have been driven as cattle are driven into the hold of a ship, along the long roads to Siberia, have formed a preconception of punishment it would be difficult to temper with gentleness.
The most common form of speculation is that of the private trader who buys food in the country where it is plentiful and sells secretly in the town at a substantial profit. Bread made from white flour is only given to invalids and young children in small quantities. There are traders, if one can find them in the city's hiding-places, who will sell white flour for a price. It is a dangerous transaction. When one of a family has suddenly disappeared to return no more, it becomes a measure of expediency to keep to the law.
Neither is it wise to possess more than a pittance of money, enough to buy food at Government prices from the trader who is permitted to sell his wares in the open streets. More than this is dangerous. It is against the interests of the community.
All such cases as these came before Tchikernoff. He had a way of dealing with them. He had been a porter on the Moscow Railway. He knew the little smuggling habits people have, He knew their meannesses, their insolence, their contempt of the man who struggled beneath a load. He had heard their conversation when no one would ever have thought a porter on a railway platform, bending beneath the weight of heavy luggage, would have been listening to what was being said. Peculiarly he was adapted to dea] with such cases as these. He had a sharp way of asking questions, betraying an intelligence not to be expected in a railway porter, and certainly not in him when he had occupied that position.
Then he had been a lazy, idle fellow, the first to mutter discontent, the first to shirk his burden if he could, the first to throw it down when the Revolution came.
But Tchikernoff in that office on the Nevsky Prospect was a different being. He was sharp, alert, a swift examiner, thrusting questions that pierced between the armour of indifference and deceit. 'They valued him in the Commission. "Tchikernoff," they said, "is a quick fellow. Communism has made a man of him." It was true. He had never been a man when he was porter on the railway. But now his wits were keen. Communism indeed had put an edge upon his intelligence. He even looked a shrewd, a typically energetic member of society.
It was natural enough he should rejoice in the New Government. Any man will rejoice at that which brings the man out of him. We all know with conviction there is a man in every one of us if only circumstance and opportunity would give it a chance. They had given a full chance to Tchikernoff, and readily he had availed himself of them. He was a respected member of the community now. Then he had been but a makeshift of a man, heaped with his load as a beast of burden is heaped— driven to his work as a beast is driven.
"They did not consider we were men," he said in different ways at different times: ' men with feelings, sensitive as theirs, with flesh that could bleed and limbs that could ache and hearts that beat, just as theirs did. What's the good of being a human being if you can't understand these things? That's human nature—to understand. It's no more than beast nature to shut one's eyes to it."
This was the temper of his speech which he made once near the Martyrs' Memorial in the Field of Mars, where lie the bones of those who suffered unspeakable terrors and tortures for their cause.
"Tchikernoff is a speaker," the people said. "He has high sentiments. Beast nature was just what they had."
But, remember, this was Tchikernoff turned orator, shouting out sentiments instead of the cries one hears in the railway stations— the same human being, but with different— quite different— externals to the man on the Petrograd-Moscow railway.
For the first few months there were numberless cases of speculation to be dealt with. Tchikernoff was one of the busiest men in Petrograd. He was questioning prisoners all the afternoon and, except for those evenings when seats are reserved at the Opera for the Commissars and officials, he was working till late at night at his papers. He loved the Opera, and never missed his seat. Who could have believed, seeing him sitting there in rapt attention, neatly dressed except for his boots, that this was Tchikernoff, the discontented and idle railway servant who used to drop one's luggage when his back was overloaded and never so much as apologized for any of the contents he might have injured ?
One morning two of the Commission spies brought before him a man they called Nekoff, who lived in a garret at the top of a house in one of the streets on the other side of the Neva. He was a pitiable sight. The pallid colour of hunger was painted on his cheeks, the glitter of it was in his eyes— a sharp, false glitter, as different from the light of health as is that of a piece of tinselled paste under a glaring light from the flash of a real stone. His clothes, which had been mended, were torn again. They hung loosely upon his shoulders and about his limbs as outer garments do when they have nothing between them and the bare skin. He wore no socks or stockings, but on his feet were a pair of boots, well worn, shapeless in style, but with soles and heels to them and whole in every respect.
"Nekoff," said the agent when they had brought him in; and then, having given his address— if it could be called such— he said: "Show your boots."
Nekoff held up first one boot, then the other, like a horse about to be shod. Tchikernoff looked at them from over the top of his desk.
"Where did you get those ?"' he asked.
"From me," the agent replied.
"How?"
"I found a Jew trading with them. He got away. I kept the boots. We suspected this Nekoff of having some money. He was buying things in the market. He— living there on the other side of the Neva! I made acquaintance with him. He had bare feet then. I thought he might want a pair of boots. One of his toes had been bitten— frost— it was nasty. I offered them to him when we were in a quiet place. He was quite eager and brought this out of his pocket."
The agent laid on Tchikernoff's desk a beautiful woman's ring, a carbuncle on emerald— priceless almost in a Bond Street shop. The Commission official took it up and looked at it
"You let him have them for that!" said he.
"I wanted to catch him."
"He must have thought you a fool."
Nekoff spoke for the first time.
"I thought he had made a good bargain," he said quietly.
Tchikernoff looked at him sharply. The voice told what he was— the pride hunger could not subdue, the refinement poverty could not drive out, the unmistakable something in class which speech betrays.
"Oh! you thought he'd made a good bargain," he repeated. "You haven't yet got out of your mind what these things are worth."
"When I gave it to my wife," said Nekoff, "it was worth a thousand pairs of boots."
"The world is all the other way round now," replied Tchikernoff solemnly. "Necessities have found their true value. Trumperies like this—"
He picked up the ring again and looked at it, then dropped it contemptuously on the desk so that it rolled on to the floor. The agent picked it up with indifference. "Trumperies like that have found theirs. I wouldn't give you my pair of boots —they are boots—" he thrust one out for Nekoff to see; the toe-cap was falling away from the upper— "not for ten rings like that. I know what I want to help me to live and keep me warm. Is your wife's finger any the colder because that's gone from it ? Will that keep her from frostbite?"
"My wife is dead," said Nekoff.
"When did she die?"
"She was killed in her bedroom, the first night of the First Revolution."
"Where were you?"
"I was in Austria."
"Fighting?"
"Yes."
"What rank?"
"General."
"General Nekoff?"
"Yes."
Tchikernoff opened a drawer of his desk and, taking out some papers showing innumerable typewritten lists, he looked them through in silence. One page after another he turned over whilst the prisoner and the two agents waited. At last he looked up, putting the papers back in their drawer, repeating Nekoff's rank, the particular army in which he had served, the precise command he had been given.
"You do not seem to have distinguished yourself."
"It would have been hard to distinguish oneself where I was and with the men I had."
A light in Tchikernoff's eye struck like the spark from a flint.
"That was the old cry of those in command," he said sharply. " The men! The men who gave their lives—the men who bled to make the reputation of those safely in the rear."
"I did not mean that," said Nekoff imperturbably. "The men were brave enough. It was the way they were armed. You cannot fight bullets with your fist."
"Not armed?"
"A lot of them were not."
"The fact remains, you did not distinguish yourself?"
"I agree. I should not have been a soldier."
"What then?"
Nekoff shrugged his shoulders.
"I might have been an artist."
Tchikernoff laughed.
"My father was a soldier. He had influence. The army was chosen for me. I should not have chosen it myself."
There was no more to be said about that. Tchikernoff looked at the ring again.
"You know that this private trading is against the law?"
"I knew it," said Nekoff; "I don't know that I had quite realized it."
"You do now?"
"I do now."
"Take off those boots."
Nekoff bent down and untied the laces, removing the boots from his bare feet and revealing the festering sore where the frost had plied its teeth.
"How did you get this ring if your wife was killed while you were away?"
"Murdered."
"Killed— while you were away."
"She had hidden a little box of her jewels for safety. No one knew what might happen. She took that precaution and left me word where they were. I found them when I returned."
"You've got them still?"
"Most of them."
"Where you live?"
A thread of a smile parted Nekoft's lips.
"Where I live," said he.
Tchikernoff nodded to one of the agents, who left the room.
"Are they all your wife's jewels?"
"Yes."
"You would have sold them all?"
"All but one or two."
"You do no work for the Commune ?"
"No."
"Why not?"
"I have tried. I am of no service."
"The army?"
"I have tried that. My record was not good enough. I am too old for the ranks. Besides, I said what I have said to you."
"That you should not have been a soldier?"
"Yes."
"So you are idle, good-for-nothing ?"
"I have no trade."
"I say, you are idle, good-for-nothing?"
"Have you never been idle?"
"Answer my question!"
"Yes— I am. Good-for-nothing. True— I might not have been. I might have been an artist if I had studied. I draw now sometimes in my room when I can get paper; but my drawings are"— he smiled— " I know how poor they are."
Tchikernoff looked at him. From head to foot he looked, then brought his direct gaze back into Nekoff's eyes.
"Do you never feel ashamed of yourself?" he asked.
"It would surprise you to hear that I do— often."
"How? Why?"
"I feel ashamed sometimes to think how much I hate the people who have got the things I want."
"What things?"
"White bread— a little soup sometimes— clothes beneath their coats." He looked down at his feet— "Boots."
"You hate them?"
"Yes."
"But you've no right to them. You don't or won't work. What right have you to hate anyone?"
"That makes my hatred the more."
"You hated us just as much when you had the power. Your words were spittle in our faces, you hated us so."
Nekoff was silent.
"Now you know what it is to hate us for our bread and our soup and our boots, as we hated you for your motor-cars— and these."
He picked up the ring and dropped it again. This time it fell into the ink-pot, and with a laugh he picked it out with a pen.
"You're learning something?"
"Undoubtedly."
"You're learning the community that must exist— the community of work to make a fellowship of mankind?"
"I suppose I am."
"You're learning that love comes out of sharing each other's burdens, not out of laying the burden on others?"
Nekoff looked up.
"Do you always speak like this to people who are brought before you?"
"Whenever I have the time."
"Where did you learn it all?"
"That has nothing to do with you."
"Nothing?"
"If you wish to know, I learnt it from living it."
"You live as you speak?"
"I am a Communist."
"That is only a name. Aristocrat was only a name."
"Covering hatred."
"All names cover something. They don't do any more."
Tchikernoff leant back in his chair.
"You are trying to be intelligent and clever," he remarked.
"I was only saying what I thought. I say again, names do not always cover the things they represent."
A messenger came in without knocking and laid a paper on Tchikernoff's desk. The messenger went out and Tchikernoff looked at the paper.
"Interesting though this conversation is," said he, "I must put an end to it. You are guilty of speculation, which is a crime against the State. You will learn your sentence later. Wait outside."
The agent conducted Nekoff to the door. There he turned.
"Shall I be allowed," he asked, "to keep the few things I have?"
"They belong to the State."
"They were mine. I gave them all to my wife. There are one or two I would not sell if I were starving."
"They belong to the State," Tchikernoff repeated. "' You will understand the fellowship of mankind some day, perhaps. Wait outside."
Nekoff passed out and the door was closed. The official turned to his agent.
"Put him in a cell to-night," he said abruptly, "to be shot to-morrow morning. He need not hate longer than that."
The agent nodded his head and departed.
Tchikernoff stared at the paper on his desk, then he rose from his chair and, crossing the room to where Nekoff had stood, he picked up the pair of boots and looked at them.
Having taken note of all their qualifications, he laid them down and, returning to his desk, wrote on a list headed "Confiscations":
"Excellent pair of boots worth seventy thousand roubles."
"A gold ring with a green stone."
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"THE KERNEL SEEMS a little off color to-day," said the barkeeper as he replaced the whiskey decanter, and gazed reflectively after the departing figure of Colonel Starbottle.
"I didn't notice anything," said a bystander; "he passed the time o' day civil enough to me."
"Oh, he's allus polite enough to strangers and wimmin folk even when he is that way; it's only his old chums, or them ez like to be thought so, that he's peppery with. Why, ez to that, after he'd had that quo'll with his old partner, Judge Pratt, in one o' them spells, I saw him the next minit go half a block out of his way to direct an entire stranger; and ez for wimmin!— well, I reckon if he'd just got a head drawn on a man, and a woman spoke to him, he'd drop his battery and take off his hat to her. No— ye can't judge by that!"
And perhaps in his larger experience the barkeeper was right. He might have added, too, that the colonel, in his general outward bearing and jauntiness, gave no indication of his internal irritation. Yet he was undoubtedly in one of his "spells," suffering from a moody cynicism which made him as susceptible of affront as he was dangerous in resentment.
Luckily, on this particular morning he reached his office and entered his private room without any serious rencontre. Here he opened his desk, and arranging his papers, he at once set to work with grim persistency. He had not been occupied for many minutes before the door opened to Mr. Pyecroft— one of a firm of attorneys who undertook the colonel's office work.
"I see you are early to work, Colonel," said Mr. Pyecroft cheerfully.
"You see, sir," said the colonel, correcting him with a slow deliberation that boded no good— "you see a Southern gentleman— blank it!— who has stood at the head of his profession for thirty-five years, obliged to work like a blank nigger, sir, in the dirty squabbles of psalm-singing Yankee traders, instead of— er— attending to the affairs of— er— legislation!"
"But you manage to get pretty good fees out of it— Colonel?" continued Pyecroft, with a laugh.
"Fees, sir! Filthy shekels! and barely enough to satisfy a debt of honor with one hand, and wipe out a tavern score for the entertainment of— er— a few lady friends with the other!"
This allusion to his losses at poker, as well as an oyster supper given to the two principal actresses of the "North Star Troupe," then performing in the town, convinced Mr. Pyecroft that the colonel was in one of his "moods," and he changed the subject.
"That reminds me of a little joke that happened in Sacramento last week. You remember Dick Stannard, who died a year ago— one of your friends?"
"I have yet to learn," interrupted the colonel, with the same deadly deliberation, "what right he— or anybody— had to intimate that he held such a relationship with me. Am I to understand, sir, that he— er— publicly boasted of it?"
"Don't know!" resumed Pyecroft hastily; "but it don't matter, for if he wasn't a friend it only makes the joke bigger. Well, his widow didn't survive him long, but died in the States t'other day, leavin' the property in Sacramento— worth about three thousand dollars— to her little girl, who is at school at Santa Clara. The question of guardianship came up, and it appears that the widow— who only knew you through her husband— had, some time before her death, mentioned your name in that connection! He! he!"
"What!" said Colonel Starbottle, starting up.
"Hold on!" said Pyecroft hilariously. "That isn't all! Neither the executors nor the probate judge knew you from Adam, and the Sacramento bar, scenting a good joke, lay low and said nothing. Then the old fool judge said that 'as you appeared to be a lawyer, a man of mature years, and a friend of the family, you were an eminently fit person, and ought to be communicated with'— you know his hifalutin' style. Nobody says anything. So that the next thing you'll know you'll get a letter from that executor asking you to look after that kid. Ha! ha! The boys said they could fancy they saw you trotting around with a ten year old girl holding on to your hand, and the Senorita Dolores or Miss Bellamont looking on! Or your being called away from a poker deal some night by the infant, singing, 'Gardy, dear gardy, come home with me now, the clock in the steeple strikes one!' And think of that old fool judge not knowing you! Ha! ha!"
A study of Colonel Starbottle's face during this speech would have puzzled a better physiognomist than Mr. Pyecroft. His first look of astonishment gave way to an empurpled confusion, from which a single short Silenus-like chuckle escaped, but this quickly changed again into a dull coppery indignation, and, as Pyecroft's laugh continued, faded out into a sallow rigidity in which his murky eyes alone seemed to keep what was left of his previous high color. But what was more singular, in spite of his enforced calm, something of his habitual old-fashioned loftiness and oratorical exaltation appeared to be returning to him as he placed his hand on his inflated breast and faced Pyceroft.
"The ignorance of the executor of Mrs. Stannard and the— er— probate judge," he began slowly, "may be pardonable, Mr. Pyecroft, since his Honor would imply that, although unknown to HIM personally, I am at least amicus curiae in this question of— er— guardianship. But I am grieved— indeed I may say shocked— Mr. Pyecroft, that the— er— last sacred trust of a dying widow— perhaps the holiest trust that can be conceived by man— the care and welfare of her helpless orphaned girl— should be made the subject of mirth, sir, by yourself and the members of the Sacramento bar! I shall not allude, sir, to my own feelings in regard to Dick Stannard, one of my most cherished friends," continued the colonel, in a voice charged with emotion, "but I can conceive of no nobler trust laid upon the altar of friendship than the care and guidance of his orphaned girl! And if, as you tell me, the utterly inadequate sum of three thousand dollars is all that is left for her maintenance through life, the selection of a guardian sufficiently devoted to the family to be willing to augment that pittance out of his own means from time to time would seem to be most important."
Before the astounded Pyecroft could recover himself, Colonel Starbottle leaned back in his chair, half closing his eyes, and abandoned himself, quite after his old manner, to one of his dreamy reminiscences.
"Poor Dick Stannard! I have a vivid recollection, sir, of driving out with him on the Shell Road at New Orleans in '54, and of his saying, 'Star'— the only man, sir, who ever abbreviated my name— 'Star, if anything happens to me or her, look after our child! It was during that very drive, sir, that, through his incautious neglect to fortify himself against the swampy malaria by a glass of straight Bourbon with a pinch of bark in it, he caught that fever which undermined his constitution. Thank you, Mr. Pyecroft, for— er— recalling the circumstance. I shall," continued the colonel, suddenly abandoning reminiscence, sitting up, and arranging his papers, "look forward with great interest to— er— letter from the executor."
The next day it was universally understood that Colonel Starbottle had been appointed guardian of Pansy Stannard by the probate judge of Sacramento.
There are of record two distinct accounts of Colonel Starbottle's first meeting with his ward after his appointment as her guardian. One, given by himself, varying slightly at times, but always bearing unvarying compliment to the grace, beauty, and singular accomplishments of this apparently gifted child, was nevertheless characterized more by vague, dreamy reminiscences of the departed parents than by any personal experience of the daughter.
"I found the young lady, sir," he remarked to Mr. Pyecroft, "recalling my cherished friend Stannard in— er— form and features, and— although— er— personally unacquainted with her deceased mother— who belonged, sir, to one of the first families of Virginia— I am told that she is— er— remarkably like her. Miss Stannard is at present a pupil in one of the best educational establishments in Santa Clara, where she is receiving tuition in— er— the English classics, foreign belles lettres, embroidery, the harp, and— er— the use of the— er— globes, and— er— blackboard— under the most fastidious care, and my own personal supervision. The principal of the school, Miss Eudoxia Tish— associated with— er— er— Miss Prinkwell— is— er— remarkably gifted woman; and as I was present at one of the school exercises, I had the opportunity of testifying to her excellence in— er— short address I made to the young ladies." From such glittering but unsatisfying generalities as these I prefer to turn to the real interview, gathered from contemporary witnesses.
It was the usual cloudless, dazzling, Californian summer day, tempered with the asperity of the northwest trades that Miss Tish, looking through her window towards the rose-embowered gateway of the seminary, saw an extraordinary figure advancing up the avenue. It was that of a man slightly past middle age, yet erect and jaunty, whose costume recalled the early water-color portraits of her own youthful days. His tightly buttoned blue frock coat with gilt buttons was opened far enough across the chest to allow the expanding of a frilled shirt, black stock, and nankeen waistcoat, and his immaculate white trousers were smartly strapped over his smart varnished boots. A white bell-crowned hat, carried in his hand to permit the wiping of his forehead with a silk handkerchief, and a gold-headed walking stick hooked over his arm, completed this singular equipment. He was followed, a few paces in the rear, by a negro carrying an enormous bouquet, and a number of small boxes and parcels tied up with ribbons. As the figure paused before the door, Miss Tish gasped, and cast a quick restraining glance around the classroom. But it was too late; a dozen pairs of blue, black, round, inquiring, or mischievous eyes were already dancing and gloating over the bizarre stranger through the window.
"A cirkiss— or nigger minstrels— sure as you're born!" said Mary Frost, aged nine, in a fierce whisper.
"No!— a agent from 'The Emporium,' with samples," returned Miss Briggs, aged fourteen.
"Young ladies, attend to your studies," said Miss Tish, as the servant brought in a card. Miss Tish glanced at it with some nervousness, and read to herself, "Colonel Culpeper Starbottle," engraved in script, and below it in pencil, "To see Miss Pansy Stannard, under favor of Miss Tish." Rising with some perturbation, Miss Tish hurriedly intrusted the class to an assistant, and descended to the reception room. She had never seen Pansy's guardian before (the executor had brought the child); and this extraordinary creature, whose visit she could not deny, might be ruinous to school discipline. It was therefore with an extra degree of frigidity of demeanor that she threw open the door of the reception room, and entered majestically. But to her utter astonishment, the colonel met her with a bow so stately, so ceremonious, and so commanding that she stopped, disarmed and speechless.
"I need not ask if I am addressing Miss Tish," said the colonel loftily, "for without having the pleasure of— er— previous acquaintance, I can at once recognize the— er— Lady Superior and— er— chatelaine of this— er— establishment." Miss Tish here gave way to a slight cough and an embarrassed curtsy, as the colonel, with a wave of his white hand towards the burden carried by his follower, resumed more lightly: "I have brought— er— few trifles and gewgaws for my ward— subject, of course, to your rules and discretion. They include some— er— dainties, free from any deleterious substance, as I am informed— a sash— a ribbon or two for the hair, gloves, mittens, and a nosegay— from which, I trust, it will be HER pleasure, as it is my own, to invite you to cull such blossoms as may suit your taste. Boy, you may set them down and retire!"
"At the present moment," stammered Miss Tish, "Miss Stannard is engaged on her lessons. But"— She stopped again, hopelessly.
"I see," said the colonel, with an air of playful, poetical reminiscence— "her lessons! Certainly!
'We will— er— go to our places,
With smiles on our faces,
And say all our lessons distinctly and slow.'
Certainly! Not for worlds would I interrupt them; until they are done, we will— er— walk through the classrooms and inspect"—
"No! no!" interrupted the horrified, principal, with a dreadful presentiment of the appalling effect of the colonel's entry upon the class. "No!— that is— I mean— our rules exclude— except on days of public examination"—
"Say no more, my dear madam," said the colonel politely. "Until she is free I will stroll outside, through— er— the groves of the Academus"—
But Miss Tish, equally alarmed at the diversion this would create at the classroom windows, recalled herself with an effort. "Please wait here a moment," she said hurriedly; "I will bring her down;" and before the colonel could politely open the door for her, she had fled.
Happily unconscious of the sensation he had caused, Colonel Starbottle seated himself on the sofa, his white hands resting easily on the gold-headed cane. Once or twice the door behind him opened and closed quietly, scarcely disturbing him; or again opened more ostentatiously to the words, "Oh, excuse, please," and the brief glimpse of a flaxen braid, or a black curly head— to all of which the colonel nodded politely— even rising later to the apparition of a taller, demure young lady— and her more affected "Really, I beg your pardon!" The only result of this evident curiosity was slightly to change the colonel's attitude, so as to enable him to put his other hand in his breast in his favorite pose. But presently he was conscious of a more active movement in the hall, of the sounds of scuffling, of a high youthful voice saying "I won't" and "I shan't!" of the door opening to a momentary apparition of Miss Tish dragging a small hand and half of a small black-ribboned arm into the room, and her rapid disappearance again, apparently pulled back by the little hand and arm; of another and longer pause, of a whispered conference outside, and then the reappearance of Miss Tish majestically, reinforced and supported by the grim presence of her partner, Miss Prinkwell.
"This— er— unexpected visit," began Miss Tish— "not previously arranged by letter"—
"Which is an invariable rule of our establishment," supplemented Miss Prinkwell—
"And the fact that you are personally unknown to us," continued Miss Tish—
"An ignorance shared by the child, who exhibits a distaste for an interview," interpolated Miss Prinkwell, in a kind of antiphonal response—
"For which we have had no time to prepare her," continued Miss Tish—
"Compels us most reluctantly"— But here she stopped short. Colonel Starbottle, who had risen with a deep bow at their entrance and remained standing, here walked quietly towards them. His usually high color had faded except from his eyes, but his exalted manner was still more pronounced, with a dreadful deliberation superadded.
"I believe— er— I had— the honah— to send up my kyard!" (In his supreme moments the colonel's Southern accent was always in evidence.) "I may— er— be mistaken— but— er— that is my impression." The colonel paused, and placed his right hand statuesquely on his heart.
The two women trembled— Miss Tish fancied the very shirt frill of the colonel was majestically erecting itself— as they stammered in one voice,—
"Ye-e-es!"
"That kyard contained my full name— with a request to see my ward— Miss Stannard," continued the colonel slowly. "I believe that is the fact."
"Certainly! certainly!" gasped the women feebly.
"Then may I— er— point out to you that I am— er— waiting?"
Although nothing could exceed the laborious simplicity and husky sweetness of the colonel's utterance, it appeared to demoralize utterly his two hearers— Miss Prinkwell seemed to fade into the pattern of the wall paper, Miss Tish to droop submissively forward like a pink wax candle in the rays of the burning sun.
"We will bring her instantly. A thousand pardons, sir," they uttered in the same breath, backing towards the door.
But here the unexpected intervened. Unnoticed by the three during the colloquy, a little figure in a black dress had peeped through the door, and then glided into the room. It was a girl of about ten, who, in all candor, could scarcely be called pretty, although the awkward change of adolescence had not destroyed the delicate proportions of her hands and feet nor the beauty of her brown eyes. These were, just then, round and wondering, and fixed alternately on the colonel and the two women. But like many other round and wondering eyes, they had taken in the full meaning of the situation, with a quickness the adult mind is not apt to give them credit for. They saw the complete and utter subjugation of the two supreme autocrats of the school, and, I grieve to say, they were filled with a secret and "fearful joy." But the casual spectator saw none of this; the round and wondering eyes, still rimmed with recent and recalcitrant tears, only looked big and innocently shining.
The relief of the two women was sudden and unaffected.
"Oh, here you are, dearest, at last!" said Miss Tish eagerly. "This is your guardian, Colonel Starbottle. Come to him, dear!"
She took the hand of the child, who hung back with an odd mingling of shamefacedness and resentment of the interference, when the voice of Colonel Starbottle, in the same deadly calm deliberation, said,—
"I— er— will speak with her— alone."
The round eyes again saw the complete collapse of authority, as the two women shrank back from the voice, and said hurriedly,—
"Certainly, Colonel Starbottle; perhaps it would be better," and ingloriously quitted the room.
But the colonel's triumph left him helpless. He was alone with a simple child, an unprecedented, unheard-of situation, which left him embarrassed and— speechless. Even his vanity was conscious that his oratorical periods, his methods, his very attitude, were powerless here. The perspiration stood out on his forehead; he looked at her vaguely, and essayed a feeble smile. The child saw his embarrassment, even as she had seen and understood his triumph, and the small woman within her exulted. She put her little hands on her waist, and with the fingers turned downwards and outwards pressed them down her hips to her bended knees until they had forced her skirts into an egregious fullness before and behind, as if she were making a curtsy, and then jumped up and laughed.
"You did it! Hooray!"
"Did what?" said the colonel, pleased yet mystified.
"Frightened 'em!— the two old cats! Frightened 'em outen their slippers! Oh, jiminy! Never, never, never before was they so skeert! Never since school kept did they have to crawl like that! They was skeert enough first when you come, but just now!— Lordy! They wasn't a-goin' to let you see me— but they had to! had to! had to!" and she emphasized each repetition with a skip.
"I believe— er," said the colonel blandly, "that I— er— intimated with some firmness"—
"That's it— just it!" interrupted the child delightedly. "You— you— overdid 'em"
"What?"
"Overdid 'em! Don't you know? They're always so high and mighty! Kinder 'Don't tech me. My mother's an angel; my father's a king'— all that sort of thing. They did THIS"— she drew herself up in a presumable imitation of the two women's majestic entrance— "and then," she continued, "you— you jest did this"— here she lifted her chin, and puffing out her small chest, strode towards the colonel in evident simulation of his grandest manner.
A short, deep chuckle escaped him— although the next moment his face became serious again. But Pansy in the mean time had taken possession of his coat sleeve and was rubbing her cheek against it like a young colt. At which the colonel succumbed feebly and sat down on the sofa, the child standing beside him, leaning over and transferring her little hands to the lapels of his frock coat, which she essayed to button over his chest as she looked into his murky eyes.
"The other girls said," she began, tugging at the button, "that you was a 'cirkiss'"— another tug— "'a nigger minstrel'"— and a third tug— "'a agent with samples'— but that showed all they knew!"
"Ah," said the colonel with exaggerated blandness, "and— er— what did you— er— say?"
The child smiled. "I said you was a Stuffed Donkey— but that was before I knew you. I was a little skeert too; but now"— she succeeded in buttoning the coat and making the colonel quite apoplectic,— "Now I ain't frightened one bit— no, not one tiny bit! But," she added, after a pause, unbuttoning the coat again and smoothing down the lapels between her fingers, "you're to keep on frightening the old cats— mind! Never mind about the girls. I'll tell them."
The colonel would have given worlds to be able to struggle up into an upright position with suitable oral expression. Not that his vanity was at all wounded by these irresponsible epithets, which only excited an amused wonder, but he was conscious of an embarrassed pleasure in the child's caressing familiarity, and her perfect trustfulness in him touched his extravagant chivalry. He ought to protect her, and yet correct her. In the consciousness of these duties he laid his white hand upon her head. Alas! she lifted her arm and instantly transferred his hand and part of his arm around her neck and shoulders, and comfortably snuggled against him. The colonel gasped. Nevertheless, something must be said, and he began, albeit somewhat crippled in delivery:—
"The— er— use of elegant and precise language by— er— young ladies cannot be too sedulously cultivated"—
But here the child laughed, and snuggling still closer, gurgled: "That's right! Give it to her when she comes down! That's the style!" and the colonel stopped, discomfited. Nevertheless, there was a certain wholesome glow in the contact of this nestling little figure.
Presently he resumed tentativery: "I have— er— brought you a few dainties."
"Yes," said Pansy, "I see; but they're from the wrong shop, you dear old silly! They're from Tomkins's, and we girls just abominate his things. You oughter have gone to Emmons's. Never mind. I'll show you when we go out. We're going out, aren't we?" she said suddenly, lifting her head anxiously. "You know it's allowed, and it's rights 'to parents and guardians'!"
"Certainly, certainly," said the colonel. He knew he would feel a little less constrained in the open air.
"Then we'll go now," said Pansy, jumping up. "I'll just run upstairs and put on my things. I'll say it's 'orders' from you. And I'll wear my new frock— it's longer." (The colonel was slightly relieved at this; it had seemed to him, as a guardian, that there was perhaps an abnormal display of Pansy's black stockings.) "You wait; I won't be long."
She darted to the door, but reaching it, suddenly stopped, returned to the sofa, where the colonel still sat, imprinted a swift kiss on his mottled cheek, and fled, leaving him invested with a mingled flavor of freshly ironed muslin, wintergreen lozenges, and recent bread and butter. He sat still for some time, staring out of the window. It was very quiet in the room; a bumblebee blundered from the jasmine outside into the open window, and snored loudly at the panes. But the colonel heeded it not, and remained abstracted and silent until the door opened to Miss Tish and Pansy— in her best frock and sash, at which the colonel started and became erect again and courtly.
"I am about to take my ward out," he said deliberately, "to— er— taste the air in the Alameda, and— er— view the shops. We may— er— also— indulge in— er— slight suitable refreshment;— er— seed cake— or— bread and butter— and— a dish of tea."
Miss Tish, now thoroughly subdued, was delighted to grant Miss Stannard the half holiday permitted on such occasions. She begged the colonel to suit his own pleasure, and intrusted "the dear child" to her guardian "with the greatest confidence."
The colonel made a low bow, and Pansy, demurely slipping her hand into his, passed with him into the hall; there was a slight rustle of vanishing skirts, and Pansy pressed his hand significantly. When they were well outside, she said, in a lower voice:—
"Don't look up until we're under the gymnasium windows." The colonel, mystified but obedient, strutted on. "Now!" said Pansy. He looked up, beheld the windows aglow with bright young faces, and bewildering with many handkerchiefs and clapping hands, stopped, and then taking off his hat, acknowledged the salute with a sweeping bow. Pansy was delighted. "I knew they'd be there; I'd already fixed 'em. They're just dyin' to know you."
The colonel felt a certain glow of pleasure, "I— er— had already intimated a— er— willingness to— er— inspect the classes; but— I— er— understood that the rules"—
"They're sick old rules," interrupted the child. "Tish and Prinkwell are the rules! You say just right out that you will! Just overdo her!"
The colonel had a vague sense that he ought to correct both the spirit and language of this insurrectionary speech, but Pansy pulled him along, and then swept him quite away with a torrent of prattle of the school, of her friends, of the teachers, of her life and its infinitely small miseries and pleasures. Pansy was voluble; never before had the colonel found himself relegated to the place of a passive listener. Nevertheless, he liked it, and as they passed on, under the shade of the Alameda, with Pansy alternately swinging from his hand and skipping beside him, there was a vague smile of satisfaction on his face. Passers-by turned to look after the strangely assorted pair, or smiled, accepting them, as the colonel fancied, as father and daughter. An odd feeling, half of pain and half of pleasure, gripped at the heart of the empty and childless man.
And now, as they approached the more crowded thoroughfares, the instinct of chivalrous protection was keen in his breast. He piloted her skillfully; he jauntily suited his own to her skipping step; he lifted her with scrupulous politeness over obstacles; strutting beside her on crowded pavements, he made way for her with his swinging stick. All the while, too, he had taken note of the easy carriage of her head and shoulders, and most of all of her small, slim feet and hands, that, to his fastidious taste, betokened her race. "Ged, sir," he muttered to himself, "she's 'Blue Grass' stock, all through." To admiration succeeded pride, with a slight touch of ownership. When they went into a shop, which, thanks to the ingenuous Pansy, they did pretty often, he would introduce her with a wave of the hand and the remark, "I am— er— seeking nothing to-day, but if you will kindly— er— serve my ward— Miss Stannard!" Later, when they went into the confectioner's for refreshment, and Pansy frankly declared for "ice cream and cream cakes," instead of the "dish of tea and bread and butter" he had ordered in pursuance of his promise, he heroically took it himself— to satisfy his honor. Indeed, I know of no more sublime figure than Colonel Starbottle— rising superior to a long-withstood craving for a "cocktail," morbidly conscious also of the ridiculousness of his appearance to any of his old associates who might see him— drinking luke-warm tea and pecking feebly at his bread and butter at a small table, beside his little tyrant.
And this domination of the helpless continued on their way home. Although Miss Pansy no longer talked of herself, she was equally voluble in inquiry as to the colonel's habits, ways of life, friends and acquaintances, happily restricting her interrogations, in regard to those of her own sex, to "any little girls that he knew." Saved by this exonerating adjective, the colonel saw here a chance to indulge his postponed monitorial duty, as well as his vivid imagination. He accordingly drew elaborate pictures of impossible children he had known— creatures precise in language and dress, abstinent of play and confectionery, devoted to lessons and duties, and otherwise, in Pansy's own words, "loathsome to the last degree!" As "daughters of oldest and most cherished friends," they might perhaps have excited Pansy's childish jealousy but for the singular fact that they had all long ago been rewarded by marriage with senators, judges, and generals— also associates of the colonel. This remoteness of presence somewhat marred their effect as an example, and the colonel was mortified, though not entirely displeased, to observe that their surprising virtues did not destroy Pansy's voracity for sweets, the recklessness of her skipping, nor the freedom of her language. The colonel was remorseful— but happy.
When they reached the seminary again, Pansy retired with her various purchases, but reappeared after an interval with Miss Tish.
"I remember," hesitated that lady, trembling under the fascination of the colonel's profound bow, "that you were anxious to look over the school, and although it was not possible then, I shall be glad to show you now through one of the classrooms."
The colonel, glancing at Pansy, was momentarily shocked by a distortion of one side of her face, which seemed, however, to end in a wink of her innocent brown eyes, but recovering himself, gallantly expressed his gratitude. The next moment he was ascending the stairs, side by side with Miss Tish, and had a distinct impression that he had been pinched in the calf by Pansy, who was following close behind.
It was recess, but the large classroom was quite filled with pupils, many of them older and prettier girls, inveigled there, as it afterwards appeared, by Pansy, in some precocious presentiment of her guardian's taste. The colonel's apologetic yet gallant bow on entering, and his erect, old-fashioned elegance, instantly took their delighted attention. Indeed, all would have gone well had not Miss Prinkwell, with the view of impressing the colonel as well as her pupils, majestically introduced him as "a distinguished jurist deeply interested in the cause of education, as well as guardian of their fellow pupil." That opportunity was not thrown away on Colonel Starbottle.
Stepping up to the desk of the astounded principal, he laid the points of his fingers delicately upon it, and, with a preparatory inclination of his head towards her, placed his other hand in his breast, and with an invocatory glance at the ceiling, began.
It was the colonel's habit at such moments to state at first, with great care and precision, the things that he "would not say," that he "need not say," and apparently that it was absolutely unnecessary even to allude to. It was therefore, not strange that the colonel informed them that he need not say that he counted his present privilege among the highest that had been granted him; for besides the privilege of beholding the galaxy of youthful talent and excellence before him, besides the privilege of being surrounded by a garland of the blossoms of the school in all their freshness and beauty, it was well understood that he had the greater privilege of— er— standing in loco parentis to one of these blossoms. It was not for him to allude to the high trust imposed upon him by— er— deceased and cherished friend, and daughter of one of the first families of Virginia, by the side of one who must feel that she was the recipient of trusts equally supreme (here the colonel paused, and statuesquely regarded the alarmed Miss Prinkwell as if he were in doubt of it), but he would say that it should be his devoted mission to champion the rights of the orphaned and innocent whenever and wherever the occasion arose, against all odds, and even in the face of misguided authority. (Having left the impression that Miss Prinkwell contemplated an invasion of those rights, the colonel became more lenient and genial.) He fully recognized her high and noble office; he saw in her the worthy successor of those two famous instructresses of Athens— those Greek ladies— er— whose names had escaped his memory, but which— er— no doubt Miss Prinkwell would be glad to recall to her pupils, with some account of their lives. (Miss Prinkwell colored; she had never heard of them before, and even the delight of the class in the colonel's triumph was a little dampened by this prospect of hearing more about them.) But the colonel was only too content with seeing before him these bright and beautiful faces, destined, as he firmly believed, in after years to lend their charm and effulgence to the highest places as the happy helpmeets of the greatest in the land. He was— er— leaving a— er— slight testimonial of his regard in the form of some— er— innocent refreshments in the hands of his ward, who would— er— act as— er— his proxy in their distribution; and the colonel sat down to the flutter of handkerchiefs, an applause only half restrained, and the utter demoralization of Miss Prinkwell.
But the time of his departure had come by this time, and he was too experienced a public man to risk the possibility of an anticlimax by protracting his leave-taking. And in an ominous shining of Pansy's big eyes as the time approached he felt an embarrassment as perplexing as the odd presentiment of loneliness that was creeping over him. But with an elaborate caution as to the dangers of self-indulgence, and the private bestowal of a large gold piece slipped into her hand, a promise to come again soon, and an exaction that she would write to him often, the colonel received in return a wet kiss, a great deal of wet cheek pressed against his own, and a momentary tender clinging, like that which attends the pulling up of some small flower, as he passed out into the porch. In the hall, on the landing above him, there was a close packing of brief skirts against the railing, and a voice, apparently proceeding from a pair of very small mottled legs protruding through the balusters, said distinctly, "Free cheers for Ternel Tarbottle!" And to this benediction the colonel, hat in hand, passed out of this Eden into the world again.
The colonel's next visit to the seminary did not produce the same sensation as the first, although it was accompanied with equal disturbance to the fair principals. Had he been a less conceited man he might have noticed that their antagonism, although held in restraint by their wholesome fear of him, was in danger of becoming more a conviction than a mere suspicion. He was made aware of it through Pansy's resentment towards them, and her revelation of a certain inquisition that she had been subjected to in regard to his occupation, habits, and acquaintances. Naturally of these things Pansy knew very little, but this had not prevented her from saying a great deal. There had been enough in her questioners' manner to make her suspect that her guardian was being attacked, and to his defense she brought the mendacity and imagination of a clever child. What she had really said did not transpire except through her own comments to the colonel: "And of course you've killed people— for you're a kernel, you know?" (Here the colonel admitted, as a point of fact, that he had served in the Mexican war.) "And you kin preach, for they heard you do it when you was here before," she added confidently; "and of course you own niggers— for there's 'Jim.'" (The colonel here attempted to explain that Jim, being in a free State, was now a free man, but Pansy swept away such fine distinctions.) "And you're rich, you know, for you gave me that ten-dollar gold piece all for myself. So I jest gave 'em as good as they sent— the old spies and curiosity shops!" The colonel, more pleased at Pansy's devotion than concerned over the incident itself, accepted this interpretation of his character as a munificent, militant priest with a smiling protest. But a later incident caused him to remember it more seriously.
They had taken their usual stroll through the Alameda, and had made the round of the shops, where the colonel had exhibited his usual liberality of purchase and his exalted parental protection, and so had passed on to their usual refreshment at the confectioner's, the usual ices and cakes for Pansy, but this time— a concession also to the tyrant Pansy— a glass of lemon soda and a biscuit for the colonel. He was coughing over his unaccustomed beverage, and Pansy, her equanimity and volubility restored by sweets, was chirruping at his side; the large saloon was filling up with customers— mainly ladies and children, embarrassing to him as the only man present, when suddenly Pansy's attention was diverted by another arrival. It was a good-looking young woman, overdressed, striking, and self-conscious, who, with an air of one who was in the habit of challenging attention, affectedly seated herself with a male companion at an empty table, and began to pull off an overtight glove.
"My!" said Pansy in admiring wonder, "ain't she fine?"
Colonel Starbottle looked up abstractedly, but at the first glance his face flushed redly, deepened to a purple, and then became gray and stern. He had recognized in the garish fair one Miss Flora Montague, the "Western Star of Terpsichore and Song," with whom he had supped a few days before at Sacramento. The lady was "on tour" with her "Combination troupe."
The colonel leaned over and fixed his murky eyes on Pansy. "The room is filling up; the place is stifling; I must— er— request you to— er— hurry."
There was a change in the colonel's manner, which the quick-witted child heeded. But she had not associated it with the entrance of the strangers, and as she obediently gulped down her ice, she went on innocently,—
"That fine lady's smilin' and lookin' over here. Seems to know you; so does the man with her."
"I— er— must request you," said the colonel, with husky precision, "not to look that way, but finish your— er— repast."
His tone was so decided that the child's lips pouted, but before she could speak a shadow leaned over their table. It was the companion of the "fine lady."
"Don't seem to see us, Colonel," he said with coarse familiarity, laying his hand on the colonel's shoulder. "Florry wants to know what's up."
The colonel rose at the touch. "Tell her, sir," he said huskily, but with slow deliberation, "that I 'am up' and leaving this place with my ward, Miss Stannard. Good-morning." He lifted Pansy with infinite courtesy from her chair, took her hand, strolled to the counter, threw down a gold piece, and passing the table of the astonished fair one with an inflated breast, swept with Pansy out of the shop. In the street he paused, bidding the child go on; and then, finding he was not followed by the woman's escort, rejoined his little companion.
For a few moments they walked silently side by side. Then Pansy's curiosity, getting the better of her pout, demanded information. She had applied a child's swift logic to the scene. The colonel was angry, and had punished the woman for something. She drew closer to his side, and looking up with her big eyes, said confidentially.
"What had she been a-doing?"
The colonel was amazed, embarrassed, and speechless. He was totally unprepared for the question, and as unable to answer it. His abrupt departure from the shop had been to evade the very truth now demanded of him. Only a supreme effort of mendacity was left him. He wiped his brow with his handkerchief, coughed, and began deliberately:—
"The— er— lady in question is in the habit of using a scent called— er— patchouli, a— er— perfume exceedingly distressing to me. I detected it instantly on her entrance. I wished to avoid it— without further contact. It is— er— singular but accepted fact that some people are— er— peculiarly affected by odors. I had— er— old cherished friend who always— er— fainted at the odor of jasmine; and I was intimately acquainted with General Bludyer, who— er— dropped like a shot on the presentation of a simple violet. The— er— habit of using such perfumes excessively in public," continued the colonel, looking down upon the innocent Pansy, and speaking in tones of deadly deliberation, "cannot be too greatly condemned, as well as the habit of— er— frequenting places of public resort in extravagant costumes, with— er— individuals who— er— intrude upon domestic privacy. I trust you will eschew such perfumes, places, costumes, and— er— companions forever and— on all occasions!" The colonel had raised his voice to his forensic emphasis, and Pansy, somewhat alarmed, assented. Whether she entirely accepted the colonel's explanation was another matter.
The incident, although not again alluded to, seemed to shadow the rest of their brief afternoon holiday, and the colonel's manner was unmistakably graver. But it seemed to the child more affectionate and thoughtful. He had previously at parting submitted to be kissed by Pansy with stately tolerance and an immediate resumption of his loftiest manner. On this present leave-taking he laid his straight closely shaven lips on the crown of her dark head, and as her small arms clipped his neck, drew her closely to his side. The child uttered a slight cry; the colonel hurriedly put his hand to his breast. Her round cheek had come in contact with his derringer— a small weapon of beauty and precision— which invariably nestled also at his side, in his waistcoat pocket. The child laughed; so did the colonel, but his cheek flushed mightily.
It was four months later, and a turbulent night. The early rains, driven by a strong southwester against the upper windows of the Magnolia Restaurant, sometimes blurred the radiance of the bright lights within, and the roar of the encompassing pines at times drowned the sounds of song and laughter that rose from a private supper room. Even the clattering arrival and departure of the Sacramento stage coach, which disturbed the depths below, did not affect these upper revelers. For Colonel Starbottle, Jack Hamlin, Judge Beeswinger, and Jo Wynyard, assisted by Mesdames Montague, Montmorency, Bellefield, and "Tinky" Clifford, of the "Western Star Combination Troupe," then performing "on tour," were holding "high jinks" in the supper room. The colonel had been of late moody, irritable, and easily upset. In the words of a friend and admirer, "he was kam only at twelve paces."
In a lull in the general tumult a Chinese waiter was seen at the door vainly endeavoring to attract the attention of the colonel by signs and interjections. Mr. Hamlin's quick eye first caught sight of the intruder. "Come in, Confucius," said Jack pleasantly; "you're a trifle late for a regular turn, but any little thing in the way of knife swallowing"—
"Lill missee to see connle! Waitee waitee, bottom side housee," interrupted the Chinaman, dividing his speech between Jack and the colonel.
"What! Another lady? This is no place for me!" said Jack, rising with finely simulated decorum.
"Ask her up," chirped "Tinky" Clifford.
But at this moment the door opened against the Chinaman, and a small figure in a cloak and hat, dripping with raindrops, glided swiftly in. After a moment's half-frightened, half-admiring glance at the party, she darted forward with a little cry and threw her wet arms round the colonel. The rest of the company, arrested in their festivity, gasped with vague and smiling wonder; the colonel became purple and gasped. But only for a moment. The next instant he was on his legs, holding the child with one hand, while with the other he described a stately sweep of the table.
"My ward— Miss Pansy Stannard," he said with husky brevity. But drawing the child aside, he whispered quickly, "What has happened? Why are you here?"
But Pansy, child-like, already diverted by the lights, the table piled with delicacies, the gayly dressed women, and the air of festivity, answered half abstractedly, and as much, perhaps, to the curious eyes about her as to the colonel's voice,—
"I runned away!"
"Hush!" whispered the colonel, aghast.
But Pansy, responding again to the company rather than her guardian's counsel, and as if appealing to them, went on half poutingly: "Yes! I runned away because they teased me! Because they didn't like you and said horrid things. Because they told awful, dreadful lies! Because they said I wasn't no orphan!— that my name wasn't Stannard, and that you'd made it all up. Because they said I was a liar— and you was my father!"
A sudden outbreak of laughter here shook the room, and even drowned the storm outside; again and again it rose, as the colonel staggered gaspingly to his feet. For an instant it seemed as if his struggles to restrain himself would end in an apoplectic fit. Perhaps it was for this reason that Jack Hamlin checked his own light laugh and became alert and grave. Yet the next moment Colonel Starbottle went as suddenly dead white, as leaning over the table he said huskily, but deliberately, "I must request the ladies present to withdraw."
"Don't mind us, Colonel," said Judge Beeswinger, "it's all in the family here, you know! And now I look at the girl— hang it all! she does favor you, old man. Ha! ha!"
"And as for the ladies," said Wynyard with a weak, vinous laugh, "unless any of 'em is inclined to take the matter as personal— eh?"
"Stop!" roared the colonel.
There was no mistaking his voice nor his intent now. The two men, insulted and instantly sobered, were silent. Mr. Hamlin rose, playfully but determinedly tapped his fair companions on the shoulders, saying, "Run away and play, girls," actually bundled them, giggling and protesting, from the room, closed the door, and stood with his back against it. Then it was seen that the colonel, still very white, was holding the child by the hand, as she shrank back wonderingly and a little frightened against him.
"I thank you, Mr. Hamlin," said the colonel in a lower voice— yet with a slight touch of his habitual stateliness in it, "for being here to bear witness, in the presence of this child, to my unqualified statement that a more foul, vile, and iniquitous falsehood never was uttered than that which has been poured into her innocent ears!" He paused, walked to the door, still holding her hand, and, as Mr. Hamlin stepped aside, opened it, told her to await him in the public parlor, closed the door again, and once more faced the two men. "And," he continued more deliberately, "for the infamous jests that you, Judge Beeswinger, and you, Mr. Wynyard, have dared to pass in her presence and mine, I shall expect from each of you the fullest satisfaction— personal satisfaction. My seconds will wait on you in the morning!"
The two men stood up sobered— yet belligerent.
"As you like, sir," said Beeswinger, flashing.
"The sooner the better for me," added Wynyard curtly.
They passed the unruffled Jack Hamlin with a smile and a vaguely significant air, as if calling him as a witness to the colonel's madness, and strode out of the room.
As the door closed behind them, Mr. Hamlin lightly settled his white waistcoat, and, with his hands on his hips, lounged towards the colonel. "And then?" he said quietly.
"Eh?" said the colonel.
"After you've shot one or both of these men, or one of 'em has knocked you out, what's to become of that child?"
"If— I am— er— spared, sir," said the colonel huskily, "I shall continue to defend her— against calumny and sneers"—
"In this style, eh? After her life has been made a hell by her association with a man of your reputation, you propose to whitewash it by a quarrel with a couple of drunken scallawags like Beeswinger and Wynyard, in the presence of three painted trollops and a d— — d scamp like myself! Do you suppose this won't be blown all over California before she can be sent back to school? Do you suppose those cackling hussies in the next room won't give the whole story away to the next man who stands treat?" (A fine contempt for the sex in general was one of Mr. Hamlin's most subtle attractions for them.)
"Nevertheless, sir," stammered the colonel, "the prompt punishment of the man who has dared"—
"Punishment!" interrupted Hamlin, "who's to punish the man who has dared most? The one man who is responsible for the whole thing? Who's to punish you?"
"Mr. Hamlin— sir!" gasped the colonel, falling back, as his hand involuntarily rose to the level of his waistcoat pocket and his derringer.
But Mr. Hamlin only put down the wine glass he had lifted from the table and was delicately twirling between his fingers, and looked fixedly at the colonel.
"Look here," he said slowly. "When the boys said that you accepted the guardianship of that child not on account of Dick Stannard, but only as a bluff against the joke they'd set up at you, I didn't believe them! When these men and women to-night tumbled to that story of the child being yours, I didn't believe that! When it was said by others that you were serious about making her your ward, and giving her your property, because you doted on her like a father, I didn't believe that."
"And— why not that?" said the colonel quickly, yet with an odd tremor in his voice.
"Because," said Hamlin, becoming suddenly as grave as the colonel, "I could not believe that any one who cared a picayune for the child could undertake a trust that might bring her into contact with a life and company as rotten as ours. I could not believe that even the most God-forsaken, conceited fool would, for the sake of a little sentimental parade and splurge among people outside his regular walk, allow the prospects of that child to be blasted. I couldn't believe it, even if he thought he was acting like a father. I didn't believe it— but I'm beginning to believe it now!"
There was little to choose between the attitudes and expressions of the two set stern faces now regarding each other, silently, a foot apart. But the colonel was the first to speak:—
"Mr. Hamlin— sir! You said a moment ago that I was— er— ahem— responsible for this evening's affair— but you expressed a doubt as to who could— er— punish me for it. I accept the responsibility you have indicated, sir, and offer you that chance. But as this matter between us must have precedence over— my engagements with that canaille, I shall expect you with your seconds at sunrise on Burnt Ridge. Good-evening, sir."
With head erect the colonel left the room. Mr. Hamlin slightly shrugged his shoulders, turned to the door of the room whither he had just banished the ladies, and in a few minutes his voice was heard melodiously among the gayest.
For all that he managed to get them away early. When he had bundled them into a large carryall, and watched them drive away through the storm, he returned for a minute to the waiting room for his overcoat. He was surprised to hear the sound of the child's voice in the supper room, and the door being ajar, he could see quite distinctly that she was seated at the table, with a plate full of sweets before her, while Colonel Starbottle, with his back to the door, was sitting opposite to her, his shoulders slightly bowed as he eagerly watched her. It seemed to Mr. Hamlin that it was the close of an emotional interview, for Pansy's voice was broken, partly by sobs, and partly, I grieve to say, by the hurried swallowing of the delicacies before her. Yet, above the beating of the storm outside, he could hear her saying,—
"Yes! I promise to be good— (sob)— and to go with Mrs. Pyecroft— (sob)— and to try to like another guardian— (sob)— and not to cry any more— (sob)— and— oh, please, don't you do it either!"
But here Mr. Hamlin slipped out of the room and out of the house, with a rather grave face. An hour later, when the colonel drove up to the Pyecrofts' door with Pansy, he found that Mr. Pyecroft was slightly embarrassed, and a figure, which, in the darkness, seemed to resemble Mr. Hamlin's, had just emerged from the door as he entered.
Yet the sun was not up on Burnt Ridge earlier than Mr. Hamlin. The storm of the night before had blown itself out; a few shreds of mist hung in the valleys from the Ridge, that lay above coldly reddening. Then a breeze swept over it, and out of the dissipating mist fringe Mr. Hamlin saw two black figures, closely buttoned up like himself, emerge, which he recognized as Beeswinger and Wynyard, followed by their seconds. But the colonel came not, Hamlin joined the others in an animated confidential conversation, attended by a watchful outlook for the missing adversary. Five, ten minutes elapsed, and yet the usually prompt colonel was not there. Mr. Hamlin looked grave; Wynyard and Beeswinger exchanged interrogatory glances. Then a buggy was seen driving furiously up the grade, and from it leaped Colonel Starbottle, accompanied by Dick MacKinstry, his second, carrying his pistol case. And then— strangely enough for men who were waiting the coming of an antagonist who was a dead shot— they drew a breath of relief!
MacKinstry slightly preceded his principal, and the others could see that Starbottle, though erect, was walking slowly. They were surprised also to observe that he was haggard and hollow eyed, and seemed, in the few hours that had elapsed since they last saw him, to have aged ten years. MacKinstry, a tall Kentuckian, saluted, and was the first one to speak.
"Colonel Starbottle," he said formally, "desires to express his regrets at this delay, which was unavoidable, as he was obliged to attend his ward, who was leaving by the down coach for Sacramento with Mrs. Pyecroft, this morning." Hamlin, Wynyard, and Beeswinger exchanged glances. "Colonel Starbottle," continued MacKinstry, turning to his principal, "desires to say a word to Mr. Hamlin."
As Mr. Hamlin would have advanced from the group, Colonel Starbottle lifted his hand deprecatingly. "What I have to say must be said before these gentlemen," he began slowly. "Mr. Hamlin— sir! when I solicited the honor of this meeting I was under a grievous misapprehension of the intent and purpose of your comments on my action last evening. I think," he added, slightly inflating his buttoned-up figure, "that the reputation I have always borne in— er— meetings of this kind will prevent any— er— misunderstanding of my present action— which is to— er— ask permission to withdraw my challenge— and to humbly beg your pardon."
The astonishment produced by this unexpected apology, and Mr. Hamlin's prompt grasp of the colonel's hand, had scarcely passed before the colonel drew himself up again, and turning to his second said, "And now I am at the service of Judge Beeswinger and Mr. Wynyard— whichever may elect to honor me first."
But the two men thus addressed looked for a moment strangely foolish and embarrassed. Yet the awkwardness was at last broken by Judge Beeswinger frankly advancing towards the colonel with an outstretched hand. "We came here only to apologize, Colonel Starbottle. Without possessing your reputation and experience in these matters, we still think we can claim, as you have, an equal exemption from any misunderstanding when we say that we deeply regret our foolish and discourteous conduct last evening."
A quick flush mounted to the colonel's haggard cheek as he drew back with a suspicious glance at Hamlin.
"Mr. Hamlin!— gentlemen!— if this is— er— !"
But before he could finish his sentence Hamlin had clapped his hand on the colonel's shoulder. "You'll take my word, colonel, that these gentlemen honestly intended to apologize, and came here for that purpose;— and— so did I— only you anticipated me!"
In the laughter that followed Mr. Hamlin's frankness the colonel's features relaxed grimly, and he shook the hands of his late possible antagonists.
"And now," said Mr. Hamlin gayly, "you'll all adjourn to breakfast with me— and try to make up for the supper we left unfinished last night."
It was the only allusion to that interruption and its consequences, for during the breakfast the colonel said nothing in regard to his ward, and the other guests were discreetly reticent. But Mr. Hamlin was not satisfied. He managed to get the colonel's servant, Jim, aside, and extracted from the negro that Colonel Starbottle had taken the child that night to Pyecroft's; that he had had a long interview with Pyecroft; had written letters and "walked de flo'" all night; that he (Jim) was glad the child was gone!
"Why?" asked Hamlin, with affected carelessness.
"She was just makin' de kernel like any o' de low-down No'th'n folks— keerful, and stingy, and mighty 'fraid o' de opinions o' de biggety people. And fo' what? Jess to strut round wid dat child like he was her 'spectable go to meeting fader!"
"And was the child sorry to leave him?" asked Hamlin.
"Wull— no, sah. De mighty curos thing, Marse Jack, about the gals— big and little— is dey just use de kernel— dat's all! Dey just use de ole man like a pole to bring down deir persimmons— see?"
But Mr. Hamlin did not smile.
Later it was known that Colonel Starbottle had resigned his guardianship with the consent of the court. Whether he ever again saw his late ward was not known, nor if he remained loyal to his memories of her.
Readers of these chronicles may, however, remember that years after, when the colonel married the widow of a certain Mr. Tretherick, both in his courtship and his short married life he was singularly indifferent to the childish graces of Carrie Tretherick, her beloved little daughter, and that his obtuseness in that respect provoked the widow's ire.
__________
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MRS. DENIS HAD COME IN, tired in body and heart. She had been to see her husband at the county asylum, and it was always a melancholy, visit. She felt this evening, a mood unusual to her, a profound discouragement. Only for poor Jack, whose fees as a paying patient must be earned, and whom she must be ready to receive when his lucid intervals occurred, she would have liked to lie down on the sands outside and let the encroaching tide cover her. Not that she thought of suicide. Susan Denis was a devout woman, and she never thought of sinning against her faith. But she had felt to-night, as she dragged her tired limbs from the station, that the best lot in all the world would have been just to have been born, to have been made a child of God. and then to have died.
She was a little woman, black-eyed and pretty, and usually full of energy. The little kitchen in which she sat, too tired to take off her bonnet, bore witness to her housewifely qualities, for though she was a lady she did her own work. The tiled floor freshly ochred was bright and pleasant. The plates shone on the dresser, and the bright tins winked from the wall as the firelight rose and fell. Mrs. Sharp's Meggy from next door had been in to light the fire before Mrs. Denis should come home, and the kettle was singing a cheerful song as the mistress of the little house sat there too tired to go upstairs yet awhile. She felt so lonely and so helpless that she could not have borne Meggy's observant eyes; although they would have expressed nothing but sympathy, for the neighbors, young and old and of all classes, were sorry for Mrs. Denis and good to her. The only sympathy she could bear was the constant sympathy of Trust, her old terrier, who sat now with his head on her knee looking up at her with deep eyes that seemed to understand. She and Trust had suffered so much together.
Through the dull trouble of remembering Jack's alienated gaze as she had tried to talk to him there came the question, how was she to pay for him in the asylum and keep herself during these winter months?
In summer she usually netted a good deal from letting her upper floor to London ladies or gentlemen. Her house was as neat as a doll's house, someone had said, and nearly as small. But what joy for Londoners to rise out of the lavender-scented sheets, haying left London only the day before, and, drawing the chintz curtains, to look upon the grey sea turning aquamarine and sapphire In the distance!
Sandy Bay was still quite unspoilt, though the railway passed within a couple of miles of it. The place belonged to a very conservative lord of the soil, who would have no Casino, no promenade pier, no bands, no Christy Minstrels, no amateur photographers, none of the orthodox seaside delights. So only very quiet people, anxious for a rest and change, came there season after season.
But this summer Mrs. Denis had had to say "no" to her faithful patrons. Jack Denis's was a recurring madness. For months at a time he would be quite sane. As soon as these lucid intervals set in his true-hearted wife would come to the asylum and fetch him home. Poor fellow, at the best he was melancholy with the knowledge of his hard doom! It was his wife's task of Sisyphus to lead him out of himself, and cheer him with her talk, innocent and merry, or to lift him up with the certainty of her undying devotion. But the minute she relaxed her efforts, down he tumbled once more into the nethermost pit of dejection.
Jack had been at home six months the last time, and the strain showed itself still in her white cheeks and the air of weariness, which, now that he could not see her, she was at no pains to conceal. She never knew when the madness would return, and she had not dared do anything but refuse her lodgers. As she sat she mechanically turned up her sleeve and revealed an arm, white and round, but marred by a bitter black bruise. Poor Jack! Her heart ached for him as she remembered his shame and agony when he had discovered the scar on her temple, which she always concealed so carefully under a little wave of hair. He had turned away from her, and covered his face with his hands, and cried like a child.
These things had gone on nearly from' the threshold of her married life. Jack had had an injury to his head. His horse had thrown him and had kicked him as he lay, and soon afterwards, when the wound was healed and he was about again, the injury to his brain had revealed itself.
If you wanted an opinion of Mrs. Denis you should ask Dr. Walton at the asylum. That distinguished physician was moved to an emotion foreign to him when he spoke of her.
"Talk of heroines," he would say, "why, there's a little woman not much bigger than a child, and she takes her life in her hands to comfort that poor beggar when he has a sane interval, and realises the danger, mind you. No one can say when and how his attacks will recur, and though she knows the symptoms she can't always get him off in time. Violent! I should think he is violent when the fit seizes him, and he's more likely to hurt her than anyone else. Poor beggar, it would be a lot more merciful for both of them if he were mad all the time!"
But even the doctor did not suspect that Mrs. Denis had not given her husband the perfect love which would have made the poor shell of the man infinitely dear, and all sacrifice sweet. She had married him soon after a young cousin had been drowned at sea to whom she had given her girlish love She had married him because he so greatly desired it, and because she had been too low and dispirited at the time to resist him. The love might have come if Jack had had time for he was a good fellow, and fond of her. But now, though she gave hire infinite compassion and unwearying tenderness, she would never give him the love which would have lifted her care of him to something of exaltation and rapture.
Look at her as she sits mechanically smoothing a fold of her bonnet-string! She is pretty and refined, with something about her pose bright and glancing. But there is just such a cloud on her as might lie on a sick bird. Her bright eye is dim, her soft hair rough, her attitude one of dejection.
She stood up at last, and made her tea. Then she went to her room and put away her bonnet and cloak with anxious tidiness. Trust had followed her upstairs, and lay blinking at her with his nose on his paws. As she turned from smoothing her hair at the glass her eye fell on him.
"What are we to do, Trust?" she asked— she had got into a way of talking to her dog. "What are we to do for money till the summer comes round? The pension will nearly all go for your master, old fellow, and if we can't eke out what's left somehow, there'll be short commons for you and me."
The dog looked at her intelligently. Then he pricked up. his ears and listened. Yes, there was a knock at the door, which, without any intervening hall, opened straight on the little kitchen from the seashore. Some of the neighbors, no doubt, had come to see if she wanted for anything.
When she opened the door the wind rushed in and roughened her smooth hair. There was a tall, grey-haired and grey-bearded gentleman standing in the doorway with a bag in his hand. As he lifted his hat his eyes took in the red-tiled kitchen with its leaping fire, and the tea spread on a snowy napkin on the scarcely less snowy table, and he looked pleased.
"Are you Mrs. Denis?" he asked, and before she could answer him he had put one foot over her threshold. Outside a cold rain had set in, and the black sea was troubled.
"Because," he went on when she had answered him, "Mrs. Rooke at the Rectory sent me here to ask for lodging. I came down to see my friend, Mr. St. Quintin, for a week, and find he is away and the house occupied by strangers. I hope you can put me up for a night or two."
"Certainly," Mrs. Denis answered, with a soft intonation that pleased him. "Won't you come in and sit down while I put your room a little to rights?"
He stepped in briskly, as though glad to exchange the night outside for the comfort within, and dropped into Mrs. Denis's armchair with a long sigh of content.
When she had come down again he shouldered his bag and tramped upstairs. He looked about him with approval. The bare floor, with its couple of rugs was spotlessly clean. Loose chintz window curtains were drawn across the little casement. The sheets and blankets airing by the newly-made fire sent out a sweet country smell.
"If she has a room where I can write, and if she can give me something fit to eat, I shan't miss St. Quintin so much after all," he said to himself as he exchanged his boots for slippers and put on a comfortable old coat
Mr. Sinclair came for a week, but time went, and though he frequently talked of returning to town, he still stayed. He had Mrs. Denis' little parlor with its green wall-paper covered with roses, its cupboard of china and shelf of old-fashioned books and its jars of pot-pourri, which waged an incessant struggle against the odour of damp that intruded itself when a fire was not constantly kept going.
At his table, drawn under the low window, Mr. Sinclair seemed to do a deal of writing. At first the books he had brought in his bag served him. Then he made an excursion up to town and brought back a great box of them. They lay on the floor and the sofa, and everywhere, and were an eyesore to Mrs. Denis with her housewifely instincts, till at last she got the carpenter to run up a few shelves around the walls of Mr. Sinclair's bedroom.
When the books were established that gentleman viewed them with satisfaction.
"Better than Bloomsbury," he said to himself, as he looked out of one little window to the sea, and saw from the other the little garden where everything began to grow grey and indistinct with buds.
He went to dine two or three evenings in the week with Mr. St. Quintin, who had returned, and sometimes the rector dined with him and enjoyed much Mrs. Denis's excellent cookery. He was rejoiced to have his friend so near. Both were bachelors, and their tastes were alike, though the rector dabbled with science in a gentle, amateurish way, while Mr. Sinclair was to some extent a famous man.
The year turned round to spring, and then to summer. Mrs. Dennis's summer visitors had sought her out and been refused. Mr. Sinclair seemed in permanent occupation of her rooms. She did not appear anxious to have anyone else, for there was a room in the gable still unoccupied. At last she had to reckon with an insistent application. This was a Miss Doyne, a literary lady who had been sent by a former inhabitant of the gable-room. She would not take "No" for an answer.
"Though I'm ample," she said, "you'd be surprised at how I can squeeze in. Please don't deny a weary traveller. I shall not give much trouble."
She was as good as her word. The little maid, whom Mrs. Denis had added to her establishment since Mr. Sinclair had become an inmate, found the new lady very unexacting. She and Mr. Sinclair were so quiet in the house "that they might as well be out of it," Jinny remarked. Miss Doyne took long walks over the sand cliffs into the interior all alone, or went off on her bicycle, which was a permanent wonder to the inhabitants of Sandy Bay, and remained out all day.
She had been a nurse at one time, she told Mrs. Denis, and the latter often thought what a brisk and reassuring presence in a sick-room hers would be. While she talked, Mrs. Denis would sit and regard her with eyes of admiration, which perhaps pleased the eider woman, for she became quite affectionate in her manner to her little landlady. She was a big woman and very handsome, with splendid coils of grey hair low on her stately neck. She had blue eyes, and very rosy cheeks, and her face sparkled so that she suggested to Susan Denis a picture of a lady in frost. She seemed alive and , tingling down to her finger-tips.
After a time, she and Mr. Sinclair got to know each other, and then she did not so often go long walks alone. Mr. Sinclair accompanied her pretty constantly, and Mr. St. Quintin sometimes made one of the party. An odd kind of friendship had sprung up between the fellow-lodgers. They seemed to be always wrangling when ever Mrs. Denis heard them. Mr. Sinclair had old-fashioned ideas about women. Miss Doyne advocated everything that was most advanced. They liked better to disagree than to agree. Miss Doyne's quick, clear voice was always in a high wind of argument, and when she had said her say, Mr. Sinclair would come in with a sharp jest, which Susan Denis thought quite demolished his opponent's premises. But if the speeches had a note of sub-acidity about them, in the minds of the two was nothing but goodwill towards each other.
Susan now presided over meals, looking so dainty and fresh that no one could believe she had done the cooking before taking her place at the head of the table.
She felt happy generally in those days, though once a month when she paid her visit to the asylum, she came back with an obvious depression that Mr. Sinclair dimly saw and was vexed at. Neither he nor Miss Doyne had the least idea of Susan's great trouble. Neither knew she had a husband living. But with masculine selfishness the man was grieved when the bright, quiet little presence at the head of the table became sad and pale.
He was soon to learn the reason. One morning there came a letter from the asylum to Mrs. Denis to tell her that her husband's mad fit was over for the time being, and she might remove him. For the first time the news was a blow to her, though she hardly knew why. For the first time, during many hard years, she had been taking some pleasure in life, and now— She gave a great sigh as she folded the letter and put it away.
"Oh, poor, poor Jack!'' she said, with a sudden revulsion of feeling. "Your own wife loves you, and will take care of you before all the world."
It was this morning of all mornings that Jinny, a precocious imp of fifteen, with a cast in her eye that gave her a certain wild look, took it upon herself to prophesy.
"What a beautiful couple they'll make, to be sure, 'm!" she burst out, with an enthusiasm that made her stop half-way in sand-papering the poker.
"Who?", said Mrs. Denis, in amazement.
"Oo! Wy, Mr. Sinclair an' Miss Doyne, 'm. Everyone says as 'ow they're' made for each other, though mother do say Miss Doyne's a sight older than Mr. Sinclair, for all 'is grey 'air."
"Jinny," said Susan Denis, a little sharply, "I wish you wouldn't gossip about the people in this house; and, above all, I wish you wouldn't repeat village gossip to me."
"Lor, 'm!" said the aggrieved Jinny, returning to her neglected duties. "I'm sure I didn't mean no harm."
But Mrs. Denis had gone upstairs to her own room, where she began to think out what was best to be done about her lodgers. As she was thinking, she got out the sober hat and cloak in which she always paid her visits to the asylum. One thing she was sure of, they would have to go. It was a thousand pities that Mr. Sinclair should have established himself as though for a long time; but it couldn't be helped now. She couldn't well ask them to leave that very day, to be sure, and poor Jack mustn't remain in that Inferno an hour longer than she could help it; but they must go next week.
She put on her bonnet and cloak, and went down to the parlor. Mr. Sinclair was at his table writing when she went in.
"Well," he said as he stood up and gave her a chair, "are you off to the town? Come to see if I have any commissions, eh?"
He was mending a pen, and had not noticed the gravity of her face.
"If you please, Mr. Sinclair," she said, in a low voice, "I shall want my rooms as soon as you can find it convenient to give them up."
"Give them up!" shouted her lodger. "Why, I don't mean to give them up. I never was so comfortable in my life!"
"I shall want the rooms," she answered. "I am very sorry, but I shall want them, indeed."
He turned and looked at her. She was pale, and there were traces of tears about her eyes. Then he came over to her and put his hand impulsively on her shoulder.
"My little .woman," he said, with a quiet affectionateness, "what is the matter, and why do you want to turn me out? You might know I wouldn't go. I am too happy."
"Miss Doyne will be going too," blurted Susan.
He looked at her curiously. Then he gave a little laugh.
"I shall lose a good comrade, but not for long. I think she will soon be back at the Rectory, as Mrs. St. Quintin. Is that news to you? I only heard it myself last night."
Susan's face cleared for an instant, then it fell again.
"You don't know," she said, "that I have a husband in the asylum."
"A husband!" echoed Mr. Sinclair, incredulously. "Good God, no! You are playing with me!"
He had turned rod and pale. As he spoke his fingers unconsciously clutched Susan's shoulder till she could have cried out. She went on in a sad voice:
"He has been mad at intervals almost since our marriage. When he is sane, I take him home till the madness comes back again, but I must be alone to take care of him, for I never know when he will break out."
"You mean to say that you shut yourself up here alone with a man liable to sudden madness?"
She nodded her head. She had the air of a little martyr. He thought, with a shudder, that she knew her husband would kill her some day.
"And you want me to go away and leave you in these circumstances?"
She nodded her head again.
"Well, then, I shall not go," he said. "There is a thousand times more reason now why I should remain."
She looked at him half with admiration, half with appeal. He understood that she shrank from letting him see her poor wreck of a man.
"My dear," he said, his manner changing to that of a kind doctor, "do not mind me. I have been studying madness for years. I have been seeing sad and painful things all my life. I shall help you with him, and shall have only profound pity for him. Let me stay!"
"If I do not, you will say that you will not go," said Mrs. Denis, naively.
"I believe I should," he answered, holding the door open for her as if the whole question were settled.
As for Miss Doyne, when she heard Susan's story, she just took her in her arms and cried over her. But for going she was as obstinate as Mr. Sinclair.
"You won't separate a pair of old lovers," she said, with a light in her eyes that softened her face wonderfully. "I've promised Everard— Mr. St. Quintin—to marry him next month. We are too old to endure the chances of life and death that are involved in delay and absence from each other. Till then, let me stay, my dear."
"I thought," said Susan Denis, with sudden boldness, "that it was Mr. Sinclair.
"You foolish woman! He is fifteen years younger than I am, for all his grey hairs. Have they deceived you? He has never thought of me."
She stopped as if she had been on the point of saying more, and glanced sharply at the other woman's face, but the unconscious innocence of it reassured her.
"Dear soul," she said in her own mind, "she would never imagine that anybody could be in love with her because she is married. As if that always prevented it!"
After that began the faithful seven years in which Godfrey Sinclair served for his Rachel with no hope of ultimate reward. By patience and gentleness he won poor Jack Denis's affection. When Miss Doyne had gone to the Rectory as Mrs. St. Quintin, Mr. Sinclair remained, Susan Denis's one lodger. During the intervals when Jack was at home he was his constant companion. When he was not he fell back behind the little barrier of reserve that Susan thought it well to set up between them when there was no longer her husband's presence. Once it happened in those years that Mr. Sinclair took it into his head to shave off his beard. Without it he was a young man, and an uncommonly handsome one. The grey hair but made the young face more distinguished. Mr. St. Quintin was right when he had told his wife that before Sinclair buried himself in study he was one of the best-looking men in town.
"Do you think, Everard," Mrs. St. Quintin sometimes asked her husband, "that she guesses at all at what the man is doing for her? Dear as she is, it seems too great a sacrifice for any woman."
"Sinclair, like myself, my dear," replied Mr. St. Quintin, with tender gallantry, "has never loved but once."
Then when the seven years were done Jack Denis died. He was laid in the little churchyard on the cliffs at Sandy Bay, and his widow, though she was lonely for him as women always are when they lose a burden and a dependent, could not but be glad that his long suffering was over.
The first weeks after his death passed much as usual. Then one day Mr Sinclair spoke. He had prevailed on Mrs. Denis to walk with him to the Rectory,
"Susan," he said, suddenly, "are things to go on for ever in this way? I am a young man and you are a young woman, no longer protected by even such a marriage as yours was. It doesn't seem to me that the thing will work."
"Will people talk?" she said, looking at him with quick alarm.
"They might, but it is not so much that as that my endurance is nearly at an end. I have served seven years for you, my Rachel! You do not want me to wait seven more?"
"No," she said, lifting her head bravely. "I love you, though it is only now I know that I have always loved you. But we must not forget that my husband is dead so short a time."
"My dearest"— and he kissed her. "Come, and we will talk to Mrs. St. Quintin about it. She is a clear-headed woman, and she will tell you what I tell you, that I have served long enough. Your marriage was not like other marriages."
A few days later Mr. Sinclair left Sandy Bay. It was said that he was going to Berlin for two years to do some scientific work. A week or so later Mrs. Denis shut up her house and went off to London with Mr. and Mrs. St. Quintin. They returned without her a few weeks later, and replied to inquiries for her that she was with friends having a long rest and change after all her years of trouble.
But what a sensation it caused when Mrs. Denis came back as Mrs. Sinclair, after two years were up, and with a little daughter of a year old, too!
You would hardly know the cottage now. Mr. Sinclair has added so much to it that it straggles over where the little garden once was, and there is a part of it reaching out towards the sea, and an odd room built on top at the back of the gable-room, of which you can't see the wall for books. There never was such a happy couple as Mr. and Mrs. Sinclair, unless, perhaps, it is Mr. and Mrs. St. Quintin.
_________
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ONE EVENING IN AUTUMN, when the deformities of London were veiled in faint, blue mist and its vistas and far-reaching streets seemed splendid, Mr. Charles Salisbury was slowly pacing down Rupert Street, drawing nearer to his favourite restaurant by slow degrees. His eyes were downcast in study of the pavement, and thus it was that as he passed in at the narrow door a man who had come up from the lower end of the street jostled against him.
"I beg your pardon— wasn't looking where I was going. Why, it's Dyson!"
"Yes, quite so. How are you, Salisbury?"
"Quite well. But where have you been, Dyson? I don't think I can have seen you for the last five years."
"No; I dare say not. You remember I was getting rather hard up when you came to my place at Charlotte Street?"
"Perfectly. I think I remember your telling me that you owed five weeks' rent, and that you had parted with your watch for a comparatively small sum."
"My dear Salisbury, your memory is admirable. Yes, I was hard up. But the curious thing is that soon after you saw me I became harder up. My financial state was described by a friend as 'stone broke.' I don't approve of slang, mind you, but such was my condition. But suppose we go in; there might be other people who would like to dine— it's a human weakness, Salisbury."
"Certainly; come along. I was wondering as I walked down whether the corner table were taken. It has a velvet back, you know."
"I know the spot; it's vacant. Yes, as I was saying, I became even harder up."
"What did you do then?" asked Salisbury, disposing of his hat, and settling down in the corner of the seat, with a glance of fond anticipation at the menu.
"What did I do? Why, I sat down and reflected. I had a good classical education, and a positive distaste for business of any kind; that was the capital with which I faced the world. Do you know, I have heard people describe olives as nasty! What lamentable philistinism! I have often thought, Salisbury, that I could write genuine poetry under the influence of olives and red wine. Let us have Chianti; it may not be very good, but the flasks are simply charming."
"It is pretty good here. We may as well have a big flask."
"Very good. I reflected, then, on my want of prospects, and I determined to embark in literature."
"Really, that was strange. You seem in pretty comfortable circumstances, though."
"Though! What a satire upon a noble profession. I am afraid, Salisbury, you haven't a proper idea of the dignity of an artist. You see me sitting at my desk,— or at least you can see me if you care to call,— with pen and ink, and simple nothingness before me, and if you come again in a few hours you will (in all probability) find a creation!"
"Yes, quite so. I had an idea that literature was not remunerative."
"You are mistaken; its rewards are great. I may mention, by the way, that shortly after you saw me I succeeded to a small income. An uncle died, and proved unexpectedly generous."
"Ah, I see. That must have been convenient."
"It was pleasant,— undeniably pleasant. I have always considered it in the light of an endowment of my researches. I told you I was a man of letters; it would, perhaps, be more correct to describe myself as a man of science."
"Dear me, Dyson, you have really changed very much in the last few years. I had a notion, don't you know, that you were a sort of idler about town, the kind of man one might meet on the north side of Piccadilly every day from May to July."
"Exactly. I was even then forming myself, though all unconsciously. You know my poor father could not afford to send me to the university. I used to grumble in my ignorance at not having completed my education. That was the folly of youth, Salisbury; my university was Piccadilly. There I began to study the great science which still occupies me."
"What science do you mean?"
"The science of the great city; the physiology of London; literally and metaphysically the greatest subject that the mind of man can conceive. What an admirable salmi this is; undoubtedly the final end of the pheasant. Yes, I feel sometimes positively overwhelmed with the thought of the vastness and complexity of London. Paris a man may get to understand thoroughly with a reasonable amount of study; but London is always a mystery. In Paris you may say, 'Here live the actresses, here the Bohemians, and the Ratés;' but it is different in London. You may point out a street, correctly enough, as the abode of washerwomen; but, in that second floor, a man may be studying Chaldee roots, and in the garret over the way a forgotten artist is dying by inches."
"I see you are Dyson, unchanged and unchangeable," said Salisbury, slowly sipping his Chianti. "I think you are misled by a too fervid imagination; the mystery of London exists only in your fancy. It seems to me a dull place enough. We seldom hear of a really artistic crime in London, whereas I believe Paris abounds in that sort of thing."
"Give me some more wine. Thanks. You are mistaken, my dear fellow, you are really mistaken. London has nothing to be ashamed of in the way of crime. Where we fail is for want of Homers, not Agamemnons. Carent quia vale sacro, you know."
"I recall the quotation. But I don't think I quite follow you."
"Well, in plain language, we have no good writers in London who make a specialty of that kind of thing. Our common reporter is a dull dog; every story that he has to tell is spoilt in the telling. His idea of horror and of what excites horror is so lamentably deficient. Nothing will content the fellow but blood, vulgar red blood, and when he can get it he lays it on thick, and considers that he has produced a telling story. It's a poor notion. And, by some curious fatality, it is the most commonplace and brutal murders which always attract the most attention and get written up the most. For instance, I dare say that you never heard of the Harlesden case?"
"No, no; I don't remember anything about it."
"Of course not. And yet the story is a curious one. I will tell it you over our coffee. Harlesden, you know, or I expect you don't know, is quite on the out-quarters of London; something curiously different from your fine old crusted suburb like Norwood or Hampstead, different as each of these is from the other. Hampstead, I mean, is where you look for the head of your great China house with his three acres of land and pine houses, though of late there is the artistic substratum; while Norwood is the home of the prosperous middle-class family who took the house 'because it was near the Palace,' and sickened of the Palace six months afterwards; but Harlesden is a place of no character. It's too new to have any character as yet. There are the rows of red houses and the rows of white houses and the bright green venetians, and the blistering doorways, and the little back-yards they call gardens, and a few feeble shops, and then, just as you think you're going to grasp the physiognomy of the settlement it all melts away."
"How the dickens is that? The houses don't tumble down before one's eyes I suppose."
"Well, no, not exactly that. But Harlesden as an entity disappears. Your street turns into a quiet lane, and your staring houses into elm trees, and the back gardens into green meadows. You pass instantly from town to country; there is no transition as in a small country town, no soft gradations of wider lawns and orchards, with houses gradually becoming less dense, but a dead stop. I believe the people who live there mostly go into the city. I have seen once or twice a laden 'bus bound thitherwards. But however that may be, I can't conceive a greater loneliness in a desert at midnight than there is there at midday. It is like a city of the dead; the streets are glaring and desolate, and as you pass it suddenly strikes you that this, too, is part of London. Well, a year or two ago there was a doctor living there; he had set up his brass plate and his red lamp at the very end of one of those shining streets, and from the back of the house the fields stretched away to the north. I don't know what his reason was in settling down in such an out-of-the-way place, perhaps Dr. Black, as we will call him, was a far-seeing man and looked ahead. His relations, so it appeared afterwards, had lost sight of him for many years and didn't even know he was a doctor, much less where he lived. However, there he was, settled in Harlesden, with some fragments of a practice, and an uncommonly pretty wife. People used to see them walking out together in the summer evenings soon after they came to Harlesden, and, so far as could be observed, they seemed a very affectionate couple. These walks went on through the autumn, and then ceased; but, of course, as the days grew dark and the weather cold, the lanes near Harlesden might be expected to lose many of their attractions. All through the winter nobody saw anything of Mrs. Black; the doctor used to reply to his patients' inquiries that she was a 'little out of sorts, would be better, no doubt, in the spring.' But the spring came, and the summer, and no Mrs. Black appeared, and at last people began to rumor and talk amongst themselves, and all sorts of queer things were said at 'high teas,' which you may possibly have heard are the only form of entertainment known in such suburbs. Dr. Black began to surprise some very odd looks cast in his direction, and the practice, such as it was, fell off before his eyes. In short, when the neighbours whispered about the matter, they whispered that Mrs. Black was dead, and that the doctor had made away with her. But this wasn't the case; Mrs. Black was seen alive in June. It was a Sunday afternoon, one of those few exquisite days that an English climate offers, and half London had strayed out into the fields North, South, East, and West, to smell the scent of the white May, and to see if the wild roses were yet in blossom in the hedges. I had gone out myself early in the morning, and had had a long ramble, and somehow or other, as I was steering homeward, I found myself in this very Harlesden we have been talking about. To be exact, I had a glass of beer in the 'General Gordon,' the most flourishing house in the neighbourhood, and as I was wandering rather aimlessly about I saw an uncommonly tempting gap in a hedgerow, and resolved to explore the meadow beyond. Soft grass is very grateful to the feet after the infernal grit strewn on suburban sidewalks, and after walking about for some time, I thought I should like to sit down on a bank and have a smoke. While I was getting out my pouch, I looked up in the direction of the houses, and as I looked I felt my breath caught back, and my teeth began to chatter, and the stick I had in one hand snapped in two with the grip I gave it. It was as if I had had an electric current down my spine, and yet for some moment of time which seemed long, but which must have been very short, I caught myself wondering what on earth was the matter. Then I knew what had made my very heart shudder and my bones grind together in an agony. As I glanced up I had looked straight towards the last house in the row before me, and in an upper window of that house I had seen for some short fraction of a second a face. It was the face of a woman, and yet it was not human. You and I, Salisbury, have heard in our time, as we sat in our seats in church in sober English fashion, of a lust that cannot be satiated, and of a fire that is unquenchable, but few of us have any notion what these words mean. I hope you never may, for as I saw that face at the window, with the blue sky above me and the warm air playing in gusts about me, I knew I had looked into another world— looked through the window of a commonplace, brand-new house, and seen hell open before me. When the first shock was over, I thought once or twice that I should have fainted; my face streamed with a cold sweat, and my breath came and went in sobs, as if I had been half drowned. I managed to get up at last, and walked round to the street, and there I saw the name Dr. Black on the post by the front gate. As fate or my luck would have it, the door opened and a man came down the steps as I passed by. I had no doubt it was the doctor himself. He was of a type rather common in London,— long and thin with a pasty face and a dull black moustache. He gave me a look as we passed each other on the pavement, and though it was merely the casual glance which one foot-passenger bestows on another, I felt convinced in my mind that here was an ugly customer to deal with. As you may imagine I went my way a good deal puzzled and horrified, too, by what I had seen; for I had paid another visit to the 'General Gordon,' and had got together a good deal of the common gossip of the place about the Blacks. I didn't mention the fact that I had seen a woman's face in the window; but I heard that Mrs. Black had been much admired for her beautiful golden hair, and round what had struck me with such a nameless terror there was a mist of flowing yellow hair, as it were an aureole of glory round the visage of a satyr. The whole thing bothered me in an indescribable manner; and when I got home I tried my best to think of the impression I had received as an illusion, but it was no use. I knew very well I had seen what I have tried to describe to you, and I was morally certain that I had seen Mrs. Black. And then there was the gossip of the place, the suspicion of foul play, which I knew to be false, and my own conviction that there was some deadly mischief or other going on in that bright red house at the corner of the Devon Road,— how to construct a theory of a reasonable kind out of these two elements. In short, I found myself in a world of mystery; I puzzled my head over it and filled up my leisure moments by gathering together odd threads of speculation, but I never moved a step toward any real solution, and as the summer days went on the matter seemed to grown misty and indistinct, shadowing some vague terror, like a nightmare of last month. I suppose it would before long have faded into the background of my brain— I should not have forgotten it, for such a thing could never be forgotten— but one morning as I was looking over the paper my eye was caught by a heading over some two dozen lines of small type. The words I had seen were simply, 'The Harlesden Case,' and I knew what I was going to read. Mrs. Black was dead. Black had called in another medical man to certify as to cause of death, and something or other had aroused the strange doctor's suspicions, and there had been an inquest and post-mortem. And the result? That, I will confess, did astonish me considerably; it was the triumph of the unexpected. The two doctors who made the autopsy were obliged to confess that they could not discover the faintest trace of any kind of foul play; their most exquisite tests and reagents failed to detect the presence of poison in the most infinitesimal quantity. Death, they found, had been caused by a somewhat obscure and scientifically interesting form of brain disease. The tissue of the brain and the molecules of the gray matter had undergone a most extraordinary series of changes; and the younger of the two doctors, who has some reputation, I believe, as a specialist in brain trouble, made some remarks in giving his evidence, which struck me deeply at the time, though I did not then grasp their full significance. He said: 'At the commencement of the examination I was astonished to find appearances of a character entirely new to me, notwithstanding my somewhat large experience. I need not specify these appearances at present; it will be sufficient for me to state that as I proceeded in my task I could scarcely believe that the brain before me was that of a human being at all.' There was some surprise at this statement, as you may imagine, and the coroner asked the doctor if he meant to say that the brain resembled that of an animal. 'No,' he replied, 'I should not put it in that way. Some of the appearances I noticed seemed to point in that direction, but others, and these were the more surprising, indicated a nervous organization of a wholly different character to that either of man or of the lower animals.' It was a curious thing to say, but of course the jury brought in a verdict of death from natural causes, and, so far as the public was concerned, the case came to an end. But after I had read what the doctor said, I made up my mind that I should like to know a good deal more, and I set to work on what seemed likely to prove an interesting investigation. I had really a good deal of trouble, but I was successful in a measure. Though— why, my dear fellow, I had no notion of the time. Are you aware that we have been here nearly four hours? The waiters are staring at us. Let's have the bill and be gone."
The two men went out in silence, and stood a moment in the cool air, watching the hurrying traffic of Coventry Street pass before them to the accompaniment of ringing bells of hansoms and the cries of the newsboys, the deep far murmur of London surging up ever and again from beneath these louder noises.
"It is a strange case, isn't it?" said Dyson, at length. "What do you think of it?"
"My dear fellow, I haven't heard the end, so I will reserve my opinion. When will you give me the sequel?"
"Come to my rooms some evening; say next Thursday. Here's the address. Good-night; I want to get down to the Strand."
Dyson hailed a passing hansom, and Salisbury turned northward to walk home to his lodgings.
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MR. SALISBURY, as may have been gathered from the few remarks which he had found it possible to introduce in the course of the evening, was a young gentleman of a peculiarly solid form of intellect, coy and retiring before the mysterious and the uncommon, with a constitutional dislike of paradox. During the restaurant dinner he had been forced to listen in almost absolute silence to a strange tissue of improbabilities strung together with the ingenuity of a born meddler in plots and mysteries, and it was with a feeling of weariness that he crossed Shaftesbury Avenue, and dived into the recesses of Soho, for his lodgings were in a modest neighbourhood to the north of Oxford Street. As he walked he speculated on the probable fate of Dyson, relying on literature unbefriended by a thoughtful relative; and could not help concluding that so much subtlety united to a too vivid imagination would in all likelihood have been rewarded with a pair of Sandwich-boards or a super's banner. Absorbed in this train of thought, and admiring the perverse dexterity which could transmute the face of a sickly woman and a case of brain disease into the crude elements of romance, Salisbury strayed on through the dimly lighted streets, not noticing the gusty wind which drove sharply round corners and whirled the stray rubbish of the pavement into the air in eddies, while black clouds gathered over the sickly yellow moon. Even a stray drop or two of rain blown into his face did not rouse him from his meditations, and it was only when with a sudden rush the storm tore down upon the street that he began to consider the expediency of finding some shelter. The rain, driven by the wind, pelted down with the violence of a thunder-storm, dashing up from the stones and hissing through the air, and soon a perfect torrent of water coursed along the kennels and accumulated in pools over the choked-up drains. The few stray passengers who had been loafing rather than walking about the street, had scuttered away like frightened rabbits to some invisible places of refuge, and though Salisbury whistled loud and long for a hansom, no hansom appeared. He looked about him, as if to discover how far he might be from the haven of Oxford Street; but strolling carelessly along he had turned out of his way, and found himself in an unknown region, and one to all appearance devoid even of a public-house where shelter could be bought for the modest sum of twopence. The street lamps were few and at long intervals, and burned behind grimy glasses with the sickly light of oil lamps, and by this wavering light Salisbury could make out the shadowy and vast old houses of which the street was composed. As he passed along, hurrying, and shrinking from the full sweep of the rain, he noticed the innumerable bell-handles, with names that seemed about to vanish of old age graven on brass plates beneath them, and here and there a richly carved pent-house overhung the door, blackening with the grime of fifty years. The storm seemed to grow more and more furious; he was wet through, and a new hat had become a ruin, and still Oxford Street seemed as far off as ever. It was with deep relief that the dripping man caught sight of a dark archway which seemed to promise shelter from the rain if not from the wind. Salisbury took up his position in the dryest corner and looked about him; he was standing in a kind of passage contrived under part of a house, and behind him stretched a narrow footway leading between blank walls to regions unknown. He had stood there for some time, vainly endeavouring to rid himself of some of his superfluous moisture, and listening for the passing wheel of a hansom, when his attention was aroused by a loud noise coming from the direction of the passage behind, and growing louder as it drew nearer. In a couple of minutes he could make out the shrill, raucous voice of a woman, threatening and denouncing and making the very stones echo with her accents, while now and then a man grumbled and expostulated. Though to all appearance devoid of romance, Salisbury had some relish for street rows, and was, indeed, somewhat of an amateur in the more amusing phases of drunkenness; he therefore composed himself to listen and observe with something of the air of a subscriber to grand opera. To his annoyance, however, the tempest seemed suddenly to be composed, and he could hear nothing but the impatient steps of the woman and the slow lurch of the man as they came toward him. Keeping back in the shadow of the wall, he could see the two drawing nearer; the man was evidently drunk, and had much ado to avoid frequent collision with the wall as he tacked across from one side to the other, like some bark beating up against a wind. The woman was looking straight in front of her, with tears streaming from her eyes, but suddenly as they went by, the flame blazed up again, and she burst forth into a torrent of abuse, facing round upon her companion.
"You low rascal! You mean, contemptible cur!" she went on, after an incoherent storm of curses: "You think I'm to work and slave for you always, I suppose, while you're after that Green Street girl and drinking every penny you've got. But you're mistaken, Sam,— indeed, I'll bear it no longer. Damn you, you dirty thief, I've done with you and your master too, so you can go your own errands, and I only hope they'll get you into trouble."
The woman tore at the bosom of her dress, and taking something out that looked like paper, crumpled it up and flung it away. It fell at Salisbury's feet. She ran out and disappeared in the darkness, while the man lurched slowly into the street, grumbling indistinctly to himself in a perplexed tone of voice. Salisbury looked out after him, and saw him maundering along the pavement, halting now and then and swaying indecisively, and then starting off at some fresh tangent. The sky had cleared, and white fleecy clouds were fleeting across the moon, high in the heaven. The light came and went by turns as the clouds passed by, and, turning round as the clear white rays shone into the passage, Salisbury saw the little ball of crumpled paper which the woman had cast down. Oddly curious to know what it might contain, he picked it up and put it in his pocket, and set out afresh on his journey.
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SALISBURY WAS A MAN OF HABIT. When he got home, drenched to the skin, his clothes hanging lank about him, and a ghastly dew besmearing his hat, his only thought was of his health, of which he took studious care. So, after changing his clothes and encasing himself in a warm dressing-gown he proceeded to prepare a sudorific in the shape of hot gin and water, warming the latter over one of those spirit lamps which mitigate the austerities of the modern hermit's life. By the time this preparation had been imbibed, and Salisbury's disturbed feelings had been soothed by a pipe of tobacco, he was able to get into bed in a happy state of vacuity, without a thought of his adventure in the dark archway, or of the weird fancies with which Dyson had seasoned his dinner. It was the same at breakfast the next morning, for Salisbury made a point of not thinking of anything until that meal was over; but when the cup and saucer were cleared away, and the morning pipe was lit, he remembered the little ball of paper, and began fumbling in the pockets of his wet coat. He did not remember into which pocket he had put it, and as he dived now into one, and now into another, he experienced a strange feeling of apprehension lest it should not be there at all, though he could not for the life of him have explained the importance he attached to what was in all probability mere rubbish. But he sighed with relief when his fingers touched the crumpled surface in an inside pocket, and he drew it out gently and laid it on the little desk by his easy chair with as much care as if it had been some rare jewel. Salisbury sat smoking and staring at his find for a few minutes, an odd temptation to throw the thing in the fire and have done with it struggling with as odd a speculation as to its possible contents and as to the reason why the infuriated woman should have flung a bit of paper from her with such vehemence. As might be expected, it was the latter feeling that conquered in the end, and yet it was with something like repugnance that he at last took the paper and unrolled it, and laid it out before him. It was a piece of common dirty paper, to all appearance torn out of a cheap exercise book, and in the middle were a few lines written in a queer cramped hand. Salisbury bent his head and stared eagerly at it for a moment, drawing a long breath, and then fell back in his chair gazing blankly before him, till at last with a sudden revulsion he burst into a peal of laughter, so long and loud and uproarious that the landlady's baby in the floor below awoke from sleep and echoed his mirth with hideous yells. But he laughed again and again, and took up the paper to read a second time what seemed such meaningless nonsense.
"Q. has had to go and see his friends in Paris," it began. "Traverse Handel S. 'Once around the grass, and twice around the lass, and thrice around the maple tree.'"
Salisbury took up the paper and crumpled it as the angry woman had done, and aimed it at the fire. He did not throw it there, however, but tossed it carelessly into the well of the desk, and laughed again. The sheer folly of the thing offended him, and he was ashamed of his own eager speculation, as one who pores over the high-sounding announcements in the agony column of the daily paper, and finds nothing but advertisement and triviality. He walked to the window, and stared out at the languid morning life of his quarter; the maids in slatternly print-dresses washing door-steps, the fishmonger and the butcher on their rounds, and the tradesmen standing at the doors of their small shops, drooping for lack of trade and excitement. In the distance a blue haze gave some grandeur to the prospect, but the view as a whole was depressing, and would have only interested a student of the life of London, who finds something rare and choice in its every aspect. Salisbury turned away in disgust, and settled himself in the easy chair, upholstered in a bright shade of green, and decked with yellow gimp, which was the pride and attraction of the apartments. Here he composed himself to his morning's occupation, the perusal of a novel that dealt with sport and love in a manner that suggested the collaboration of a stud-groom and a ladies' college. In an ordinary way, however, Salisbury would have been carried on by the interest of the story up to lunch time, but this morning he fidgeted in and out of his chair, took the book up and laid it down again, and swore at last to himself and at himself in mere irritation. In point of fact the jingle of the paper found in the archway had "got into his head," and do what he would he could not help muttering over and over, "Once around the grass, and twice around the lass, and thrice around the maple tree." It became a positive pain, like the foolish burden of a music-hall song, everlastingly quoted, and sung at all hours of the day and night, and treasured by the street boys as an unfailing resource for six months together. He went out into the streets, and tried to forget his enemy in the jostling of the crowds, and the roar and clatter of the traffic; but presently he would find himself stealing quietly aside and pacing some deserted byway, vainly puzzling his brains, and trying to fix some meaning to phrases that were meaningless. It was a positive relief when Thursday came, and he remembered that he had made an appointment to go and see Dyson; the flimsy reveries of the self-styled man of letters appeared entertaining when compared with this ceaseless iteration, this maze of thought from which there seemed no possibility of escape. Dyson's abode was in one of the quietest of the quiet streets that lead down from the Strand to the river, and when Salisbury passed from the narrow stairway into his friend's room, he saw that the uncle had been beneficent indeed. The floor glowed and flamed with all the colours of the east; it was, as Dyson pompously remarked, "a sunset in a dream," and the lamplight, the twilight of London streets, was shut out with strangely worked curtains, glittering here and there with threads of gold. In the shelves of an oak armoire stood jars and plates of old French china, and the black and white of etchings not to be found in the Haymarket or in Bond Street, stood out against the splendour of a Japanese paper. Salisbury sat down on the settle by the hearth, and sniffed the mingled fumes of incense and tobacco, wondering and dumb before all this splendour after the green rep and the oleographs, the gilt-framed mirror and the lustres of his own apartment.
"I am glad you have come," said Dyson. "Comfortable little room, isn't it? But you don't look very well, Salisbury. Nothing disagreed with you, has it?"
"No; but I have been a good deal bothered for the last few days. The fact is I had an odd kind of— of— adventure, I suppose I may call it, that night I saw you, and it has worried me a good deal. And the provoking part of it is that it's the merest nonsense— but, however, I will tell you all about it, by and by. You were going to let me have the rest of that odd story you began at the restaurant."
"Yes. But I am afraid, Salisbury, you are incorrigible. You are a slave to what you call matter of fact. You know perfectly well that in your heart you think the oddness in that case is of my making, and that it is all really as plain as the police reports. However, as I have begun, I will go on. But first we will have something to drink, and you may as well light your pipe."
Dyson went up to the oak cupboard, and drew from its depths a rotund bottle and two little glasses quaintly gilded.
"It's Benedictin," he said. "You'll have some, won't you?"
Salisbury assented, and the two men sat sipping and smoking reflectively for some minutes before Dyson began.
"Let me see," he said at last; "we were at the inquest, weren't we? No, we had done with that. Ah, I remember. I was telling you that on the whole I had been successful in my inquiries, investigation, or what ever you like to call it, into the matter. Wasn't that where I left off?"
"Yes, that was it. To be precise, I think 'though' was the last word you said on the matter."
"Exactly. I have been thinking it all over since the other night, and I have come to the conclusion that that 'though' is a very big 'though' indeed. Not to put too fine a point on it, I have had to confess that what I found out, or thought I found out, amounts in reality to nothing. I am as far away from the heart of the case as ever. However, I may as well tell you what I do know. You may remember my saying that I was impressed a good deal by some remarks of one of the doctors who gave evidence at the inquest. Well, I determined that my first step must be to try if I could get something more definite and intelligible out of that doctor. Somehow or other I managed to get an introduction to the man, and he gave me an appointment to come and see him. He turned out to be a pleasant, genial fellow; rather young and not in the least like the typical medical man, and he began the conference by offering me whiskey and cigars. I didn't think it worth while to beat about the bush, so I began by saying that part of his evidence at the Harlesden Inquest struck me as very peculiar, and I gave him the printed report, with the sentences in question underlined. He just glanced at the slip, and gave me a queer look. 'It struck you as peculiar, did it?' said he. 'Well, you must remember the Harlesden case was very peculiar. In fact, I think I may safely say that in some features it was unique— quite unique.' 'Quite so,' I replied, 'and that's exactly why it interests me, and why I want to know more about it. And I thought that if anybody could give me any information it would be you. What is your opinion of the matter?'
"It was a pretty downright sort of question, and my doctor looked rather taken aback.
" 'Well,' he said, 'as I fancy your motive in inquiring into the question must be mere curiosity, I think I may tell you my opinion with tolerable freedom. So, Mr.— Mr. Dyson, if you want to know my theory, it is this: I believe that Dr. Black killed his wife.'
" 'But the verdict,' I answered, 'the verdict was given from your own evidence.'
" 'Quite so, the verdict was given in accordance with the evidence of my colleague and myself, and, under the circumstances, I think the jury acted very sensibly. In fact I don't see what else they could have done. But I stick to my opinion, mind you, and I say this also: I don't wonder at Black's doing what I firmly believe he did. I think he was justified.'
" 'Justified! How could that be?' I asked. I was astonished, as you may imagine, at the answer I had got. The doctor wheeled round his chair, and looked steadily at me for a moment before he answered.
" 'I suppose you are not a man of science yourself? No; then it would be of no use my going into detail. I have always been firmly opposed myself to any partnership between physiology and psychology. I believe that both are bound to suffer. No one recognizes more decidedly than I do the impassable gulf, the fathomless abyss that separates the world of consciousness from the sphere of matter. We know that every change of consciousness is accompanied by a rearrangement of the molecules in the gray matter; and that is all. What the link between them is, or why they occur together, we do not know, and most authorities believe that we never can know. Yet, I will tell you that as I did my work, the knife in my hand, I felt convinced, in spite of all theories, that what lay before me was not the brain of a dead woman; not the brain of a human being at all. Of course I saw the face; but it was quite placid, devoid of all expression. It must have been a beautiful face, no doubt; but I can honestly say that I would not have looked in that face when there was life behind it for a thousand guineas, no, nor for twice that sum.'
" 'My dear sir,' I said, 'you surprise me extremely. You say that it was not the brain of a human being. What was it then?'
" 'The brain of a devil.' He spoke quite coolly, and never moved a muscle. 'The brain of a devil,' he repeated, 'and I have no doubt that Black put a pillow over her mouth and kept it there for a few minutes. I don't blame him if he did. Whatever Mrs. Black was, she was not fit to stay in this world. Will you have anything more? No? Good-night, good-night.'
"It was a queer sort of opinion to get from a man of science, wasn't it? When he was saying that he would not have looked on that face when alive for a thousand guineas or two thousand guineas, I was thinking of the face I had seen, but I said nothing. I went again to Harlesden, and passed from one shop to another, making small purchases, and trying to find out whether there was anything about the Blacks which was not already common property; but there was very little to hear. One of the tradesmen to whom I spoke said he had known the dead woman well— she used to buy of him such quantities of grocery as were required for their small household, for they never kept a servant, but had a charwoman in occasionally, and she had not seen Mrs. Black for months before she died. According to this man, Mrs. Black was 'a nice lady,' always kind and considerate, so fond of her husband, and he of her, as everyone thought. And yet, to put the doctor's opinion on one side, I knew what I had seen. And then, after thinking it all over and putting one thing with another, it seemed to me that the only person likely to give me much assistance would be Black himself, and I made up my mind to find him. Of course he wasn't to be found in Harlesden; he had left, I was told, directly after the funeral. Everything in the house had been sold, and one fine day Black got into the train with a small portmanteau, and went nobody knew where. It was a chance if he were ever heard of again, and it was by a mere chance that I came across him at last. I was walking one day along Gray's Inn Road, not bound for anywhere in particular, but looking about me, as usual, and holding on to my hat, for it was a gusty day in early March, and the wind was making the tree-tops in the Inn rock and quiver. I had come up from the Holborn end, and I had almost got to Theobald's Road, when I noticed a man walking in front of me, leaning on a stick and to all appearance very feeble. There was something about his look that made me curious, I don't know why; and I began to walk briskly, with the idea of overtaking him, when of a sudden his hat blew off, and came bounding along the pavement to my feet. Of course I rescued the hat, and gave it a glance as I went towards its owner. It was a biography in itself; a Piccadilly maker's name in the inside, but I don't think a beggar would have picked it out of the gutter. Then I looked up, and saw Dr. Black of Harlesden waiting for me. A queer thing, wasn't it? But, Salisbury, what a change! When I saw Dr. Black come down the steps of his house at Harlesden, he was an upright man, walking firmly with well-built limbs; a man, I should say, in the prime of his life. And now before me there crouched this wretched creature, bent and feeble, with shrunken cheeks, and hair that was whitening fast, and limbs that trembled and shook together, and misery in his eyes. He thanked me for bringing him his hat, saying, 'I don't think I should ever have got it, I can't run much now. A gusty day, sir, isn't it?' and with this he was turning away; but by little and little I contrived to draw him into the current of conversation, and we walked together eastward. I think the man would have been glad to get rid of me, but I didn't intend to let him go, and he stopped at last in front of a miserable house in a miserable street. It was, I verily believe, one of the most wretched quarters I have ever seen,— houses that must have been sordid and hideous enough when new, that had gathered foulness with every year, and now seemed to lean and totter to their fall. 'I live up there,' said Black, pointing to the tiles, 'not in the front,— in the back. I am very quiet there. I won't ask you to come in now, but perhaps some other day— — '
"I caught him up at that, and told him I should be only too glad to come and see him. He gave me an odd sort of glance, as if he was wondering what on earth I or anybody else could care about him, and I left him fumbling with his latch-key. I think you will say I did pretty well, when I tell you that within a few weeks I had made myself an intimate friend of Black's. I shall never forget the first time I went to this room; I hope I shall never see such abject, squalid misery again. The foul paper, from which all pattern or trace of a pattern had long vanished, subdued and penetrated with the grime of the evil street, was hanging in mouldering pennons from the wall. Only at the end of the room was it possible to stand upright; and the sight of the wretched bed and the odour of corruption that pervaded the place made me turn faint and sick. Here I found him munching a piece of bread; he seemed surprised to find that I had kept my promise, but he gave me his chair, and sat on the bed while we talked. I used to go and see him often, and we had long conversations together, but he never mentioned Harlesden or his wife. I fancy that he supposed me ignorant of the matter, or thought that if I had heard of it, I should never connect the respectable Dr. Black of Harlesden with a poor garreteer in the backwoods of London. He was a strange man, and as we sat together smoking, I often wondered whether he were mad or sane, for I think the wildest dreams of Paracelsus and the Rosicrucians would appear plain and sober fact, compared with the theories I have heard him earnestly advance in that grimy den of his. I once ventured to hint something of the sort to him; I suggested that something he had said was in flat contradiction to all science and all experience. 'No, Dyson,' he answered, 'not all experience, for mine counts for something. I am no dealer in unproved theories; what I say I have proved for myself, and at a terrible cost. There is a region of knowledge of which you will never know, which wise men, seeing from afar off, shun like the plague, as well they may; but into that region I have gone. If you knew, if you could even dream of what may be done, of what one or two men have done, in this quiet world of ours, your very soul would shudder and faint within you. What you have heard from me has been but the merest husk and outer covering of true science,— that science which means death and that which is more awful than death to those who gain it. No, Dyson, when men say that there are strange things in the world, they little know the awe and the terror that dwell always within them and about them.'"
There was a sort of fascination about the man that drew me to him, and I was quite sorry to have to leave London for a month or two; I missed his odd talk. A few days after I came back to town I thought I would go and look him up; but when I gave the two rings at the bell that used to summon him, there was no answer. I rang and rang again, and was just turning to go away, when the door opened and a dirty woman asked me what I wanted. From her look I fancy she took me for a plain-clothes officer after one of her lodgers; but when I inquired if Mr. Black was in, she gave me a stare of another kind. 'There's no Mr. Black lives here,' she said. 'He's gone. He's dead this six weeks. I always thought he was a bit queer in his head, or else had been and got into some trouble or other. He used to go out every morning from ten till one, and one Monday morning we heard him come in and go into his room and shut the door, and a few minutes after, just as we was a-sitting down to our dinner, there was such a scream that I thought I should have gone right off. And then we heard a stamping, and down he came raging and cursing most dreadful, swearing he had been robbed of something that was worth millions. And then he just dropped down in the passage, and we thought he was dead. We got him up to his room, and put him on his bed, and I just sat there and waited, while my 'usband he went for the doctor. And there was the winder wide open, and a little tin box he had lying on the floor open and empty; but of course nobody could possible have got in at the winder, and as for him having anything that was worth anything, it's nonsense, for he was often weeks and weeks behind with his rent, and my 'usband he threatened often and often to turn him into the street, for, as he said, we've got a living to myke like other people, and of course that's true; but somehow I didn't like to do it, though he was an odd kind of a man, and I fancy had been better off. And then the doctor came and looked at him, and said as he couldn't do nothing, and that night he died as I was a-sitting by his bed; and I can tell you that, with one thing and another, we lost money by him, for the few bits of clothes as he had were worth next to nothing when they came to be sold.'
"I gave the woman half a sovereign for her trouble, and went home thinking of Dr. Black and the epitaph she had made him, and wondering at his strange fancy that he had been robbed. I take it that he had very little to fear on that score, poor fellow; but I suppose that he was really mad, and died in a sudden access of his mania. His landlady said that once or twice when she had had occasion to go into his room (to dun the poor wretch for his rent, most likely), he would keep her at the door for about a minute, and that when she came in she would find him putting away his tin box in the corner by the window. I suppose he had become possessed with the idea of some great treasure, and fancied himself a wealthy man in the midst of all his misery.
"Explicit, my tale is ended; and you see that though I knew Black I know nothing of his wife or of the history of her death. That's the Harlesden case, Salisbury, and I think it interests me all the more deeply because there does not seem the shadow of a possibility that I or anyone else will ever know more about it. What do you think of it?"
"Well, Dyson, I must say that I think you have contrived to surround the whole thing with a mystery of your own making. I go for the doctor's solution,— Black murdered his wife, being himself, in all probability, an undeveloped lunatic."
"What? Do you believe, then, that this woman was something too awful, too terrible, to be allowed to remain on the earth? You will remember that the doctor said it was the brain of a devil?"
"Yes, yes; but he was speaking, of course, metaphorically. It's really quite a simple matter, Dyson, if you only look at it like that."
"Ah, well, you may be right; but yet I am sure you are not. Well, well, it's no good discussing it anymore. A little more Benedictine? That's right; try some of this tobacco. Didn't you say that you had been bothered by something,— something which happened that night we dined together?"
"Yes, I have been worried, Dyson,— worried a great deal. I— But it's such a trivial matter, indeed, such an absurdity, that I feel ashamed to trouble you with it."
"Never mind; let's have it, absurd or not."
With many hesitations, and with much inward resentment of the folly of the thing, Salisbury told his tale, and repeated reluctantly the absurd intelligence and the absurder doggerel of the scrap of paper, expecting to hear Dyson burst out into a roar of laughter.
"Isn't it too bad that I should let myself be bothered by such stuff as that?" he asked, when he had stuttered out the jingle of once and twice and thrice.
Dyson had listened to it all gravely, even to the end, and meditated for a few minutes in silence.
"Yes," he said at length, "it was a curious chance, your taking shelter in that archway just as those two went by. But I don't know that I should call what was written on the paper nonsense; it is bizarre certainly, but I expect it has a meaning for somebody. Just repeat it again, will you? and I will write it down. Perhaps we might find a cipher of some sort, though I hardly think we shall."
Again had the reluctant lips of Salisbury to slowly stammer out the rubbish he abhorred, while Dyson jotted it down on a slip of paper.
"Look over it, will you?" he said, when it was done; "it may be important that I should have every word in its place. Is that all right?"
"Yes, that is an accurate copy. But I don't think you will get much out of it. Depend upon it, it is mere nonsense, a wanton scribble. I must be going now, Dyson. No, no more; that stuff of yours is pretty strong. Good-night."
"I suppose you would like to hear from me, if I did find out anything?"
"No, not I; I don't want to hear about the thing again. You may regard the discovery, if it is one as your own."
"Very well. Good-night."
iv
A GOOD MANY HOURS after Salisbury had returned to the company of the green rep chairs, Dyson still sat at his desk, itself a Japanese romance, smoking many pipes, and meditating over his friend's story. The bizarre quality of the inscription which had annoyed Salisbury was to him an attraction; and now and again he took it up and scanned thoughtfully what he had written, especially the quaint jingle at the end. It was a token, a symbol, he decided, and not a cipher; and the woman who had flung it away was, in all probability, entirely ignorant of its meaning. She was but the agent of the "Sam" she had abused and discarded, and he, too, was again the agent of some one unknown,— possibly of the individual styled Q., who had been forced to visit his French friends. But what to make of "Traverse Handel S.?" Here was the root and source of the enigma, and not all the tobacco of Virginia seemed likely to suggest any clew here. It seemed almost hopeless; but Dyson regarded himself as the Wellington of mysteries, and went to bed feeling assured that sooner or later he would hit upon the right track. For the next few days he was deeply engaged in his literary labours,— labours which were a profound mystery even to the most intimate of his friends, who searched the railway bookstalls in vain for the result of so many hours spent at the Japanese bureau in company with strong tobacco and black tea. On this occasion Dyson confined himself to his room for four days, and it was with genuine relief that he laid down his pen and went out into the streets in quest of relaxation and fresh air. The gas lamps were being lighted, and the fifth edition of the evening papers was being howled through the streets; and Dyson, feeling that he wanted quiet, turned away from the clamorous Strand, and began to trend away to the northwest. Soon he found himself in streets that echoed to his foot-steps; and crossing a broad new throughfare, and verging still to the west, Dyson discovered that he had penetrated to the depths of Soho. Here again was life; rare vintages of France and Italy, at prices which seemed contemptibly small, allured the passer-by; here were cheeses, vast and rich; here olive oil, and here a grove of Rabelaisian sausages; while in a neighbouring shop the whole press of Paris appeared to be on sale. In the middle of the roadway a strange miscellany of nations sauntered to and fro; for there cab and hansom rarely ventured, and from window over window the inhabitants looked forth in pleased contemplation of the scene. Dyson made his way slowly along, mingling with the crowd on the cobblestones, listening to the queer babel of French and German and Italian and English, glancing now and again at the shop windows with their levelled batteries of bottles, and had almost gained the end of the street, when his attention was arrested by a small shop at the corner, a vivid contrast to its neighbours. It was the typical shop of the poor quarter, a shop entirely English. Here were vended tobacco and sweets, cheap pipes of clay and cherry wood; penny exercise-books and penholders jostled for precedence with comic songs, and story papers with appalling cuts showed that romance claimed its place beside the actualities of the evening paper, the bills of which fluttered at the doorway. Dyson glanced up at the name above the door, and stood by the kennel trembling; for a sharp pang, the pang of one who has made a discovery, had for a moment left him incapable of motion. The name over the little shop was Travers. Dyson looked up again, this time at the corner of the wall above the lamp-post, and read, in white letters on a blue ground, the words "Handel Street, W.C.," and the legend was repeated in fainter letters just below. He gave a little sigh of satisfaction, and without more ado walked boldly into the shop, and stared the fat man who was sitting behind the counter full in the face. The fellow rose to his feet and returned the stare a little curiously, and then began in stereotyped phrase,—
"What can I do for you, sir?"
Dyson enjoyed the situation, and a dawning perplexity on the man's face. He propped his stick carefully against the counter, and leaning over it, said slowly and impressively:
"Once around the grass, and twice around the lass, and thrice around the maple-tree."
Dyson had calculated on his words producing an effect, and he was not disappointed. The vendor of miscellanies gasped, open-mouthed, like a fish, and steadied himself against the counter. When he spoke, after a short interval, it was in a hoarse mutter, tremulous and unsteady.
"Would you mind saying that again, sir? I didn't quite catch it."
"My good man, I shall most certainly do nothing of the kind. You heard what I said perfectly well. You have got a clock in your shop, I see; an admirable timekeeper I have no doubt. Well, I give you a minute by your own clock."
The man looked about him in perplexed indecision, and Dyson felt that it was time to be bold.
"Look here, Travers, the time is nearly up. You have heard of Q., I think. Remember, I hold your life in my hands. Now!"
Dyson was shocked at the result of his own audacity. The man shrunk and shrivelled in terror, the sweat poured down a face of ashy white, and he held up his hands before him.
"Mr. Davies, Mr. Davies, don't say that, don't for Heaven's sake. I didn't know you at first, I didn't indeed. Good God! Mr. Davies, you wouldn't ruin me? I'll get it in a moment."
"You had better not lose any more time."
The man slunk piteously out of his shop, and went into a back parlour. Dyson heard his trembling fingers fumbling with a bunch of keys, and the creak of an opening box. He came back presently with a small package neatly tied up in brown paper in his hands, and, still full of terror, handed it to Dyson.
"I'm glad to be rid of it," he said. "I'll take no more jobs of this sort."
Dyson took the parcel and his stick, and walked out of the shop with a nod, turning round as he passed the door. Travers had sunk into his seat, his face still white with terror, with one hand over his eyes, and Dyson speculated a good deal as he walked rapidly away as to what queer chords those could be on which he had played so roughly. He hailed the first hansom he could see, and drove home, and when he had lit his hanging lamp, and laid his parcel on the table, he paused for a moment, wondering on what strange thing the lamplight would soon shine. He locked his door, and cut the strings, and unfolded the paper layer after layer, and came at last to a small wooden box, simply but solidly made. There was no lock, and Dyson had simply to raise the lid, and as he did so he drew a long breath and started back. The lamp seemed to glimmer feebly like a single candle, but the whole room blazed with light— and not with light alone but with a thousand colours, with all the glories of some painted window; and upon the walls of his room and on the familiar furniture, the glow flamed back and seemed to flow again to its source, the little wooden box. For there upon a bed of soft wool lay the most splendid jewel,— a jewel such as Dyson had never dreamed of, and within it shone the blue of far skies, and the green of the sea by the shore, and the red of the ruby, and deep violet rays, and in the middle of all it seemed aflame as if a fountain of fire rose up, and fell, and rose again with sparks like stars for drops. Dyson gave a long deep sigh, and dropped into his chair, and put his hands over his eyes to think. The jewel was like an opal, but from a long experience of the shop windows he knew there was no such thing as an opal one quarter or one eighth of its size. He looked at the stone again, with a feeling that was almost awe, and placed it gently on the table under the lamp, and watched the wonderful flame that shone and sparkled in its centre, and then turned to the box, curious to know whether it might contain other marvels. He lifted the bed of wool on which the opal had reclined, and saw beneath, no more jewels, but a little old pocket-book, worn and shabby with use. Dyson opened it at the first leaf, and dropped the book again appalled. He had read the name of the owner, neatly written in blue ink:—
STEVEN BLACK, M.D.,
Oranmore,
Devon Road,
Harlesden.
It was several minutes before Dyson could bring himself to open the book a second time; he remembered the wretched exile in his garret and his strange talk, and the memory too of the face he had seen at the window, and of what the specialist had said surged up in his mind, and as he held his finger on the cover he shivered, dreading what might be written within. When at last he held it in his hand, and turned the pages, he found that the first two leaves were blank, but the third was covered with clear minute writing, and Dyson began to read with the light of the opal flaming in his eyes.
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"EVER SINCE I was a young man," the record began, "I devoted all my leisure and a good deal of time that ought to have been given to other studies to the investigation of curious and obscure branches of knowledge. What are commonly called the pleasures of life had never any attractions for me, and I lived alone in London, avoiding my fellow-students, and in my turn avoided by them as a man self-absorbed and unsympathetic. So long as I could gratify my desire of knowledge of a peculiar kind, knowledge of which the very existence is a profound secret to most men, I was intensely happy, and I have often spent whole nights sitting in the darkness of my room, and thinking of the strange world on the brink of which I trod. My professional studies, however, and the necessity of obtaining a degree, for some time forced my more obscure employment into the background, and soon after I had qualified I met Agnes, who became my wife. We took a new house in this remote suburb, and I began the regular routine of a sober practice, and for some months lived happily enough, sharing in the life about me, and only thinking at odd intervals of that occult science which had once fascinated my whole being. I had learnt enough of the paths I had begun to tread to know that they were beyond all expression difficult and dangerous, that to persevere meant in all probability the wreck of a life, and that they lead to regions so terrible that the mind of man shrinks appalled at the very thought. Moreover, the quiet and the peace I had enjoyed since my marriage had wiled me away to a great extent from places where I knew no peace could dwell. But suddenly,— I think, indeed, it was the work of a single night, as I lay awake on my bed gazing into the darkness,— suddenly, I say, the old desire, the former longing returned, and returned with a force that had been intensified ten times by its absence; and when the day dawned and I looked out of the window and saw with haggard eyes the sun rise in the East, I knew that my doom had been pronounced; that as I had gone far, so now I must go farther with steps that know no faltering. I turned to the bed where my wife was sleeping peacefully, and lay down again weeping bitter tears, for the sun had set on our happy life and had risen with a dawn of terror to us both. I will not set down here in minute detail what followed; outwardly I went about the day's labour as before, saying nothing to my wife. But she soon saw that I had changed. I spent my spare time in a room which I had fitted up as a laboratory, and often I crept upstairs in the gray dawn of the morning, when the light of many lamps still glowed over London; and each night I had stolen a step nearer to that great abyss which I was to bridge over, the gulf between the world of consciousness and the world of matter. My experiments were many and complicated in their nature, and it was some months before I realized whither they all pointed, and when this was borne in upon me in a moment's time, I felt my face whiten and my heart still within me. But the power to draw back, the power to stand before the doors that now opened wide before me and not to enter in, had long ago been absent; the way was closed, and I could only pass onward. My position was as utterly hopeless as that of the prisoner in an utter dungeon, whose only light is that of the dungeon above him; the doors were shut and escape was impossible. Experiment after experiment gave the same result, and I knew, and shrank even as the thought passed through my mind, that in the work I had to do there must be elements which no laboratory could furnish, which no scales could ever measure. In that work, from which even I doubted to escape with life, life itself must enter; from some human being there must be drawn that essence which men call the soul, and in its place (for in the scheme of the world there is no vacant chamber), in its place would enter in what the lips can hardly utter, what the mind cannot conceive without a horror more awful than the horror of death itself. And when I knew this, I knew also on whom this fate would fall; I looked into my wife's eyes. Even at that hour, if I had gone out and taken a rope and hanged myself I might have escaped, and she also, but in no other way. At last I told her all. She shuddered, and wept, and called on her dead mother for help, and asked me if I had no mercy, and I could only sigh. I concealed nothing from her; I told her what she would become, and what would enter in where her life had been; I told her of all the shame and of all the horror. You who will read this when I am dead,— if indeed I allow this record to survive— you who have opened the box and have seen what lies there, if you could understand what lies hidden in that opal! For one night my wife consented to what I asked of her, consented with the tears running down her beautiful face, and hot shame flushing red over her neck and breast, consented to undergo this for me. I threw open the window, and we looked together at the sky and the dark earth for the last time; it was a fine starlight night, and there was a pleasant breeze blowing, and I kissed her on her lips, and her tears ran down upon my face. That night she came down to my laboratory, and there, with shutters bolted and barred down, with curtains drawn thick and close so that the very stars might be shut out from the sight of that room, while the crucible hissed and boiled over the lamp, I did what had to be done, and led out what was no longer a woman. But on the table the opal flamed and sparkled with such light as no eyes of man have ever gazed on, and the rays of the flame that was within it flashed and glittered, and shone even to my heart. My wife had only asked one thing of me; that when there came at last what I had told her, I would kill her. I have kept that promise."
THERE WAS NOTHING MORE. Dyson let the little pocket-book fall, and turned and looked again at the opal with its flaming inmost light, and then, with unutterable irresistible horror surging up in his heart, grasped the jewel, and flung it on the ground, and trampled it beneath his heel. His face was white with terror as he turned away, and for a moment stood sick and trembling, and then with a start he leapt across the room and steadied himself against the door. There was an angry hiss, as of steam escaping under great pressure, and as he gazed, motionless, a volume of heavy yellow smoke was slowly issuing from the very centre of the jewel, and wreathing itself in snake-like coils above it. And then a thin white flame burst forth from the smoke, and shot up into the air and vanished; and on the ground there lay a thing like a cinder, black, and crumbling to the touch.
_____________
20: The Flowering of the Strange Orchid
H. G. Wells
Pall Mall Budget, 2 Aug, 1894
Collected in: The Stolen Bacillus and Other Incidents, 1895
THE BUYING OF ORCHIDS always has in it a certain speculative flavour. You have before you the brown shrivelled lump of tissue, and for the rest you must trust your judgment, or the auctioneer, or your good-luck, as your taste may incline. The plant may be moribund or dead, or it may be just a respectable purchase, fair value for your money, or perhaps— for the thing has happened again and again— there slowly unfolds before the delighted eyes of the happy purchaser, day after day, some new variety, some novel richness, a strange twist of the labellum, or some subtler colouration or unexpected mimicry. Pride, beauty, and profit blossom together on one delicate green spike, and, it may be, even immortality. For the new miracle of Nature may stand in need of a new specific name, and what so convenient as that of its discoverer? "Johnsmithia"! There have been worse names.
It was perhaps the hope of some such happy discovery that made Winter- Wedderburn such a frequent attendant at these sales— that hope, and also, maybe, the fact that he had nothing else of the slightest interest to do in the world. He was a shy, lonely, rather ineffectual man, provided with just enough income to keep off the spur of necessity, and not enough nervous energy to make him seek any exacting employments. He might have collected stamps or coins, or translated Horace, or bound books, or invented new species of diatoms. But, as it happened, he grew orchids, and had one ambitious little hothouse.
"I have a fancy," he said over his coffee, "that something is going to happen to me to-day." He spoke— as he moved and thought— slowly.
"Oh, don't say that!" said his housekeeper—who was also his remote cousin. For "something happening" was a euphemism that meant only one thing to her.
"You misunderstand me. I mean nothing unpleasant...though what I do mean I scarcely know.
"To-day," he continued, after a pause, "Peters' are going to sell a batch of plants from the Andamans and the Indies. I shall go up and see what they have. It may be I shall buy something good, unawares. That may be it."
He passed his cup for his second cupful of coffee.
"Are these the things collected by that poor young fellow you told me of the other day?" asked his cousin as she filled his cup.
"Yes," he said, and became meditative over a piece of toast.
"Nothing ever does happen to me," he remarked presently, beginning to think aloud. "I wonder why? Things enough happen to other people. There is Harvey. Only the other week; on Monday he picked up sixpence, on Wednesday his chicks all had the staggers, on Friday his cousin came home from Australia, and on Saturday he broke his ankle. What a whirl of excitement!— compared to me."
"I think I would rather be without so much excitement," said his housekeeper. "It can't be good for you."
"I suppose it's troublesome. Still...you see, nothing ever happens to me. When I was a little boy I never had accidents. I never fell in love as I grew up. Never married... I wonder how it feels to have something happen to you, something really remarkable.
"That orchid-collector was only thirty-six— twenty years younger than myself— when he died. And he had been married twice and divorced once; he had had malarial fever four times, and once he broke his thigh. He killed a Malay once, and once he was wounded by a poisoned dart And in the end he was killed by jungle-leeches. It must have all been very troublesome, but then it must have been very interesting, you know— except, perhaps, the leeches."
"I am sure it was not good for him," said the lady, with conviction.
"Perhaps not." And then Wedderburn looked at his watch. "Twenty-three minutes past eight I am going up by the quarter to twelve train, so that there is plenty of time. I think I shall wear my alpaca jacket— it is quite warm enough— and my grey felt hat and brown shoes. I suppose—"
He glanced out of the window at the serene sky and sunlit garden, and then nervously at his cousin's face.
"I think you had better take an umbrella if you are going to London," she said in a voice that admitted of no denial. "There's all between here and the station coming back."
When he returned he was in a state of mild excitement. He had made a purchase. It was rare that he could make up his mind quickly enough to buy, but this time he had done so.
"There are Vandas," he said, "and a Dendrobe and some Palaeonophis." He surveyed his purchases lovingly as he consumed his soup. They were laid out on the spotless tablecloth before him, and he was telling his cousin all about them as he slowly meandered through his dinner. It was his custom to live all his visits to London over again in the evening for her and his own entertainment.
"I knew something would happen to-day. And I have bought all these. Some of them— some of them— I feel sure, do you know, that some of them will be remarkable. I don't know how it is, but I feel just as sure as if someone had told me that some of these will turn out remarkable.
"That one"— he pointed to a shrivelled rhizome— "was not identified. It may be a Palaeonophis— or it may not. It may be a new species, or even a new genus. And it was the last that poor Batten ever collected."
"I don't like the look of it," said his housekeeper. "It's such an ugly shape."
"To me it scarcely seems to have a shape."
"I don't like those things that stick out," said his housekeeper.
"It shall be put away in a pot to-morrow."
"It looks," said the housekeeper, "like a spider shamming dead."
Wedderburn smiled and surveyed the root with his head on one side. "It is certainly not a pretty lump of stuff. But you can never judge of these things from their dry appearance. It may turn out to be a very beautiful orchid indeed. How busy I shall be to-morrow! I must see to-night just exactly what to do with these things, and to-morrow I shall set to work."
"They found poor Batten lying dead, or dying, in a mangrove swamp— I forget which," he began again presently, "with one of these very orchids crushed up under his body. He had been unwell for some days with some kind of native fever, and I suppose he fainted. These mangrove swamps are very unwholesome. Every drop of blood, they say, was taken out of him by the jungle-leeches. It may be that very plant that cost him his life to obtain."
"I think none the better of it for that."
"Men must work though women may weep," said Wedderburn with profound gravity.
"Fancy dying away from every comfort in a nasty swamp! Fancy being ill of fever with nothing to take but chlorodyne and quinine— if men were left to themselves they would live on chlorodyne and quinine— and no one round you but horrible natives! They say the Andaman islanders are most disgusting wretches— and, anyhow, they can scarcely make good nurses, not having the necessary training. And just for people in England to have orchids!"
"I don't suppose it was comfortable, but some men seem to enjoy that kind of thing," said Wedderburn. "Anyhow, the natives of his party were sufficiently civilised to take care of all his collection until his colleague, who was an ornithologist, came back again from the interior; though they could not tell the species of the orchid and had let it wither. And it makes these things more interesting."
"It makes them disgusting. I should be afraid of some of the malaria clinging to them. And just think, there has been a dead body lying across that ugly thing! I never thought of that before. There! I declare I cannot eat another mouthful of dinner."
"I will take them off the table if you like, and put them in the window- seat. I can see them just as well there."
The next few days he was indeed singularly busy in his steamy little hothouse, fussing about with charcoal, lumps of teak, moss, and all the other mysteries of the orchid cultivator. He considered he was having a wonderfully eventful time. In the evening he would talk about these new orchids to his friends, and over and over again he reverted to his expectation of something strange.
Several of the Vandas and the Dendrobium died under his care, but presently the strange orchid began to show signs of life. He was delighted and took his housekeeper right away from jam-making to see it at once, directly he made the discovery.
"That is a bud," he said, "and presently there will be a lot of leaves there, and those little things coming out here are aerial rootlets."
"They look to me like little white fingers poking out of the brown," said his housekeeper. "I don't like them."
"Why not?"
"I don't know. They look like fingers trying to get at you. I can't help my likes and dislikes."
"I don't know for certain, but I don't think there are any orchids I know that have aerial rootlets quite like that. It may be my fancy, of course. You see they are a little flattened at the ends."
"I don't like 'em," said his housekeeper, suddenly shivering and turning away. "I know it's very silly of me— and I'm very sorry, particularly as you like the thing so much. But I can't help thinking of that corpse."
"But it may not be that particular plant. That was merely a guess of mine."
His housekeeper shrugged her shoulders. "Anyhow I don't like it," she said.
Wedderburn felt a little hurt at her dislike to the plant. But that did not prevent his talking to her about orchids generally, and this orchid in particular, whenever he felt inclined.
"There are such queer things about orchids," he said one day; "such possibilities of surprises. You know, Darwin studied their fertilisation, and showed that the whole structure of an ordinary orchid-flower was contrived in order that moths might carry the pollen from plant to plant. Well, it seems that there are lots of orchids known the flower of which cannot possibly be used for fertilisation in that way. Some of the Cypripediums, for instance; there are no insects known that can possibly fertilise them, and some of them have never be found with seed."
"But how do they form new plants?"
"By runners and tubers, and that kind of outgrowth. That is easily explained. The puzzle is, what are the flowers for?
"Very likely," he added, "my orchid may be something extraordinary in that way. If so I shall study it. I have often thought of making researches as Darwin did. But hitherto I have not found the time, or something else has happened to prevent it. The leaves are beginning to unfold now. I do wish you would come and see them!"
But she said that the orchid-house was so hot it gave her the headache. She had seen the plant once again, and the aerial rootlets, which were now some of them more than a foot long, had unfortunately reminded her of tentacles reaching out after something; and they got into her dreams, growing after her with incredible rapidity. So that she had settled to her entire satisfaction that she would not see that plant again, and Wedderburn had to admire its leaves alone. They were of the ordinary broad form, and a deep glossy green, with splashes and dots of deep red towards the base. He knew of no other leaves quite like them. The plant was placed on a low bench near the thermometer, and close by was a simple arrangement by which a tap dripped on the hot-water pipes and kept the air steamy. And he spent his afternoons now with some regularity meditating on the approaching flowering of this strange plant.
And at last the great thing happened. Directly he entered the little glass house he knew that the spike had burst out, although his great Palaeonophis Lowii hid the corner where his new darling stood. There was a new odour in the air, a rich, intensely sweet scent, that overpowered every other in that crowded, steaming little greenhouse.
Directly he noticed this he hurried down to the strange orchid. And, behold! the trailing green spikes bore now three great splashes of blossom, from which this overpowering sweetness proceeded. He stopped before them in an ecstasy of admiration.
The flowers were white, with streaks of golden orange upon the petals; the heavy labellum was coiled into an intricate projection, and a wonderful bluish purple mingled there with the gold. He could see at once that the genus was altogether a new one. And the insufferable scent! How hot the place was! The blossoms swam before his eyes.
He would see if the temperature was right. He made a step towards the thermometer. Suddenly everything appeared unsteady. The bricks on the floor were dancing up and down. Then the white blossoms, the green leaves behind them, the whole greenhouse, seemed to sweep sideways, and then in a curve upward.
AT HALF-PAST FOUR his cousin made the tea, according to their invariable custom. But Wedderburn did not come in for his tea.
"He is worshipping that horrid orchid," she told herself, and waited ten minutes. "His watch must have stopped. I will go and call him."
She went straight to the hothouse, and, opening the door, called his name. There was no reply. She noticed that the air was very close, and loaded with an intense perfume. Then she saw something lying on the bricks between the hot-water pipes.
For a minute, perhaps, she stood motionless.
He was lying, face upward, at the foot of the strange orchid. The tentacle-like aerial rootlets no longer swayed freely in the air, but were crowded together, a tangle of grey ropes, and stretched tight with their ends closely applied to his chin and neck and hands.
She did not understand. Then she saw from under one of the exultant tentacles upon his cheek there trickled a little thread of blood.
With an inarticulate cry she ran towards him, and tried to pull him away from the leech-like suckers. She snapped two of these tentacles, and their sap dripped red.
Then the overpowering scent of the blossom began to make her head reel. How they clung to him! She tore at the tough ropes, and he and the white inflorescence swam about her. She felt she was fainting, knew she must not. She left him and hastily opened the nearest door, and, after she had panted for a moment in the fresh air, she had a brilliant inspiration. She caught up a flower-pot and smashed in the windows at the end of the green-house. Then she re-entered. She tugged now with renewed strength at Wedderburn's motionless body, and brought the strange orchid crashing to the floor. It still clung with the grimmest tenacity to its victim. In a frenzy, she lugged it and him into the open air.
Then she thought of tearing through the sucker rootlets one by one, and in another minute she had released him and was dragging him away from the horror.
He was white and bleeding from a dozen circular patches.
The odd-job man was coming up the garden, amazed at the smashing of glass, and saw her emerge, hauling the inanimate body with red-stained hands. For a moment he thought impossible things.
"Bring some water!" she cried, and her voice dispelled his fancies. When, with unnatural alacrity, he returned with the water, he found her weeping with excitement, and with Wedderburn's head upon her knee, wiping the blood from his face.
"What's the matter?" said Wedderburn, opening his eyes feebly, and closing them again at once.
"Go and tell Annie to come out here to me, and then go for Doctor Haddon at once," she said to the odd-job man so soon as he brought the water; and added, seeing he hesitated, "I will tell you all about it when you come back."
Presently Wedderburn opened his eyes again, and, seeing that he was troubled by the puzzle of his position, she explained to him, "You fainted in the hothouse."
"And the orchid?"
"I will see to that," she said.
Wedderburn had lost a good deal of blood, but beyond that he had suffered no very great injury. They gave him brandy mixed with some pink extract of meat, and carried him upstairs to bed. His housekeeper told her incredible story in fragments to Dr Haddon. "Come to the orchid-house and see," she said.
The cold outer air was blowing in through the open door, and the sickly perfume was almost dispelled. Most of the torn aerial rootlets lay already withered amidst a number of dark stains upon the bricks. The stem of the inflorescence was broken by the fall of the plant, and the flowers were growing limp and brown at the edges of the petals. The doctor stooped towards it, then saw that one of the aerial rootlets still stirred feebly, and hesitated.
The next morning the strange orchid still lay there, black now and putrescent. The door banged intermittently in the morning breeze, and all the array of Wedderburn's orchids was shrivelled and prostrate. But Wedderburn himself was bright and garrulous upstairs in the glory of his strange adventure.
__________
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