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[bookmark: a01]1: The 13th Butter-Dish


A. E. Martin


1885-1955


Australian Women's Weekly 9 Jan 1943


 


"ONE, two, three, toast racks,"
Maude counted. 


"Eleven
assorted serviette rings," sighed Edward.


"Four sets
of fish knives," Maude added, dismally.


"A pair of
suns in full-bloom setting behind the Sheik of Araby," Edward said.


"Oh, and
the framed portrait of Caroline's baby," Maude cried. "Put that
down."


Edward wrote
swiftly; then his eye roved the table-load of wedding presents. Housekeeping
was beginning in earnest for the Doublesmiths, and the young couple, fresh from
their honeymoon, had found a new excitement in setting out their gifts, while
Edward, a methodical man, wrote a careful inventory.


There was
silence while the newest husband in the district made a mental count. He
emitted a deep groan.


"Thirteen
butter-dishes," he announced. "Thirteen! I won't have it, Maude.
There should be moderation in all things. I'm not superstitious as a rule, but
it's no use taking chances. This one," he finished firmly, "has got
to go," and he snatched a dish from the table.


Maude seized his
arm.


"What are
you going to do?" she asked.


"Why,"
he said. "Get rid of it. Throw it away! Give it to the poor!"


"You'll do
no such thing."


"But, my
dear girl, you don't understand the insidious influence of this thirteen
business. It's bad at all time's. Applied to butter-dishes it's— it's
malignant. Every time I helped myself to a wad of butter I would have a vision
of the other twelve dishes languishing in the lower berth of our beautiful new
sideboard, butterless, and alone. It would upset me. I would go to the office,
fretful and confused, commit some ghastly clerical error, and, involve us all
in utter ruin.


"Besides,
it's a pain in the neck, anyway. No," he concluded, addressing the
thirteenth butter-dish sternly, "to the bin with thee, little one."


"You're perfectly
absurd, Edward." Maude said, almost angrily "We can't possibly throw
Aunt Hannah's present away."


The young man
raised his eyebrows and surveyed the butter-dish with a new and malevolent
interest. Certainly, it had little to recommend it. It was a clumsy,
old-fashioned, two-piece affair.


"So,"
he hissed, softly, "this is the best Aunt Hannah could manage, the old
acid drop."


His wife
snatched the dish from the table.


"I think
you're perfectly horrid, talking about my aunt in that way," she exclaimed.


Newly-married
Mr. Doublesmith affected surprise.


"But, my
dear, you said yourself you thought she'd be good for a cheque at least."


"I won't
listen to you." The tears started in Maude's eyes. "You— you're
always sneering at my relations." She looked up at him with sudden
indignation. "What about your own precious relations?" she asked.
"What about your rich Uncle Peter? Uncle Peter," she mimicked,
"simply rolling in money. Rolling in mothballs, if you ask me."


She went to the
window and. pulling back the curtains, pointed to the little garage at the end
of the yard. "I don't see that filled yet," she continued, scornfully
"Uncle Peter is sure to fill our garage! But there's no car from Uncle
Peter, no cheque from Uncle Peter, not even a—a—"


"Butter-dish,"
he prompted, gravely.


"Not even a
telegram of congratulation." she finished, ignoring him.


"My dear
Maude," Edward remonstrated, "I have told you a thousand times that
Uncle Peter is a wanderer. At this very moment he is probably in the middle of
some awful jungle surrounded by lions and assegais. He has never heard the
momentous news that there is a new Mrs. Doublesmith. But he's awfully fond of
me, and, when some breathless native runner bursts into his tent and falls dead
at his feet clutching my cable to say we're married, I know he'll seize his
topee and— and do something about it.


"And he
won't send us a miserable old butterdish," he ended cuttingly.


Before Maude
could make fit re-tort the front doorbell rang sharply and Edward hastened to
open it, reappearing a moment later, caper-ing excitedly and holding aloft an
envelope.


"It's a
cable," he chanted. "From Uncle Pe-ter." He kissed his wife.
"Now, I bet you'll get a surprise." he said, proceeding to open the
envelope. "He's a queer old bird, but the most generous old codger.
Why—" He broke off suddenly, and the message fell from his fingers.


"Edward.
He's not dead?"


"Worse,"
he groaned, "Read it." Maude snatched the paper from the carpet and
read:


 


"Congratulations sending as my wedding present
sacred elephant stop feed plenty hay stop exercise daily stop expect
Thunderbolt immediately—Uncle Peter."


 


"An
elephant. But— this is a joke. This is preposterous." Maude looked at her
husband for confirmation, but the pallid brow, the trembling lip, the frightened
eye revealed the worst.


"It's his
way. It's Uncle Peter all over," Edward said. "He's like that. You
never know what he will do next. And the confounded thing is probably valuable,
too."


Maude's eye lit
hopefully.


"We could
sell it," she cried.


"Sell it?
Sell my uncle's wedding present. I wouldn't dare. If he heard of it he'd cut me
off with a shilling. Maude, dear," he pleaded, "you don't want to be
cut off with a shilling, do you?"


Before she could
reply a low murmur from outside grew suddenly in volume as if a public
procession had turned a corner. Shouts and excited babel reached the ears of
the young couple and they glanced at each other apprehensively.


The little maid
of all work, emerging from her kitchen, hastened up the hallway.


"What is it,
Jenny?" Maude called, opening the door.


From her point
of vantage on the front step Jenny surveyed the street.


"It's a
circus," she replied, joyfully.


"A
circus?" Edward stood at the dining-room door. also. "A— a full
circus, Jenny?" he asked anxiously "Er— clowns and things?"


A brief silence
ensued as the maid reconnoitred.


"Well— no,"
she admitted, dubiously. "Why, I believe it's just an elingphunt."


"An
elingphunt!" Maude sank back in a chair and covered her face with her
hands. Edward closed the door. "Let us be calm," he said, walking
feverishly up and down the room. The noise outside grew louder. The procession
had apparently paused at the gate. Jenny breath-lessly poked her head round the
door, excitement overcoming dis-cipline.


"The man
with the elingphunt wants you," she announced, and added triumphantly.
"He's a black bloke with a turban." She dashed away again.


Maude sprang to
her feet and confronted her husband.


"Edward,"
she asserted, "once and for all I refuse to take delivery of The wedding
present from Maude's aunt was a blow to the newlyweds— but the novel gift from
Edward's uncle nearly wrecked the marriage that animal. I will not be made a
laughing stock. You can tell the man there's been some dreadful mistake— say it must be for the people next door— say
anything you like, but send it away," and she mettled again in her chair,
tapping, petulantly, with her shoe.


"That's all
very well, Maude," Edward complained, "but there's Uncle Peter to
think of. We can't fling the elephant in his face. I dare not refuse his gift.
And, after all," he brightened, "it may not be a very large animal,
and, in any case, elephants are very docile creatures and frequently of great
assistance to man, learning to carry planks, and— taking part in tiger hunts
and— er—durbars and—"


His wife
regarded him scornfully.


"You will
no doubt find it very helpful," she said, witheringly. "I suppose you
will be saying next it can help Jenny in the kitchen. Do as you will, though. I
wash my hands of the whole affair," and she turned her back upon him.


Leaving her,
Edward assumed an air of nonchalance he was far from feeling, and strode to the
front door. Prepared though he was. he quailed at the sight before him. At the
door an elderly, thick-set Oriental, clad in spotless robes, with turban and
brilliantly-striped skirt, salaamed at his approach.


Standing one on
either side of the state were two more dark-skinned men similarly garbed, and,
between them, quite the largest elephant Edward had ever seen. It was gaily
caparisoned, its harness studded with shimmering jewels. It waved its trunk
over the gate as Edward appeared, trumpeting a welcome that made dozens of
small boys and a number of curious adults move back hurriedly.


"Sahib
Doublesmith?" the turbaned man inquired, with outspread arms and bent
head. "Greetings from my master, the Sahib Peter, who sends thee this
sacred beast as a nuptial gift. Wilt thou be pleased to give thy servants
instructions as to its bestowal?"


Edward thought
quickly. He glanced dubiously at the elephant, which was swinging its trunk and
playfully upsetting a row of Maude's treasured pot-plants. With a word to the
Oriental he dashed back to the dining-room.


"Quick,"
he cried, "lend me your tape-measure. I must see whether he'll fit into
the garage," and grabbing what he wanted he dashed out again.


Walking up to
the elephant warily, but with a great show of outward calm, he ordered one of
the attendants to hold an end of the tape while he solemnly noted the
dimensions of the animal. The crowd, duly impressed, looked on wonderingly.
Edward was satisfied. The elephant would fit into the garage. It would be a
tight fit, certainly, but Thunderbolt would have to put up with the
inconvenience.


"Well,
Oscar," he said, turning to the elderly attendant, "you'd better take
him down the side lane and tuck him into the garage," and he proceeded to
lead the way. To his astonishment he was suddenly lifted into the air by the
elephant's trunk and found himself, breathless and rather dishevelled, seated
on its head, where he clung desperately to a piece of ear, amid the cheers of
the onlookers.


Led by Oscar,
the elephant entered the side-gate and proceeded heavily up the path to the
garage, into which, Edward having slid rather ungracefully to earth, he was
skilfully, if protesting, manoeuvred by the attendants, who barred and locked
the door.


Feeling rather
satisfied with himself, Edward returned to his wife. She flashed a question
with her eyes. He dusted his hands with apparent unconcern. "Quite a nice
little elephant,'' he remarked lightly.


He felt Maude's
gaze upon him. "Edward," she said, severely, "your tie's
crooked."


"Yes,"
he said, straightening it; "it does tricks. Quite a playful little
fellow." He gave a little giggle.


"This is no
laughing matter, Edward," Maude said. "Your uncle has chosen to send
us this wretched elephant and I want to know what you propose to do about it.
Obviously, we can't keep it."


"Well, what
can I do? We can't drown it?"


"Besides,"
Maude argued, "there's the food. Elephants eat. I suppose you know
that."


"Oh,
yes," indeed." he groaned. "Lots and lots. More than you and I
together I shouldn't wonder." He went on testily. "It's all your Aunt
Hannah's fault. If she hadn't sent that beastly butter-dish we wouldn't have
had thirteen. I told you it would be unlucky. I'll throw it out," and he
moved to seize the dish from the table.


"Don't you
dare lay a hand on that butter-dish." Maude cried.


"Don't you
dare touch my elephant," her husband retorted with equal heat. He walked
moodily to the window and pulled aside the cur-tain; then started back, his
face paling.


"What is
it?" Maude hurried to his side. At that moment the maid dashed in with the
news.


"Oh, Mrs.
Doublesmith," she exclaimed, "they're putting up a camp in the yard,
and— and the elingphunt is
carrying on something terrible in the garage."


"Hold your
tongue, Jenny," Edward cried, and the maid vanished.


Maude resolutely
pulled aside the window-curtain. In the middle of the small yard she beheld a
large striped tent, a camp fire burning at its entrance, while two Orientals kneeled
in wailing prayer. Over the dividing fences neighbors peered and gesticulated,
while from the garage sounded trumpet after trumpet. Maude dropped the curtain
and faced her husband.


"Well,"
she said between clenched teeth, "I hope you're satisfied."


"Well,"
he responded, "one thing's certain. They don't expect to have dinner with
us."


"Listen to
it." Maude almost shouted. "It will wake the Brown's baby next."
She put her fingers in her ears and cried helplessly. "Oh, why doesn't
someone wring its neck?"


"Maude."
Edward was shocked. "Don't be such a little sadist."


His wife turned
on her heel and walked to the door. "Very well," she said, angrily;
"if you will do nothing to prevent us being made ridiculous. I know what
to do. I shall go home to mother's."


"Good,"
cried Edward, heartlessly. "Take the elephant with you."


The look she
gave him might have broken the heart of an even older husband.


"Oh, all
right, then," he said, shrugging his shoulders, "take the butter-dish."


Maude seized the
dish from the table and clutched it protectingly to her bosom. "Yes,"
she cried tearfully, "I think it would be as well. In your present mood
you are quite capable of destroying it." She swept majestically from the
room.


Eager to spread
the strange tidings Jenny put up an all-time record for housework and left for
home. In the deserted domicile, which had been planned for so much happiness,
Edward spent a restless night. Early next morning he shaved, bathed, dressed,
and cooked a lonely breakfast with no more than a glance through the window at
the Orientals' camp, from which a spiral of smoke ascended to the blue heavens.


He decided to
remain aloof from Uncle Peter's emissaries, to ignore the neighbors, and let
the elephant fend for itself. He decided to sneak quietly off to the office.
Locking the rear portions of the house he stepped silently out of the front
door and closed it softly, then, turn-ing to tiptoe down the path, found the
chief Oriental salaaming before him, the elephant, more garishly garbed than
ever, waiting at the gate flanked on either side by the two resplendent
attendants.


"Sahib
Doublesmith," the man before him began. "It is the wish of my master,
the Sahib Peter, that you ride on the elephant to the portals of the railway
station."


"B— but I'd
rather walk," Edward stammered, with a foreboding that he would be allowed
to do nothing of the sort.


"Nay,
nay," the Oriental responded, a touch of command in his voice. "Such
is not the will of the Sahib Peter."


"Oh, blow
the Sahib Peter," Edward muttered under his breath as he walked nervously
down the garden path. Escape was hopeless. The elephant which completely
blocked the gateway, trumpeted loudly as he advanced, and, immediately he came
within reach, seized him about the waist and lifted him to its mighty head
where he clung desperately, feeling frightened and foolish.


His new hat had
fallen as he rose into the air, and, when it was handed to him on the end of an
umbrella by a grinning neighbor, he thrust it on his head unaware that it had
become dented and dusty.


A man with a
camera suddenly appeared.


"From the Monitor,
Mr. Doublesmith," he cried. "Would you mind, sir, having the elephant
do that again?"


Edward had time
only to give him a sour look before the procession began to move, cheered by
children, bystanders, and business men hurrying for their trains. He realised
with a sudden qualm that his employer, Mr. Nearbaum, lived in the vicinity, and
invariably arrived at the station at this hour.


The crowd
thickened as the animal came to a standstill at the rail-way steps, and cheered
as it swung its trunk, grabbed its passenger, and lifted him to the pavement to
stand facing a portly and elderly gentleman who had been watching the
proceedings with a kind of awed fascination.


"Why— why,
bless my soul, Doublesmith," exclaimed the person. "Whatever is the
meaning of this?"


With a groan
Edward recognised his employer.


"It— it's
an elephant, sir," he said, weakly.


"Looking at
it closely I see that it is," Mr. Nearbaum observed, with fine scorn.
"Did it step on your hat?"


Edward removed
his headgear to vipe his perspiring brow, and, with a start, noted its
dilapidated condition. All might have been well had not Thunderbolt observed
its owner's action. Swinging its trunk it seized Mr. Nearbaum's hat with a
squeal of triumph.


Mr. Nearbaum's
hands clutched vainly. His hat soared into the stratosphere to fall at length
'mid the surging crowd and be rescued, after some little delay, crushed and
bruised, the mere shadow of the hat it had been. Such as it was, Mr. Nearbaum
thrust it savagely on his head.


"This is
outrageous, Doublesmith," he exclaimed, wrathfully. "Outrageous! You
not only exceed the limits of— of dignity riding about the streets on this— this
creature in broad daylight, but you teach the wretched thing to do tricks. I
can only conclude that you have been drmking. Under the circumstances. I think
is wise for you to absent yourself from the office until you are
recovered."


He waited a
moment, half expecting a round of applause, but as none came, snorted, and
disappeared into the station.


Edward stood a
moment, forlornly, then, noting that the elephant and its keepers were already
returning to his home, he hurried for the train, also. He would have to think
this over, he told himself. He decided to hide in the museum until the light
dawned.


The longer he
dwelt upon the problem the greater became his de-pression.


Three o'clock
found him still in the museum gazing with unseeing eyes at the bones of a
recon-structed dinosaur. He remembered suddenly that he had had no lunch and he
wondered where Maude was and what she was going to do about dinner. He knew
Maude would want to sell the elephant, but what market was there for elephants?


In any case he
dared not sell without his uncle's permission, while the mere request would
have dire effects, perhaps. He visualised his Uncle dashing into his lawyers
and altering his will. Unwilling though he was to go home and face his problems
anew, by half-past three he had made up his mind to return. Anything was better
than inaction.


As he reached
his station his heart fell. The head porter greeted him with a grin. "All
ready and waiting, Mr. Doublesmith," he announced. And it was true! The
elephant stood at the bottom of the steps surrounded, it seemed to Edward, by
the entire population of the suburbs.


Two policemen
made a gangway for him, the chief Oriental salaamed, and with a gesture of
despair, he pushed his hat firmly on his head, buttoned his coat, and stepped
resolutely forward to be seized at once and thrown giddily aloft.


No famous circus
clown ever received greater homage from a multitude of small boys and girls
than did Edward Doublesmith on that memorable day. As he clung miserably to the
elephant's headgear, shouts of encouragement were hurled from all sides.


As the
procession turned into his street he caught a glimpse of a young woman
streaking towards his home. As the tumult reached her ears she gave one
startled look over her shoulder and then hurried on. It was Maude in full
flight.


When he had
clumsily dismounted and the elephant, after due protest, had been once more
packed into the garage, Edward entered the house. Maude met him in the hall.
She was half crying and she car-ried an untidy paper parcel in her hand.


"So,"
she said, "it's still here. I suppose you mean to ride up and down the
street on the beastly thing all day. Anyway, why aren't you at the
office?"


"I think
I'm sacked," Edward explained.


"Sacked?
What for?"


"Drunkenness
and damaging employer's clothing." He nodded gloomily. "A bit thick,
isn't it?" He caught sight of Maude's parcel and guessed its contents.
"And it's all the fault of that butter-dish! Why on earth couldn't the old
haybag leave it in Tut's tomb."


Jenny came in to
say that a gentleman was waiting in the dining-room. "He wants you
both," she declared impressively.


As Mr. and Mrs.
Doublesmith en-tered the dining-room a fatherly person rose, proffering his
card.


"My name is
Jamieson," he said, "of the firm of Jamieson and Jamieson. I presume
you are Mr. and Mrs. Doublesmith?''


They bowed
silently.


"My firm
has received instructions from Mr. Spottiswoode, of Spottiswoode Colossal
Circus, and—" he paused to refer to some papers, "Conglomeration of
Wild Animals to purchase from you a certain pachyderm, to wit an elephant, said
to be in your possession. We are empowered to offer you an amount not exceeding
five hundred pounds provided we can have im-mediate possession of the said
pachyderm."


"Provided
you can have—" Edward's heart leapt and fell in the same moment. He shook
his head sadly. "I am sorry", Mr. Jamieson," he said, "but
I cannot sell. The elephant was a wedding present, and, without the consent of
my Uncle Peter, I cannot part with it."


The solicitor
smiled.


"That
difficulty, my young friend," he countered suavely, "has been
overcome, for I have here your uncle's written permission for you to dispose of
the said pachyderm. Provided," he added hastily, checking the young
people's exultation, "you will allow the two attendants now with the said
pachyderm to take charge of it forthwith."


"Two? But
there are three," Maude put in.


"The third
man," Mr. Jamieson explained, calmly, "is to remain with you just so
long as he chooses. Those are my instructions. I suggest you discuss the matter
with him."


Edward and Maude
looked at each other blankly.


Jenny, hovering
in the doorway, took her cue.


"Oi,
Oscar," she called from the back-door, "they wantcha."


The Oriental
salaamed to each in turn as he entered. Mr. Jamieson briefly explained the
situation. The young couple awaited his reaction breathlessly.


"Unless the
Sahib Doublesmith and his lady desire my presence greatly," he said at
length, "I think I would prefer to return to India after seeing the last
of my elephant, of course."


"Good for
you, old man," Edward cried, fervently, grasping the other's hand. "I
don't blame you. either. Wonderful place, India! All the same, I believe I was
beginning to get attached to old Thunderbolt."


"You were?
Teddy, my boy, I knew you would. Why, bless my soul, don't you know me yet? I'm
your Uncle Peter." He turned to Maude. "And I'm simply dying for a
wash," he added. He plucked off the turban and revealed close cropped grey
hair.


In her surprise,
Mrs. Doublesmith allowed her untidy parcel to fall to the carpet. The
thirteenth butter-dish burst from the loose wrapping and separated into two
parts, a piece of paper that had lain hidden in the bottom portion fluttering
at Edward's feet. Maude stooped and retrieved it.


"Well,
Maude," Edward was exulting, "what do you think of my uncle Peter
now?"


Maude held out
the scrap of paper which had been concealed in the butter-dish. It was a cheque
for five hundred pounds, payable to the order of Maude Doublesmith.


"And what
do you think of my Aunt Hannah?" she asked triumphantly.


Outside, from
the garage, Thunderbolt trumpeted jubilantly.


"Bless me,"
exclaimed Mr. Jamieson, paling, "what's that?"


Mr. and Mrs.
Doublesmith spoke together.


"The said
pachyderm!" they cried.


__________________











 


[bookmark: a02]2: Mistaken Identity


Lawrence B. Jupp


1871-1954


The Bulletin, 3 Dec 1908


 


In this period there was a fashion for Australian authors,
specially in The Bulletin,
to write using urban working class vernacular, usually much exaggerated for
humour. "John 'Op" (John Hop) was rhyming slang for "cop". 


 


"AW'RIGHT! AW'RIGHT! Ain't l a-movin'
on as farst as ever I kin?" demanded the badgered Mr. Sharp of the
corpulent police constable, who was ponderously backing him into the gutter.


"Now then, no lip. Move
yourself a bit quicker— d'ye hear me?" persisted the autocratic representative
of Law and Order, as he administered a final push. This brought Mr. Sharp into abrupt
collision with a third person of singular aspect, who, from a safe coign of
vantage upon the kerb, was engaged in a spirited controversy with the ribald
custodian of a railway-lorry.


"Carn't you look where you're
a-comin' to? 'Oo are you shovin' of?" inquired Mr. Sharps exhibiting a
remarkable thirst for information under trying circumstances. "Ho, it's
you, is it, Jerry? I didn't reckernise yer ugly mug at fust," he
continued, as a side-movement of the controversialist's head displayed the
features of an old acquaintance. "Why, wot's the row? Wot's 'e bin doin' t'
you?"


Mr. Jeremiah Maunder made no response.
He was at the moment too busy racking his brains for a fitting sarcasm in reply
to a daring comparison which the lorry-driver had just drawn between him and a
striped baboon.


"I don't take no notice of 'im,
derby— treat 'im ter silent scorn," pursued the kind-hearted Mr. Sharp,
becoming seriously alarmed for his venerable friend, who had turned purple with
rage, and looked as if about to burst.


"Guy Forks! Why don't they burn
yer?" yelled Mr; Maunder, involuntarily executing a few steps of a pas
seul.


"Tike it 'ome! Tike it 'ome!"
came the diminishing accents of the rhetorical car-man.


"Lie down, Jerry," said
Sam, soothingly. "Wot's the good o' 'avin' words with the likes o' 'im?
They're orl the same. There was an eye-sore of a John 'Op come interferin'
along o' me on'y jist now, w'en I were lookin' in at a jew'ler's winder tryin'
ter decide which o' them gold watch an' chains I was goin' ter buy yer fur a
Christmassy present. Come on, don't stan' there makin' a pantomime o' yerself.
I wants ter tork ter yer."


The bellicose Mr. Maunder
suffered Sam to lead him gently away in the direction of Flinders-lane. By this
time it was quite dark. Most of the offices had closed for the day, and the
principal business thoroughfares were emptying fast,


Flinders-lane, with its stacks of
gloomy warehouses, looked desolate and deserted. An occasional light twinkled
remotely from an upper window, and each infrequent passing footstep echoed in a
hollow fashion on the stones.


"Now this 'ere's a
financical curmittee," said Sam, propping himself against a wall and
digging his hands into the pockets of his nether garments. "I 'ad an idea
f'r raisin' the wind, an' that there interferin' shovin' John 'Op spoilt it.
You said as you 'ad an idea in y'r silly old 'ead f'r raisin' the wind, an' I
find yer fightin' a lorryman in yer old age, an' no wind raised. Now we've
gotter invest our capital in some promisin' investment. 'Ow much brass 'ave you
got, Jerry, not countin' that 'ard ole face o' yers?"


Mr. Maunder coughed huskily.


"Two bob, a tanner an' a
thrip'ny-bit, Sam," he rejoined, diving into the noisome recesses of his
habiliments, and producing a dingy piece of rag twisted into a knot. This he
unravelled with much deliberation, and displayed the enumerated coins for the
edification of his comrade.


"Two an' nine, Jerry— wot a
pity you never 'ad no eddication," said Sam, regretfully. "Well, that
won't go fur, will it? I've a solitary thick-un as I won off of Jimmy Bates
over the Cup. If you wos ter arst me 'ow I got it out of 'im, answer you back I
could not; on'y thin', he were so drunk that night that he tried ter kiss the
John wot run 'im inside. Now me an' you 'ave allus stuck together— we're insup'rables,
that's wot we are; an' as long as you be'ave yerself, I'll share yer larst
penny along o' you, so don't be down-'earted. Question is, 'ow are we goin' ter
raise a bit?"


Mr. Maunder consulted the
unsympathetic pavement, then lifted a pair of red-rimmed eyes to an equally
unresponsive sky, and failing to gather inspiration from either of these final
resources of the destitute, he shook his matted head.


"I dunno, Sam," he
said, not without pathos, "It seems ter me it ain't no good tryin' ter
earn a honest livin'. Them as 'as money lies lappin' lux'ry, an' never thinks o'
their pore feller-creeturs whose 'arsh suff'rin's won't let 'em work. Why ain't
it orl divided up equal, I'd like ter arst?"


Mr. Sharp refrained from a rash
entry into the tangled mazes of Mr. Maunder's moral speculations.


"Tork sense, Jerry," he
besought, with some impatience. "Leave that sort o' gas ter them as likes
it. Look 'ere "


He broke off suddenly, and
clutched his companion by the arm. Until that moment they had had the
thoroughfare to themselves. Now, however, a frail old gentleman, very nattily
attired, whose sparse grey locks escaped from beneath the broad brim of a
wide-awake hat, turned in at the Elizabeth-street end of the lane, and, pausing
under a lamp, stooped painfully to adjust a refractory shoe-lace.


"See 'im?" said Sam in
an excited whisper. "The very kind of ole gen'leman wot would carry a few
loose thick 'uns round with 'im. 'E's short-sighted too ; I kin see's gold
goggles a-glistenin'. There ain't nobody about, Jerry. Slip acrost an' knock 'is
lamps orf so as 'e won't be able ter reckernise yer ; put yer 'and through 'is
pockets — 'e'll be too scared ter 'oller out— then w'en I've give yer time ter
skin 'im I'll come runnin' bravely ter the rescue; you'll do a guy, an' leave
me ter fix up the rest o' the job. We'll meet at the ' 'Orns 'in a hour or so's
time. Twig? "


Mr. Maunder wavered. There was an
attractive simplicity and directness about the proposed proceedings, but
physical daring had never been an attribute of his character. He turned a fascinated
gaze upon the tempter.


"Why don't yer do it
yerself, Sam?" he enquired, hoarsely.


"No, no, Jerry," said
the self-depreciatory Mr. Sharp. "Who'd be afraid of a pore stunted little
seldom-fed like meself? 'E'd on'y larf at me; but you, why the very sight o'
you'd turn a roarin' an' rampagin' lion inter lamb an' mint sorce. Look slippy,
mate— 'ere 'e comes. Jest 'magine you're Ned Kelly." He slid swiftly into
the shelter of a convenient archway.


Now, whether the mention of the
deceased Mr. Kelly, of infamous renown, aroused some latent and combative devil
in Mr. Maunder's bosom, it is impossible to say ; but the fact remains that with
a display of alacrity uncommon in persons of his ripe years, Jeremiah Maunder
suddenly darted across the road, and fell upon the astonished old gentleman
with a vigor which might, to all appearance, have ended in manslaughter. But
before the victim was quite dead Mr. Sharp came to the rescue. As he arrived,
Mr. Maunder scoured down the street as though the avenger of the blood that,
trickled from the old gentleman's nose was at his heels. The breathless victim,
minus hat and umbrella, staggered up against a friendly wall with language
which he would doubtless have been the first to deprecate in his calmer
intervals.


"Oh, the villain! The
murderin' villain!" gasped Sam, with an assumption of indignation which
did him credit. "I should 'ave 'ad 'im if me foot 'adn't slipped on a bit
o' orange peel. I never see'd a more 'orrider-lookin' feller afore in orl me
born life; but I'll know 'im agin, sir, never fear— ginger face an' red
whiskers 'e 'ad, leastways ginger whiskers an' red face, I meanter say. Did 'e 'urt
you, guv'nor?"


"There, pick up my
spectacles, and don't make such a confounded commotion," said the old gentleman
with unexpected acerbity. "You'll bring half Melbourne running to see what's
wrong if you go on braying like that. Give me those spectacles, can't you? I'm
blind as a bat without my glasses:"


Somewhat abashed; Sam groped in the
gutter until he retrieved the missing aids to vision, and restored them to
their owner. The old gentleman polished the lenses carefully upon the tail of
his frock coat, and gave his deliverer a long and Searching glance; Sam endured
this close scrutiny with equanimity.


"Well, I suppose I ought td
thank you," said the assaulted one, not over-graciously; "but I wish
you had been a minute sooner. The fellow got off with my pocket-book containing
£50 worth of notes, and, most unfortunately, I have no record of the numbers."


Sam struggled hard to repress a
spasm of gratification.


"Dear me, sir! I'm very
sorry to 'ear you say so. I s'pose the on'y thin' ter be done now is ter see
the p'leece about it?"


"Damn the police!"
exclaimed the old gentleman, testily. "What's the good of the Melbourne


police? They couldn't catch a
lame tortoise, let alone such a desperate character as that fellow. Besides, I
leave the State on a six-months' holiday trip to-morrow, and I don't want to be
kept pottering about here on the bare chance of an arrest. No, the £50 must go—
it's a nuisance, but, thank heavens, it will neither make me nor break me."


Sam stared in genuine
astonishment. This must certainly be some eccentric millionaire. His respect
for the victim of Mr. Maunder's dastardly outrage went up by leaps and bounds.


" Well, sir, you know best,"
he said, with becoming humility. "Ain't there nothink else I


kin do fur yer ? "


"What's your name?"
asked the old gentleman abruptly.


"Sam Sharp, sir. 'Good-'earted
Samuel' me mates call me," replied the rescuer modestly.


"Oh, well, look here, Sharp,"
pursued his interrogator, "I'm not saying that your pluck and promptitude
don't deserve recognition, and so I'm going to make you a present of £5. Now, I
haven't a penny about me yonder precious scoundrel took good care of that— and
I don't keep loose cash in my house; but first thing in the morning I shall be
going to the bank, and I will either send a lad with the money, or post it by letter
to any address you may give me."


Sam's face lit up.


"Thank you kindly, sir, I'm
sure," he said. " I on'y done me boundin' dooty, an' I didn't expeck ter
git nothink fur doin' of it. The ' 'Orns,' Graham-street, Port Melbourne, 'll
find me, sir. It's a little public as is kep' by me brother-in-law wot's bin bankrupt
twice."


"Very well," said the
old gentleman, "you shall hear from me during the course of to-morrow
morning. Now I must be getting back to St. Kilda. Bless my soul," and he
burst out laughing, "I've no money with which to pay the cabman. My excellent
friend, you must do me yet another service. What change have you got about you?"


"I've one suv'rin,"
replied Sam, proudly producing the net result of Mr. Jimmy Bates' rash wager. "Your
welcome to it, sir. 'Appy ter be able to commode you."


"Well, if that isn't a
capital idea! " ejaculated the old gentleman, wiping the tears of
merriment from his spectacles. "Fancy my having to borrow from you, my
friend! That will be £6 I owe you. Well, good evening. Mr. George Bussell is my
name, of St. Kilda. You shall have the money to-morrow morning without fail."


He pocketed Mr. Sharp's sole
remaining coin, and retraced his steps in the direction of Elizabeth street.


"That weren't a bad spec,"
muttered Sam, as he watched the retreating figure. "Ole Jerry deserves a
putty medal. I didn't think 'e 'ad it in 'im. Fifty-five quid! We're made for
life! Ain't it a lucky thin' the ole bloke's got sech a down on them Jo'hn 'Ops?
Couldn't ketch a lame tortus !Ho, ho, he ain't fut Wrong there."


Still chdcklirtg. unmelodidusly
to himself, he made the best of his way to Pprt Melbourne, and his accustomed
steps carried him undeviatingly into the bar of the "Horns." 


Mr. Maunder was glaringly
conspicuous by his absence. For two seemingly interminable hours Sam waited in
a perfect fever of impatience. Nightmare visions of his ancient friend
quenching an insistent thirst with the proceeds of their joint venture, and
presently giving the whole lawless incident away to beery time-servers in a narrative
punctuated with hiccups, drove Mr. Sharp to the verge of insanity. 


Until closing-time he flitted
from hostelry to hostelry, raking each threepenny bar with eagle glances. His
perturbation was increased, if possible, by the knowledge that he possessed not
the wherewithal to purchase for himself even the smallest of small beers, while
Mr. Maunder was revelling in the Babylonian luxury of £50 2s. 9d. At length, in
despair, and bubbling over with wrath, he sought a vacant building allotment,
and strove to forget his troubles in slumber.


 


EARLY NEXT MORNING, precisely as
the Horns threw wide its hospitable portals, Mr. Sharp, haggard and
dishevelled, presented himself in the bar.


Sure enough, there was the
perfidious Mr. Maunder imbibing gin and peppermint.


"Mornin', Sam," said
the landlord, who, in an elegant state of semi-dress, was studying the columns
of the previous evening's newspaper. "I see there's bin another o' them
bank robberies yesterday. Smart plant, too. Ole chap comes in at the busiest
time o' day, w'en the tellers wos up to their eyes in it, an' 'ooks a bundle o'
bank-notes to the value o' five 'undered pounds from under their very noses. It
ends up be sayin', 'The p'leece are confident that they 'ave obtained a strong
clue, but are inclined to be very reticent.'"


"Ho, indeed," said Mr.
Sharp, coldly, his basilisk eye gloating vengefully upon the unpunctual Mr.
Maunder. " 'Ooever 'e wos. 'e ain't the on'y one as sneaks orf with' wot
don't belong ter 'im. Come outside, Jerry, you— you mutton-'eaded monkey!"
he demanded in a ferocious, strangled whisper.


Mr. Maunder hastily drained the
dregs of his simple beverage, and reluctantly followed his half-frenzied
colleague, perfuming the free and open air as he went with a subtle fragrance.


"Now," continued the
exasperated Mr. Sharp, "jest 'and over that fifty quid quick an' lively."


"Wotever are you dreamin'
of, Sam?" inquired the perplexed Jerry. "Did you 'ave crayfish fur supper
larst night? I ain't got fifty 'apence. You oughter be more carefuller o' that
pore 'ead o' yers. I don't think as 'ow you ever rightly got over that sunstroke
wot the doctor said 'ad afflicted yer brain."


"Look 'ere," said Sam,
speaking with ominous deliberation; "wot I wanter arst is this: First, why
didn't you meet me larst night as arranged? Second, wot 'ave you done with the
£50 worth o' bank-notes you took off of the ole gen'leman in Flinders-lane, 'im
wot I lent a suv'rin to for 'is cab-fare 'ome? Now then, speak out, an' no false'oods."


Mr. Maunder regarded his friend
with a look of unmistakable amaze.


"Sam," he said, with
benevolent concern, "you really oughter see a doctor without puttin' it
orf any longer, Why, I never got a brass farthin' off of the ole gen'leman, fur
no sooner 'ad I knocked 'is goggles inter the gutter than 'e calls out 'Ho Gawd!'
jest like that, an' whips out a revolver— I wunner you didn't see it. 'Clear!'
he sez, on'y that one word, an' I cleared. I never run so farst in me life
afore— l wos runnin' orl night, I b'leeve; an' so would you 'ave, Sam, if you'd
see the look 'e give me w'en 'e pointed that 'orrid wepping of 'is."


"It's a blarsted fake,"
burst out the suspicious Sam. "You've got the flimsies planted somewhere.
I'll 'ave it in fur you over this, Jerry, s'welp me "


At this juncture the landlord of
the Horns thrust a frowsy head between the swing-doors, and jerked a crumpled
envelope in the direction of the disputants.


"Letter fur you, Sharp. A
lad brought it larst night jist arter you quitted. I'd a'most furgot it." His
head disappeared with Jack-in-the-box-like abruptness, and Sam pounced eagerly
upon the missive. He tore it open and read the contents carefully, twice. The
color left his cheeks and he seemed suddenly to shrivel up into an old and decrepit
man.


"Well, I'm damned!" he
said, in hoarse, broken accents, and handed the slovenly half-sheet of
notepaper to his gaping comrade. "Read it, Jerry, read it aloud, so as I'll
know I ain't wanderin' in me mind," he besought, with the bitterness of
thorough disillusionment.


Mr. Maunder obeyed, slowly and
with some difficulty, the literary researches of nearly three score years and
ten having been mainly devoted to the study of incriminatory police notices. He
read as follows: 


 


Sam Sharp, why the Devil can't
you and Jerry Maunder stick to your own line ! I gob a had scare, I can tell
you, when the old imbecile—


 


"That's you, Jerry,"
interpolated Sam, sadly.


 


"—grabbed me in
Flinders-lane to-night. I thought at first it was the Johns. I worked a rare
plant at the Consolidated Bank this afternoon; you'll have heard all about it
by now— a clear five hundred. Me and Bet leave the State for change of air to-morrow
morning early. Sorry I can't stump up the quid you so kindly lent me for my cab
fare to St. Kilda, but, as you know, I never part if I can help it. After all,
it serves you right for going on a lay you ain't used to. Take my tip, you and
Maunder stick to bilking bungs and other fatheads, else you'll find yourselves
in Queer-street some fine day. Love to Jerry. Lord, how he did run when he
twigged my little persuader! I'm laughing still. I suppose I needn't sign this.
You'll guess who it is. 


P.S. — What did you think of
my get-up? 


N.B.— Destroy this when read.


 


"So it was Dick the Dodger,"
moaned Mr. Maunder. "Well, never mind, Sam',' you ain't the on'y silly
fool in the world. We're orl mugs sometimes, an' you'll never see that 'ere suv'rin
o' yers any more. Fancy it bein' ole Dick! Slim, ain't 'e? Now, wodger say ter
a gin an' peppermint?"


But for once Mr. Sharp said
nothing. Shame and disappointment held him speechless and consumed with wrath.


___________
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OUR acquaintance was brief, a few months,
perhaps, not more. Our friendship— that was another matter. Time was not the
yardstick to measure it by. A glance, half a dozen casual sentences, and it was
accomplished, the bond of the West welded at white heat, even though the forge
was an accidental meeting in New York.


It was afterward
that we discussed the range days of fifteen years before, comparing the fine
points of the Southern and Northern "punchers." He bristled with
arguments favoring the swooping horsemanship, the wide loop thrown by the Texas
centaurs, while I grew hoarse in panegyrics of the rough-riding Wyoming cowboy
and his resource in coping with the unexpected.


In those hours
he was to me just "Ham-sandwich Mike," redolent of the dhaff and
horse-play of the round-up. I would forget the engraved dignity of "Banker
and Broker" on his businesscard. That stiff rectangle of pasteboard could
no more waft away the smoke of the camp-fire and the maddening savor of
sizzling bacon than the tailor could conceal the saddle-slouch of those sturdy
shoulders. And no amount of money-grubbing and money-getting could cramp the
broad spirit of humanity infused— until it became bone of his bone and blood of
his blood— by the infinite plains of Texas.


"Maybe it
was because people had to depend on one another, maybe it was because the
country was flush with the optimism of youth; at any rate, utter strangers in
the early days of the West often made mutual sacrifices that would have tested
long-standing friendships in almost any other country."


This preliminary
generalization was merely the winding up of Mike's storytelling mechanism. He
paused only long enough to light a fresh cigar.


 


"WHEN I was
about twenty years old I was riding for the 27 Quarter Circle. Our headquarters
was about a hundred miles northwest from Abilene, although Abilene in those
days wasn't much more than a bad place in the trail. Late in December I was
ordered to ride over to Sycamore Flat, about forty miles away. It was a big stretch
of prairie that received its name from the fact there wasn't a sycamore or any
other tree within a hundred miles of it. But we had some cattle over there, and
if the grass was in good shape we wanted to pasture a few thousand head more.


"It was
about four o'clock in the morning when I saddled Corn Bread, the pet horse of
my string, and loped off. I had been out about an hour and a half when I felt
the sting of snow against my face. By daybreak I was in the midst of a norther.
By eight o'clock I confessed I was lost.


"Snow is
all right when you are in a warm house and can watch it swirling past the
windows. It's beautiful on a clear, crisp day, when you can see how it has put
a new suit of clothes on the landscape. It's entirely different when you are lost
in a maelstrom of it, when every sucking, driving eddy lashes your cheeks with
tiny particles that feel like splinters off the North Pole. All the poetry in
your soul oozes out through your benumbed toes to the tune of a howling gale
and the mercury slumping to zero.


"I huddled
into my yellow slicker and rode aimlessly all day. By nightfall I was getting
hungry, but I was worrying more about a night's lodging than about something to
eat. The trouble was I had two to look out for, Corn Bread and myself. I could
have dismounted, scraped the snow off the ground, rolled up in my saddle
blanket and slicker, and slept as warm as toast under the snow that would have
drifted over me. If I staked Corn Bread near me he might get frightened by wild
animals and trample on me. If I picketed him farther away than the length of my
lariat the wolves might get him, and I would be afoot in the Panhandle with
nothing but a pile of clean-picked bones to remind me of as good a horse as
ever a puncher threw a leg over. I decided to keep on riding.


"Along
about eight o'clock I thought I saw a light. I rode toward it, but I did not
see it again. Then I felt Corn Bread pull himself together. It was a warning to
me to let him have his head. He turned in exactly the opposite direction and
picked his way through the snow as if he knew his business. On he floundered,
never once changing his course. He kept up his gait for miles. At last, about
an hour from the time he took charge, I saw a light. It was no illusion this
time, although I lost the gleam once or twice when it was shut off by the
furious gusts of snow. It came from a tallow candle set in the window of a
prairie cabin.


"I rode up
within fifty feet of the house and gave the usual 'Hello!' A woman came to the
door, and I asked her if she had room for a stranger. She said she had, and
told me to take my horse around to the barn, next to the horse corral. In five
minutes I was in the house sniffing the perfume of ham and eggs and coffee. A
bottle of whisky and a glass stood on the table, and the woman half-turned from
the frying-pan and motioned toward them.


" 'No,
thankee, ma'am,' I said, 'but I'd like to get as close to that stove as I can
without jumping into it.'


"She nodded
and went on with her cooking, while I drew up a chair, threw open the
oven-door, and let the heat drift against my feet and shins. I got partly
thawed out by the time supper was on the table, and the piping-hot ham and eggs
and steaming coffee made me feel that life was worth living again.


"Never have
I seen a better instance of the taciturnity of Western folk. My hostess did not
ask me a question. She did not even make a remark about the weather. She was
good to look at, a woman about thirty, with all the freshness and color of
open-air life. Her figure was as lithe as a mermaid's, and her dotted pink
calico gown set on her like a Grecian robe. Her face was too severely classical
to be pretty. She had features like the lady on the great American dollar, and
as I watched her moving quietly around the kitchen I mentally proclaimed her
the goddess of Silence.


"Oh, I
wasn't so silent. I sat by the stove and smoked a dozen cigarettes while she
answered about three questions. It was like using a can-opener, a corkscrew,
and a crowbar, but I finally pried loose the information that she and her
husband had moved onto this land and started a ranch two years before. He had
gone to Buffalo Gap, about eighty miles away, for a load of freight early in
the week, and she expected him home at any time.


"All the
time she had the appearance of a woman who was under a great nervous strain,
and I saw it was a positive relief to her when I began to nod. She rose and put
a fresh candle in the stand by the window. There was only one bedroom in the
house, divided by a calico partition, and with a bed in each section. She
pointed to where I was to sleep, and said good night. It did not take me long
to undress and jump into bed, and about the only care I exercised was in
placing my holster with its two pistols where my right hand would fall on the
butt of a .44 at the slightest alarm. That is a little formality that has
become a habit with me, but it was useless that night.


"I don't
know how long I had been asleep, when I felt some one tugging at my shoulder,
and I heard the woman's voice calling me to get up.


" 'You
sleep terribly sound,' she said, with a note of complaint in her tone. 'I've
tried for two or three minutes to wake you. Hurry! I hear some one calling out
there in the storm.'


"It was
excruciating to get up, but I did it. I dressed, and went to the door, where
she stood holding it open. I listened, but heard nothing. I asked her from
which direction the call came, but she said the wind was howling so she could
not tell. As the cry might have come from her husband, it was up to me to go
out and make a search. I figured it out that the man must be within
shouting-distance, and this would be nearer the house against the wind than
with the wind. So I told her to stand by the window and wave the candle every
time she heard me shout. Then I walked to the windward of the house, and when I
got about two hundred feet away I shouted. She waved the candle. I went on
farther, walking backward so that I would not lose sight of the light. I kept
on shouting and walking until finally there was no answering signal. This was
my cue to start for the house, which I did in a zigzag fashion, kicking and
peering in every direction to discover a fallen body in the snow. I passed the
house with the wind but did not go so far in the opposite direction, for the
failure of the candle to wave at the window informed me that I was again beyond
shoutingradius. While making my tracks through the snow, I stumbled across the
body of a man.


"He was
alive, but unconscious, and I dragged him to the house, and the woman helped me
to get him through the door to the kitchen stove. It took about an hour's work
with whisky, hot blankets, and rubbing to get him thoroughly restored. He
talked enough to let us know that he had got lost in the storm, and had fallen
from his horse when within sight of the house. He seemed grateful, but he
didn't thank you with a look straight into the eye, and his sunken chin gave
his face the pointed appearance of a rat's. A man was a man that night,
however, and we slept together.


"Next morning,
the stranger's horse showed up at the bars of the corral. We put him in the
stable and then sat down to a game of seven-up, which lasted most of the
forenoon. It was the same old drama of silence. The hostess and I did not
exchange enough words to reveal the brevity of our acquaintance, and I dropped
no hint concerning myself. About the only words uttered were those relating to
the game, for my opponent was a bit taciturn himself. About ten o'clock he
pulled a package of cigarettes from his pocket and offered me one.


"I noticed
a slight start from the housewife as she sat sewing by the window.
'Store-bought cigarettes,' as we call them, are a boon to a cowboy. They also
possess a certain significance in the land of the cow. They mean that the
purchaser has made a recent trip to town, and likewise that he had money. This
much flashed through my mind, but nothing more, although I was a bit puzzled
over the agitation of the goddess of Silence.


"The
goddess seemed to get morew nervous as the day wore on. As I looked at that
blustering hurricane of snow and thought of her husband, I could see plenty of
ground for worry. After our midday dinner, I bestirred myself. Without saying a
word, I put on my slicker and heavy gloves, and buckled my spur on my left boot.
She did not glance up from her sewing, although she must have seen every move I
made. Suddenly I heard her voice lifted in level monotone, as if she were
reading a line of poetry:


" 'A live
coward is worth a dozen dead heroes.'


"I looked
up. Her face was as expressionless as ever. But I saw she didn't want me to go.
I couldn't understand it, for she knew I was going out to search for her
husband. It placed me in a ticklish position. If I stayed it would be a gentle
hint to the stranger that I didn't like to leave the lady alone in his company,
and some men would have expressed their resentment with a six-shooter. I
decided to go.


"I saddled
Corn Bread and headed him in the direction of Buffalo Gap. The purpose of
hunting for lost husbands did not appeal to me, but I had a bluff to make good.
Before I had been out two minutes the house had been shut from vitew. I spurred
my horse as fast as he could flounder in order to leave the freshest possible
tracks. I covered about two miles at a clumsy lope, and then turned back and
let Corn Bread pick his way over the trail. It was about dusk when I stabled
him and went into the house. I found the stranger and the goddess sitting just
as I had left them. I don't believe they had even exchanged a word.


"It was
thrust upon me more and more that the lady was distrustful of my fellow
refugee, and I knew it would give her a sense of protection as well as check
any intention of deviltry on his part if I could act the part of hired man
about the place. But I didn't know her name, and she didn't know mine. I have
always been proud of my inspiration. I spied a couple of milk-pails in the
kitchen, and took them down.


" 'It
strikes me,' I said, with a stretch and a yawn, 'that it would be a good plan
for little Mikey to go and milk his cows.'


" 'All
right, Mike,' flashed back the response to my cue.


"When I
came in she took the ice-coated pails from me and said, with a little chirrup
of forced gaiety :


" 'And now
little Evangeline will strain the milk.'


"After that
it was 'Mike' and 'Evangeline,' and I don't believe we overworked the game,
either. It was enough to show her that I was her friend, and I suppose my youth
was another thing in my favor. Next morning it was still snowing. I went out
and did the chores, and Evangeline strained the milk and went about her
housework. By noon the storm had subsided. The unwelcome lodger showed no signs
of going, and I stuck by the house as if rooted to it.


"The
goddess was beginning to show the strain. I could tell by her tossing on her
bed, the other side of the thin calico partition, that she had not slept for
two nights. That night about bedtime I turned to her and lectured her with the
familiarity of a big brother.


"
'Evangeline,' I began, 'I don't like the way you have been losing sleep. Come
out here in the snow and let me give you a little treatment for your nerves.'


"She
followed me out with the meekness of a lamb, and I scooped up great handfuls of
snow and rubbed them briskly over her face and neck until she was gasping from
the shock.


" 'Now, go
to bed to-night,' I commanded. 'I'll keep an eye tmt so you won't have to
worry.'


"I listened
long enough to find out that she had taken my advice, and was relieved to hear
her heavy breathing.


"I felt
like giving three cheers and a tiger when I saw the sun come up next morning.
There was the majestic stretch of the Panhandle, smooth as a bowling-alley,
covered with white satin ; and as the sun peeped over the horizon it looked
like a huge ball poised for a 'strike' at human ten-pins. The air tingled with
zero crispness, and in that clear atmosphere you could look out for miles and
miles and see nothing but the edge of the world.


"Still
greater was the pleasure of speeding the parting guest. After breakfast he
turned to me as head of the house and thanked me for my kindness. I gravely
accepted his mumbled gratitude. He nodded to his real hostess, and went out. We
watched him ride off, and when it was assured that he actually had gone, the
goddess turned to me with a cry of excitement:


" 'Did you
see those store-bought cigarettes?' 


" 'Yes,' I
replied, 'I smoked some of them. What of that?'


" 'Don't
you see?' she exclaimed impatiently.


" 'See
what?'


" 'That he
didn't come here for any good purpose; that he wasn't a cowboy, like yourself;
that he wasn't lost from any trail?'


" 'Well— I—
maybe.' But it was beyond me, and I gave it up.


" 'He
wasn't a cowboy,' she asserted. 'Cowboys go to town on the first of the month.
This is the twentieth. No cowboy could stay in town that long and have money
enough to buy cigarettes. This ranch is thirty miles from any trail between
towns, and he couldn't have got this far off unless he had tried to. That man
saw my husband in Buffalo Gap, and came right here with the intention of
robbing the ranch. The storm overtook him, and he didn't dare to do anything
while you were here. He will be back again.'


"Her
reasoning looked good to me, but I didn't dare worry her by admitting it. As
for the man coming back, I laughed at her.


"I sat
around the house most of the day tinkering on my saddle. The goddess was moving
about in her nervous, abstracted way, and, it seemed to me, getting more
depressed and haggard every time she looked off in the direction of Buffalo
Gap. She went into her bedroom, and as she passed the little window I heard her
give a cry.


" 'Look!
Here he comes!'


"I gazed in
the direction she pointed. Far out on the snowy waste of the Panhandle, fully
three miles away, was a small, black speck which I made out to be a man riding
toward the house. It was the guest who had left us in the morning. He was
coming from the northwest, although he had started off toward the northeast. He
had made a detour of at least fifteen miles in order to approach the house from
a different direction.


" 'I was
right about those cigarettes,' she said calmly. 'He is coming back in the
daytime, because he thinks I'll be alone.'


" 'He'll
soon find he's mistaken,' I said.


"I went out
the back door and walked to the barn, which was fully two hundred feet from the
house. After spending about five minutes picking out some white corn for
hominy, I returned with an armful.


" 'He's
gone,' she announced. 'As soon as you stepped out of the house he turned his
horse and galloped off.'


"I watched
the black speck growing smaller against the snowy background.


" 'We've
seen the last of him,' I said.


"And we
had, but I agreed to stay until her husband returned, or until we heard that he
would not return. The alternative was a mental reservation, for I did not care
to stretch those frayed nerves to the breaking-point. I was getting worried
about her. It was the fourth night I had spent under her roof, and I knew she
had slept only a few hours. Her beauty took on a strange, weird cast, such as
an artist might have given Niobe before her grief found vent in tears. The
transparent pallor of her cheeks, the topaz brilliancy of her hazel-gray eyes,
and the sculptured, changeless set of her mouth and chin warned me that I had
to deal with a woman who was near the limit of her control.


"Sleep was
the best remedy. It was an occasion for heroic measures, and I employed them
that night.


" 'Go into
your room, undress, and put on your nightgown and some warm slippers,' was my
first command. 'Then go out back of the house and stand in the snow until you
are chilled clear through. I'll have some hot blankets ready for you, and you
can jump right into bed. You are going to sleep, or I'll know the reason why.'


"You can
search the records without finding a better proof of the confidence the Western
woman had in the cowboy than that forlorn, half-crazed wife displayed that
night. There was no outburst of mock modesty, no whimper of conventional
protest. To her I was a knight of the rope and saddle, and my code of honor was
as clean as Galahad's.


"I took the
blankets and held them before the stove. I heard her patter out, slamming the
door behind her. She took my advice to the letter, and it made me shiver to
think of her standing out in the snow with the temperature below zero. At last
the door opened.


" 'I'm
coming,' she warned me, as she tripped across the floor.


"I turned
and threw the scorching blankets around her, carried her to her bed, and tucked
her in. She was sound asleep in three minutes.


"Although
the sleep refreshed her, I could see in the morning that the burden of suspense
had not been lifted. Not a word did she utter as she went about her work. It
was the silence, the look of haunted terror, the momentary possibility of a
snapping of the rein, and then the shrieks and laughter! As I looked out over
the endless reaches of snow, I felt worse than a shipwrecked sailor.


"She got
dinner at noon, and we ate it in silence. She washed the dishes .a nd sat down
to sew. She got up and looked out the window. She sat down and sewed for two
minutes. Then she arose, went into her bedroom, and came out attired in a
riding-skirt and a heavy jacket. On her head was a coonskin cap.


" 'I'm
going to Buffalo Gap,' she announced.


"I said
nothing. What was the use? There was no combating the set of that chin except
to rope her and tie her.


" 'My horse
is in the corral,' she said. 'I'll have to catch him myself, as there are too
many others there, and he wouldn't come for you.'


"I saddled
Corn Bread, and in five minutes we were off. She rode ahead, making fair time
in spite of two feet of snow. We jogged along for five miles without a word.
Suddenly she drew rein.


" 'This is
nonsense,' she snapped.


" 'That's
what I think about it,' I echoed, as I turned my horse and led the way back.


"She was a little
more tractable that night.. She became talkative enough to tell me of her fears
for her husband, just a few, brief, broken sentences, but that was volubility
for her. I told her I would sit up and watch for him, if she would sleep, and
she consented. I was still afraid of a nervous breakdown, and I wanted to start
a backfire to head off the chief danger. Tears, I thought. I must make her cry.
I must make her weep over other folks' troubles, and she might forget her own.


"Ah, the
story I told her that night! It was about a little boy that tried to take care
of his . mother, a tale brimming with bathos, with a sob in every sentence, the
kind that children used to get at Sunday-school libraries a generation ago. It
was as obvious as Eighth Avenue melodrama, and as potent. It brought the tears
in a flood, and sleep came as soon as she got into bed.


"I took up
my vigil near the window. I sat there for an hour or two wondering, among other
things, what the foreman of the 27 Quarter Circle thought about my absence.
When I looked at my watch it was after eleven o'clock. I may have nodded a
little after that. Suddenly I heard the faint but unmistakable report of a
shot. I leaped to the door.


"The sound
that floated to me on the still, tingling air sickened me to the point of
nausea. Wolves— scores of them— hundreds of them— all the wolves in the world—
lifted their throats in that ravening chorus. Above the fearful ensemble, as it
ebbed and rose, came the shout of a man. It may have had its notes of terror,
distress, and appeal, but what struck me was its noble challenge, the gage of
battle flung to brute creation. It was the war-cry of species against species,
and its call was irresistible. I would have gone out and fought for him with my
naked hands.


"I shut the
door and stepped to the bedroom. It seemed cruel to waken the worn-out
creature, but I needed her confirmation of my fears. She was with me in half a
minute, fully dressed. I opened the door and let her catch the full force of
the uproar. Another shout.


" 'My
husband.'


"I stopped
only long enough to gather up my hat, saddle, and bridle, but she beat me out
of the door, putting on her cap and jacket as she went. I had to let her catch
her own horse, and dashed into the shed and got Corn Bread. Then came the agony
of waiting for her. It seemed hours— years. As she appeared, riding astride, I
drew one of my six-shooters and handed it to her.


" 'You'll
need that,' I shouted.


" 'Mine is
under the mattress of my bed,' she cried. 'Better get it.'


"It meant
more delay, but it was worth the price. I flung her my bridlerein and tore into
the house for the weapon. I found it, shoved it into my holster, rushed out,
and vaulted to the saddle.


"That was a
ride in spite of the heavy going! It was a biting night, without a moon, and
the glint from the snow guided us better than the niggardly light of the stars.
A blind man could have played leader, for the ever-swelling din pointed the
way. Every variety of yelp, bark, and howl echoed in that awful crescendo,
pierced by intermittent shouts. As we drew closer, we heard the jingling of the
trace-chains, shaken by the floundering horses.


"We
galloped up, whooping and shouting, and the wolves snarlingly slunk off into
the rim of darkness. I could see them still, hovering like shadows, just within
the range of vision, the leaders, sending their calls echoing out into the
spaces of the night.


"No
situation could have been more hopeless. There sat the man on the off-wheeler,
yelling— simply yelling. He had been yelling all the time we were coming to his
rescue, and he did not stop when we arrived. It came regularly, with about
every third respiration— the old, defiant Rebel yell— working with the volume
and precision of a steam calliope in a circus-parade. His horses, jaded and
dead on their feet, were capable only of futile lunges of terror. They couldn't
budge the wagon a foot. And such a load as they had! Only an old-time freighter
would believe that so much stuff could be heaped on four wheels. The big bed,
with its sideboards, held fully thirty bushels of corn, and above were piled
boxes, household furniture, and lumber, topped off with the frames of two great
iron windmills. In the ghostly half-light it loomed up like a four-masted bark
with a deck-cargo reaching to the yards.


"As we drew
rein I found that the goddess was only a woman, after all. Those superb nerves
snapped, and she fainted. Her horse bolted as she fell. Talk about crowded
moments! That situation had me as busy as a bird-dog in no time.- I flopped
from the saddle, jerked off a glove, and began dashing her face and neck with
snow. Corn Bread got his infection of fright, and reared and tugged so I
scarcely could hold him. All the time the wolves were howling and sneaking back
and forth, and that lunatic of a husband merely sat on his horse and whooped. I
could have strangled him.


"Just as
she was regaining consciousness, Corn Bread plunged and stepped on her leg. She
gave a faint cry. The injury was not serious, and the pain hastened her
revival. I got her to her feet, and my first thought was for a refuge for her.
There was a step on the wagon-box, back of the rear wheel, by which she might
have climbed to safety. A glance showed the mocking futility of considering it.
The overreaching bulk of the windmills barred the way as effectually as the
projecting eaves of a house.


" 'Are you
strong enough to ride ?' Although my arm was around her, it required the limit
of vocal power to make myself heard above the howling of the wolves.


" 'Yes,'
she shrieked back.


"I had her
foot already in the stirrup when another possibility flashed across my mind.
The moment Corn Bread felt her weight in the saddle he would be gone, with at
least a part of that ravenous pack at his heels. Even if she escaped her
pursuers, she might freeze to death wandering about on the prairie. I don't
pose as a hero, and I will admit that life was dear to me at twenty. I didn't
see why I should lay it down for people I barely knew. With my horse gone, what
was to become of me ? I couldn't climb up on the wagon, r wasn't certain that a
single one of the freight horses, except the off-wheeler, had been broken to
ride, and he was so fagged that he couldn't carry two. But I had another reason
for jerking her foot from the stirrup.


"While I
hesitated a great, hulking wolf stole up on the other side of Corn Bread and
leaped for his throat. I whipped out my six-shooter and stretched him, whining,
in the snow.


"You
probably have seen a shoal of minnows dart for an insect that has struck the
surface of the water. Every nostril in that starving pack scented the first
spurt of blood, and one might as well have tried to whistle back a tornado as
to stay the hunger-maddened onslaught. From every arc of that famished circle
they converged upon their fallen leader, and instantly his body was hidden by a
rending, snarling mass.


"The first
rush nearly swept us from our feet, but Corn Bread's heels cleared a passage to
the wagon, four or five yards away. I had dumped the fat in the fire by my
first shot, and I decided to go the limit then and there. I emptied my revolver
into the writhing tangle, shoved the gun into my holster, and began firing with
the one I had got from under the mattress. I leaned over and shouted to the
goddess, and told her to shoot. At first she seemed too dazed to understand,
but I repeated my command, and in a moment we both were blazing away as fast as
we could pull the triggers.


"I had
about thirty cartridges in my belt, but the problem of loading nearly drove me
to despair. I had taken the glove from my left hand, when I was trying to
revive the goddess, and my fingers were paralyzed with cold. Corn Bread's
bridle was looped over my elbow, and his furious tugging made it almost
impossible to grasp a cartridge and insert it in the cylinder. At last by shouting
and gestures I made the goddess understand what I wanted. She was herself
again, and almost as soon as one of my revolvers had been emptied she had
another one ready for use.


"I don't
know how many wolves I killed. It didn't require marksmanship. Those trusty
Colts simply bored into that yapping heap as if I had fired into a mound of
earth. There was none of the hunter's delight in seeing his game drop, no
individual yelp of pain. I was a butcher, not a sportsman.


"All the
time reenforcements were arriving, drawn by the deafening uproar. Grisly
shadows flitted in from the gloom, and launched themselves at the heaving
pyramid. Lord ! how I hated them! The ghoulish howls, the grim crunching of
stout bones, filled me with a loathing that brought shudders for months
afterward.


"In all
this time the wagon had creaked along about thirty feet, and the mound of
wolves, tumbling, rolling, and growing like a snowball, had covered about half
that distance. The Voice was still doing business, ripping out a whoop at regular
intervals, and digging his heels into the galled flanks of the jaded wheeler.
We fell back with the wagon. Something would have to be doing soon, for I had
but two shots left.


"The crisis
came swiftly enough. An old wolf wriggled out of the press and limped toward
us. He had been nipped, and with his coward instinct he sought to avoid the
doom of the unfit. In a moment he would be battling for his life, perhaps at
our very feet. Two buHets would be but sorry protection against the swarming
brutes. I swung Corn Bread around, and grasped the goddess by the arm.


" 'You must
ride for it,' I shouted. 'The minute he feels your weight in the stirrup he'll
be gone. Keep your nerve.'


"It was
high time, for the heap of wolves was breaking up.


" 'Keep
your nerve,' I shouted again.


" 'I will,'
she cried, and that last look as she swung to the saddle was enough to satisfy
me of her courage. With a snort of terror, Corn Bread whisked her away.


"I fired my
last shots at the oncoming wolves and made a dash for the offleader. With one
hand holding to the hames I leaped to his back, just as a ravenous brute
snapped at my leg. Inless than three seconds I had occasion to give thanks for
being a star bronco buster. Just as I had feared, the horse had not been broken
to ride. The senseless beast, too leg-weary to escape from the wolves, was
transformed into a bucking dynamo. He reared, and he kicked up his heels ; he
arched his back like a tom-cat, leaped into the air, and came down stiff-legged
; he jumped sidewise, cross-legged, and pranced — and snorted.


"I hadn't
been a range-rider for nothing ; but I soon discovered that a man misses his
saddle after he has become accustomed to it. It was worse than a "bareback
performance, for the infernal back strap began to peel my skin off in strips.
The brute's antics stirred up the other horses, however, and I soon saw that we
had the wagon moving. I took off my hat and began to slap the ears of my
frantic mount; and then I would lean over and give the other leader a rap. The
Voice was still working unfrayed and regular.


"I felt the
wagon get off the rough sod of the prairie onto the trail leading to the ranch.
Just then the lead line broke. I gathered it up and used it to lash my horse
and the other leader. It beat my hat as a whip, and I needed that on my head in
such weather. We bowled along at about six miles an hour, and soon had the
wolves strung out behind us..


"We were
near the house, and I could see the splash of light on the snow cast by the
candle in the window. I was wondering what had become of the goddess, when,
crash! we bumped into the barbed wire of the corral.


"Don't ask
me the details of what happened next. I don't know whether I lit on my heels or
head. My only memory is of a blind, breathless scuttling for the house. I
stumbled over a straw pile ; and the impetus of my fall rammed the snow and
straw into my mouth as if it had been tamped home by a pile-driver. With those
pursuing yelps spurring me on, my halt was little more than an acrobatic
flipflap ; and instantly my toes were digging into the snow as hard as ever. I
met the goddess coming round the corner of the house with the candle. She was
shielding the light with the palm of her hand. At sight of that feeble jet of
flame the wolves halted; and before they could recover their courage we had
bolted through the door and slammed it behind us.


"The last
thing I had heard after striking the corral was the usual whoop from the Voice.
It chilled my blood to think of his forlorn resistance amid that awful tangle
of horses, barbed wire, and wolves. The first thing I saw when I staggered into
the house was the Voice, working like a cuckoo-clock. We couldn't stop him. He
wouldn't speak to us; he shoved his wife away when she tried to quiet him. He
sat in his chair, glaring with a dazed, vacuous ferocity, as if he still saw
the wolves, and yelled. Finally I suggested whisky to the goddess, and she
trotted out a jug. The only way to quiet him was to get him drunk. For a while
his whoops were terrific, but finally they died down to maudlin hiccoughs, and
we put him to bed.


"When the
Voice woke up I found that he was really a magnificent chap. It took him
several days to keep his nerves from dancing; and more than once I saw him
reach out to strike at things. That shot I heard at the window was the last one
in his revolver; and he had completely abandoned hope of rescue.


"I was in
bed two weeks, and it was fully a month before I was able to ride. My legs had
been so badly lacerated by that back strap that it was agony to move. When I
think of the attention patients receive in our modern hospitals, it makes me
smile as I recall the way my case was treated. The salve with which my injuries
were dressed consisted of axle-grease and burned linen. It was heroic, but it
put me on my feet again. It was toward the end of January before I showed up at
the 27 Quarter Circle, and I found that the foreman and the boys long since
those who had fed the wolves; but they were glad enough to reinstate me in the
roster of the living."


______________
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THE Marathon was going down; there was no doubt. An
hour before, plunging through the chaos of a dying hurricane, she had dropped
her propeller, taken a broken tailshaft through her hull, swung into the trough
and been all but submerged in a welter of angry water. No. 1 and No. 2 hatches
caved in, and the sea poured below. She was listing a little, and down by the
head, while the wind whipped the spray about her and a pale moon showed her at
intervals through the drive of the storm wrack. 


Captain Bowden— Yellow Bowden—
clung to the forward rail of the navigation bridge, his stomach turning over
inside him and the icy sweat heavy on his face. 


"She ought to last a bit
longer," the mate was saying in his ear. "And the sea's going down.
We'll get the boats away." 


"Yes," said the
captain. "That's right. That's right." 


"Tough luck," said the
mate. "Right after losing the Manlua too." 


"Yes," said the
captain. "Tough luck." 


The mate went away, bent to the
wind and spray. He found the second mate in the chartroom making up bundles of
instruments, signal flares and the chronometers. 


"He's cracking again,"
he said. "Hanging on the rail and shaking all over." 


The second mate spat out a
fragment of smoldering cigaret. 


"What else did you expect?
He hasn't the guts of a louse. If he'd had any decency he'd have quit the sea
after the Manlua affair. And if his brother didn't own half the stock in
the line he'd have been fired anyway." 


"Sure. Still, it's tough,
losing two ships, one right after the other." 


Captain Bowden was thinking the
same. Yellow Bowden! He knew what they called him all through the line. He
clung to the rail and stared ahead at the shadows of the swells under the wan
moon. The iron spray stung his face. One hundred and forty passengers and
ninety crew. Half the boats gone already; six feet of gaining water below; and
the Marathon in the middle of the South Atlantic Ocean. 


"We're drawing fires,"
the fourth engineer was reporting. "The dynamos'll soon stop." 


"All right. I'll have the
mate rig lanterns." 


"I've told the mate." 


The captain made no answer to
that, and the engineer went away, passing the wireless operator at the head of
the companion. 


"I've got the Seramis,"
reported the operator. "And the Tonkin, sir. They figure they both
ought to be here about dawn." 


The captain nodded. He went to
the chartroom. The mate was still talking with the second. 


"Two ships coming," the
captain informed him. "The Seramis and the Tonkin 


The mate nodded. 


"I know," he said, and
bluntly turned his back. 


Captain Bowden hesitated bleakly
for a moment, and went out on the bridge again and to his place at the rail. 


 


THE first time Bowden met fear
was when he was apprentice on the fullrigger Marsdale, just two days at
sea. A man fell from the main top-gallant yard and screamed as he fell. Young
Bowden was turned to an icy, quaking thing, his stomach sick and sweat on his
face. He fainted when he viewed the reddening huddle on the deck. He never
ascended the ratlines again without shaking in every limb; and the terror of
death watered his very marrow. 


After that first voyage he would
have quit the sea, but he had no choice. His father had been a shipmaster; so
had his uncle. His elder brother had followed deep-water and had founded his
own line. All the traditions of generations of seafarers stood against him. One
point only he won. He was transferred to steam. 


Then one day off the coast of
China in the roaring typhoon a wall of water came over the rail and caught him,
smashing him on a hatch, half-drowning him and leaving him all but unconscious.
His mates swore and took it, plunging back to the work of securing a deck cargo
of case oil. But Bowden staggered to his room, and nothing could move him. He
stayed there until it was over. And his shipmates called him yellow, and Yellow
Bowden he became. 


The agony of that came back as he
held to the Marathon's rail. He wiped the iron spray from his face. Time
had brought him a certain cunning. Pride had aided him. But nothing could check
his mad, blind panic in a crisis. 


There was that time fighting fire
in the main hold, off the coast of Malabar. He dropped his hose and ran
after a small explosion knocked him off his feet. He was not injured, but he
scrambled back on deck, leaving an officer unconscious and two scorched seamen
to fight back the flames. 


And then there was that time,
when he had become a mate, and it was a question of taking the survivors off
the Miltiades, going down fast in the Indian Ocean in a mad gale. He
gave one look at the giant, smoking seas and refused. He was afraid. The second
mate went off with seven volunteers, and the crew looked at Yellow Bowden,
quietly, without a word. 


Yet he prospered. That was
certain, with his brother's position in the line. He had gone up; second mate;
mate; master at last— and a by-word. 


Bowden thought, it was true, that
once he became master trouble would fade. A master does not have to plunge into
dangers. He could always cover the small, slow fears. But it was the great
crisis that betrayed him. As on the Manlua. Everything might in time
have been forgiven him; but not the Manlua. 


It was just such a night as this
in which the Marathon was going down. Wind and sea. Darkness, and
without even a moon. The Manlua had gone down fast, so fast there was
hardly time to get the boats away. Only one, in fact, got away. In that one
boat was Captain Bowden. Eight men of the Manlua's crew died upon the
deck. 


Bowden remembered going utterly,
stark mad with terror; fighting at the rail; clawing men aside. Only the
conflicting evidence, due to the pitch darkness, saved him at the inquiry. 


Sane again and safe, Bowden could
not tell the truth even to his elder brother, and so he had been given the Marathon
and sent to sea again. And why he had taken her remained as much a mystery to
him as why he had remained at sea. He was like a drunken man who insists upon
staggering to his own doom. 


 


BOWDEN steadied himself as the Marathon
rolled sickeningly. A spasm of fear seized him, and then contempt and then
self-pity. He was yellow. 


He had no respect for himself.
But the Fates hounded him. He had lost the Manlua and whatever vestige
of pride or honor that might have remained. And now the Marathon. One
chance in a thousand, and the Fates picked him. 


"We'll have to get the boats
away soon," the mate was saying. 


The mate only addressed him
perfunctorily, as a matter of routine. Whatever Bowden thought or said did not
matter to any one. 


"The passengers are acting
well," said the mate. "No panic. I've got them all properly assigned.
Do you want to check things?" 


"No. No, it's all right. You
can direct." 


"You're staying here?" 


"Yes, I'm staying here."



The mate went away. The second
mate was already gone, and the captain was left alone on the listing bridge. He
flinched as a sea foamed across the foredeck. It wouldn't be long now. Half an
hour perhaps. Then she would slip under, or maybe roll over. 


It cost Bowden a tremendous
effort to remain where he was, but he could manage it for awhile. Until the
last lurch came, and then he knew he would go utterly mad. 


It would not be as it had been on
the Manlua, though. They would get away all the boats they needed on the Marathon.
There was time, and the sea was going down. The rescue ships would come up with
the dawn. No man could blame Bowden for saving himself now. 


No; that was clear. And why
should a master die with his ship? There was a tradition, of course. A captain
always remained. Where was the master of the Titanic, of the Vestris,
of the Alaska? 


But in those wrecks there had
been too few boats, not enough room. There were others. Collins of the Maravale
who stood on the bridge and cried with his ship a flaming hell beneath him.
Brockley of the Asia City, grinding on the reefs, refusing to climb into
the breeches-buoys though every soul was safe and ashore. Ashland of the Pekin
Lady, foundered in mid-ocean and in a calm, who locked himself in his cabin
when the last boat cleared. It was the tradition. You brought your ship home or
you went down with her. Men he knew had done this, men, who in their time, had refused
to drink with him. 


Yet they could say nothing now if
he saved himself. Not every captain was expected to seek the honor of being a
martyr. And there was no blame in the losing of the Marathon. It was just one
of those chances of the sea. But his record... He laughed. Yes, his record.
They would say, and justly, that it was only Yellow Bowden making sure of life
again. 


He took his hands from the rail
and moved uncertainly toward the companion to the lower bridge. He went down
the companion, stopped a moment to view the nightmare of the wet decks, lighted
by many hurricane lamps and some flares, the boats dropping into the sea, the
passengers quiet and remarkably orderly. The mate was a good man. He had
handled things well. 


"Don't worry," the mate
was saying to some one on the main deck. "He'll come fast enough when it's
the last boat." 


"So long as he waits until
then it'll be all right," said another voice. "But if he acts like he
did on the Manlua before this mob's overside we'll have a panic on our
hands." 


Captain Bowden groped into his
room and sat down. He had to make several attempts at lighting a match because
his hands were shaking. The match flamed. Opening a drawer in his desk, Bowden
secured what he wanted. 


Then Bowden went back on the bridge.



 


THE mate came on the bridge for
the last time. 


"You'd better acome along,
sir," he said evenly. "We're ready to push off." 


"Every one get away?"
asked the captain. 


"Every one, sir. The last
boat's waiting." 


"I," stammered the
captain, "I will stay here." 


The mate was silent. He could see
that the other man was sagging at the rail, literally sagging, his legs flaccid
beneath him, and there was no mistaking the stark fear in his voice. 


"But there's no need of
that, sir," the mate said. "There's plenty of room. No use staying
with her any longer. She'll go down any minute." 


He looked sharply at the captain.
This wasn't Yellow Bowden at all. Yellow Bowden should have been in that last
boat almost before she touched the water. And Bowden was saying— 


"You might take this and
throw it away." 


"Take this?" 


The mate mechanically took a
small object from the captain's hand. He was struck. He was nonplused. 


"Come on, sir," he
said. "Let me give you a hand. Are you sick?" 


"Will you get out!" the
captain shouted suddenly. "Get to hell out of here! I'm going down with
her. Get out!" 


"Listen to me, sir!" 


"Get out!" 


A flicker of moonlight danced
over the deck as the Marathon gave an ominous lurch. Captain Bowden
staggered a little, and there was a clinking sound of metal. And then the mate
saw— saw even as he turned to run, knowing it was too late to do anything more.
He dropped down to the maindeck, over the rail and into the waiting boat. 


Slowly and steadily the Marathon
slid forward and down. The sea climbed over the foredeck, covered it; rose
steadily up the saloon house to the lower bridge, then to the navigation
bridge. And above the wind and the sea no! 2 sounded the mad screaming of
Captain Bowden, the screaming of a man utterly lost in raw fear. 


In the moonlight the watchers
could see one wildly uptossed arm, a struggling, straining torso. Scream
followed scream until the water slid over and with a final roll the Marathon
went utterly from view. There was a long quiet, with only the whine of the
wind, the slap of spray against the boat's side. And then the mate released his
long held breath. 


"He knew he was going to
crack!" 


The fourth mate leaned forward. 


"What is it? What's that you
got there, sir?" 


The mate opened his hand and
showed the small object the captain had given him as they parted. 


"This?" he said. "This?
Look at it, man! He ironed himself to the rail and gave me the key!" 


__________________
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LADY JANE LYNKE was unlike other people:
when she heard that she had inherited Bells, the beautiful old place
which had belonged to the Lynkes of Thudeney for something like six hundred
years, the fancy took her to go and see it unannounced. She was staying at a
friend's near by, in Kent, and the next morning she borrowed a motor and
slipped away alone to Thudeney-Blazes, the adjacent village.


It was a lustrous motionless day.
Autumn bloom lay on the Sussex downs, on the heavy trees of the weald, on
streams moving indolently, far off across the marshes. Farther still, Dungeness,
a fitful streak, floated on an immaterial sea which was perhaps, after all,
only sky.


In the softness Thudeney-Blazes
slept: a few aged houses bowed about a duck-pond, a silvery spire, orchards
thick with dew. Did Thudeney-Blazes ever wake?


Lady Jane left the motor to the
care of the geese on a miniature common, pushed open a white gate into a field
(the griffoned portals being padlocked), and struck across the park toward a
group of carved chimney-stacks. No one seemed aware of her.


In a dip of the land, the long
low house, its ripe brick masonry overhanging a moat deeply sunk about its
roots, resembled an aged cedar spreading immemorial red branches. Lady Jane
held her breath and gazed.


A silence distilled from years of
solitude lay on lawns and gardens. No one had lived at Bells since the last
Lord Thudeney, then a penniless younger son, had forsaken it sixty years before
to seek his fortune in Canada. And before that, he and his widowed mother,
distant poor relations, were housed in one of the lodges, and the great place,
even in their day, had been as mute and solitary as the family vault.


Lady Jane, daughter of another
branch, to which an earldom and considerable possessions had accrued, had never
seen Bells, hardly heard its name. A succession of deaths, and the whim of an
old man she had never known, now made her heir to all this beauty; and as she
stood and looked she was glad she had come to it from so far, from impressions
so remote and different. "It would be dreadful to be used to it— to be thinking
already about the state of the roof, or the cost of a heating system."


Till this her thirty-fifth year,
Lady Jane had led an active, independent and decided life. One of several
daughters, moderately but sufficiently provided for, she had gone early from
home, lived in London lodgings, travelled in tropic lands, spent studious
summers in Spain and Italy, and written two or three brisk business-like little
books about cities usually dealt with sentimentally. And now, just back from a
summer in the south of France, she stood ankle-deep in wet bracken, and gazed
at Bells lying there under a September sun that looked like moonlight.


"I shall never leave it!"
she ejaculated, her heart swelling as if she had taken the vow to a lover.


She ran down the last slope of
the park and entered the faded formality of gardens with clipped yews as ornate
as architecture, and holly-hedges as solid as walls. Adjoining the house rose a
low deep-buttressed chapel. Its door was ajar, and she thought this of good
augury: her forebears were waiting for her. In the porch she remarked fly-blown
notices of services, an umbrella stand, a dishevelled door-mat: no doubt the
chapel served as the village church. The thought gave her a sense of warmth and
neighbourliness. Across the damp flags of the chancel, monuments and brasses
showed through a traceried screen. She examined them curiously. Some hailed her
with vocal memories, others whispered out of the remote and the unknown: it was
a shame to know so little about her own family. But neither Crofts nor Lynkes
had ever greatly distinguished themselves; they had gathered substance simply
by holding on to what they had, and slowly accumulating privileges and acres. "Mostly
by clever marriages," Lady Jane thought with a faint contempt.


At that moment her eyes lit on
one of the less ornate monuments: a plain sarcophagus of gray marble niched in
the wall and surmounted by the bust of a young man with a fine arrogant head, a
Byronic throat and tossed-back curls.


"Peregrine Vincent Theobald Lynke,
Baron Clouds, fifteenth Viscount Thudeney of Bells, Lord of the Manors of
Thudeney, Thudeney-Blazes, Upper Lynke, Lynke-Linnet—" so it ran, with the
usual tedious enumeration of honours, titles, court and county offices, ending
with: "Born on May 1st, 1790, perished of the plague at Aleppo in 1828."
And underneath, in small cramped characters, as if crowded as an afterthought
into an insufficient space: "Also His Wife."


That was all. No name, dates,
honours, epithets, for the Viscountess Thudeney. Did she too die of the plague
at Aleppo? Or did the "also" imply her actual presence in the
sarcophagus which her husband's pride had no doubt prepared for his own last
sleep, little guessing that some Syrian drain was to receive him? Lady Jane
racked her memory in vain. All she knew was that the death without issue of
this Lord Thudeney had caused the property to revert to the Croft-Lynkes, and
so, in the end, brought her to the chancel step where, shyly, she knelt a
moment, vowing to the dead to carry on their trust.


She passed on to the entrance
court, and stood at last at the door of her new home, a blunt tweed figure in
heavy mud-stained shoes. She felt as intrusive as a tripper, and her hand
hesitated on the door-bell. "I ought to have brought some one with me,"
she thought; an odd admission on the part of a young woman who, when she was
doing her books of travel, had prided herself on forcing single-handed the most
closely guarded doors. But those other places, as she looked back, seemed easy
and accessible compared to Bells.


She rang, and a tinkle answered,
carried on by a flurried echo which seemed to ask what in the world was
happening. Lady Jane, through the nearest window, caught the spectral vista of
a long room with shrouded furniture. She could not see its farther end, but she
had the feeling that someone stationed there might very well be seeing her.


"Just at first," she
thought, "I shall have to invite people here— to take the chill off."


She rang again, and the tinkle
again prolonged itself; but no one came.


At last she reflected that the
care-takers probably lived at the back of the house, and pushing open a door in
the courtyard wall she worked her way around to what seemed a stable-yard.
Against the purple brick sprawled a neglected magnolia, bearing one late flower
as big as a planet. Lady Jane rang at a door marked "Service." This
bell, though also languid, had a wakefuller sound, as if it were more used to
being rung, and still knew what was likely to follow; and after a delay during
which Lady Jane again had the sense of being peered at— from above, through a
lowered blind— a bolt shot, and a woman looked out. She was youngish,
unhealthy, respectable and frightened; and she blinked at Lady Jane like
someone waking out of sleep.


"Oh," said Lady Jane— "do
you think I might visit the house?"


"The house?"


"I'm staying near here— I'm
interested in old houses. Mightn't I take a look?"


The young woman drew back. "The
house isn't shown."


"Oh, but not to— not to—"
Jane weighed the case. "You see," she explained, "I know some of
the family: the Northumberland branch."


"You're related, madam?"


"Well— distantly, yes."
It was exactly what she had not meant to say; but there seemed no other way.


The woman twisted her
apron-strings in perplexity. "Come, you know," Lady Jane urged,
producing half-a-crown. The woman turned pale.


"I couldn't, madam; not
without asking." It was clear that she was sorely tempted.


"Well, ask, won't you?"
Lady Jane pressed the tip into a hesitating hand. The young woman shut the door
and vanished. She was away so long that the visitor concluded her half-crown
had been pocketed, and there was an end; and she began to be angry with
herself, which was more often her habit than to be so with others.


"Well, for a fool, Jane, you're
a complete one," she grumbled.


A returning footstep, listless,
reluctant— the tread of one who was not going to let her in. It began to be
rather comic.


The door opened, and the young
woman said in her dull sing-song: "Mr. Jones says that no one is allowed to
visit the house."


She and Lady Jane looked at each
other for a moment, and Lady Jane read the apprehension in the other's eyes.


"Mr. Jones? Oh?— Yes; of
course, keep it..." She waved away the woman's hand.


"Thank you, madam." The
door closed again, and Lady Jane stood and gazed up at the inexorable face of
her old home.
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"BUT YOU didn't get in? You
actually came back without so much as a peep?"


Her story was received, that
evening at dinner, with mingled mirth and incredulity.


"But, my dear! You mean to
say you asked to see the house, and they wouldn't let you? Who wouldn't?"
Lady Jane's hostess insisted.


"Mr. Jones."


"Mr. Jones?"


"He said no one was allowed
to visit it."


"Who on earth is Mr. Jones?"


"The care-taker, I suppose.
I didn't see him."


"Didn't see him either? But
I never heard such nonsense! Why in the world didn't you insist?"


"Yes; why didn't you?"
they all chorused; and she could only answer, a little lamely: "I think I
was afraid."


"Afraid? You, darling?"
There was fresh hilarity. "Of Mr. Jones?"


"I suppose so." She
joined in the laugh, yet she knew it was true: she had been afraid.


Edward Stramer, the novelist, an
old friend of her family, had been listening with an air of abstraction, his
eyes on his empty coffee-cup. Suddenly, as the mistress of the house pushed
back her chair, he looked across the table at Lady Jane. "It's odd: I've
just remembered something. Once, when I was a youngster, I tried to see Bells;
over thirty years ago it must have been." He glanced at his host. "Your
mother drove me over. And we were not let in."


There was a certain flatness in
this conclusion, and someone remarked that Bells had always been known as
harder to get into than any other house thereabouts.


"Yes," said Stramer; "but
the point is that we were refused in exactly the same words. Mr. Jones said no
one was allowed to visit the house."


"Ah— he was in possession
already? Thirty years ago? Unsociable fellow, Jones. Well, Jane, you've got a
good watch-dog."


They moved to the drawing-room,
and the talk drifted to other topics. But Stramer came and sat down beside Lady
Jane. "It is queer, though, that at such a distance of time we should have
been given exactly the same answer."


She glanced up at him curiously. "Yes;
and you didn't try to force your way in either?"


"Oh, no: it was not
possible."


"So I felt," she
agreed.


"Well, next week, my dear, I
hope we shall see it all, in spite of Mr. Jones," their hostess
intervened, catching their last words as she moved toward the piano.


"I wonder if we shall see
Mr. Jones," said Stramer.
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BELLS WAS not nearly as large as
it looked; like many old houses it was very narrow, and but one storey high,
with servants' rooms in the low attics, and much space wasted in crooked
passages and superfluous stairs. If she closed the great saloon, Jane thought,
she might live there comfortably with the small staff which was the most she
could afford. It was a relief to find the place less important than she had
feared.


For already, in that first hour
of arrival, she had decided to give up everything else for Bells. Her previous
plans and ambitions— except such as might fit in with living there— had fallen
from her like a discarded garment, and things she had hardly thought about, or
had shrugged away with the hasty subversiveness of youth, were already laying
quiet hands on her; all the lives from which her life had issued, with what
they bore of example or admonishment. The very shabbiness of the house moved
her more than splendours, made it, after its long abandonment, seem full of the
careless daily coming and going of people long dead, people to whom it had not
been a museum, or a page of history, but cradle, nursery, home, and sometimes,
no doubt, a prison. If those marble lips in the chapel could speak! If she
could hear some of their comments on the old house which had spread its silent
shelter over their sins and sorrows, their follies and submissions! A long
tale, to which she was about to add another chapter, subdued and humdrum beside
some of those earlier annals, yet probably freer and more varied than the
unchronicled lives of the great-aunts and great-grandmothers buried there so
completely that they must hardly have known when they passed from their beds to
their graves. "Piled up like dead leaves," Jane thought, "layers
and layers of them, to preserve something forever budding underneath."


Well, all these piled-up lives
had at least preserved the old house in its integrity; and that was worth
while. She was satisfied to carry on such a trust.


She sat in the garden looking up
at those rosy walls, iridescent with damp and age. She decided which windows
should be hers, which rooms given to the friends from Kent who were motoring
over, Stramer among them, for a modest house-warming; then she got up and went
in.


The hour had come for domestic
questions; for she had arrived alone, unsupported even by the old family
housemaid her mother had offered her. She preferred to start afresh, convinced
that her small household could be staffed from the neighbourhood. Mrs. Clemm,
the rosy-cheeked old person who had curtsied her across the threshold, would
doubtless know.


Mrs. Clemm, summoned to the
library, curtsied again. She wore black silk, gathered and spreading as to
skirt, flat and perpendicular as to bodice. On her glossy false front was a
black lace cap with ribbons which had faded from violet to ash-colour, and a
heavy watch-chain descended from the lava brooch under her crochet collar. Her
small round face rested on the collar like a red apple on a white plate: neat,
smooth, circular, with a pursed-up mouth, eyes like black seeds, and round
ruddy cheeks with the skin so taut that one had to look close to see that it
was as wrinkled as a piece of old crackly.


Mrs. Clemm was sure there would
be no trouble about servants. She herself could do a little cooking: though her
hand might be a bit out. But there was her niece to help; and she was quite of
her ladyship's opinion, that there was no need to get in strangers. They were
mostly a poor lot; and besides, they might not take to Bells. There were
persons who didn't. Mrs. Clemm smiled a sharp little smile, like the scratch of
a pin, as she added that she hoped her ladyship wouldn't be one of them.


As for under-servants... well, a
boy, perhaps? She had a great-nephew she might send for. But about women—
under-housemaids— if her ladyship thought they couldn't manage as they were;
well, she really didn't know. Thudeney-Blazes? Oh, she didn't think so... There
was more dead than living at Thudeney-Blazes... everyone was leaving there...
or in the church-yard... one house after another being shut... death was
everywhere, wasn't it, my lady? Mrs. Clemm said it with another of her short
sharp smiles, which provoked the appearance of a frosty dimple.


"But my niece Georgiana is a
hard worker, my lady; her that let you in the other day..."


"That didn't," Lady
Jane corrected.


"Oh, my lady, it was too
unfortunate. If only your ladyship had have said... poor Georgiana had ought to
have seen; but she never did have her wits about her, not for answering the
door."


"But she was only obeying
orders. She went to ask Mr. Jones."


Mrs. Clemm was silent... Her
small hands, wrinkled and resolute, fumbled with the folds of her apron, and
her quick eyes made the circuit of the room and then came back to Lady Jane's.


"Just so, my lady; but, as I
told her, she'd ought to have known—"


"And who is Mr. Jones?"


Mrs. Clemm's smile snapped out
again, deprecating, respectful. "Well, my lady, he's more dead than
living, too... if I may say so," was her surprising answer.


"Is he? I'm sorry to hear
that; but who is he?"


"Well, my lady, he's... he's
my great-uncle, as it were... my grandmother's own brother, as you might say."


"Ah; I see." Lady Jane
considered her with growing curiosity. "He must have reached a great age,
then."


"Yes, my lady; he has that.
Though I'm not," Mrs. Clemm added, the dimple showing, "as old myself
as your ladyship might suppose. Living at Bells all these years has been ageing
to me; it would be to anybody."


"I suppose so. And yet,"
Lady Jane continued, "Mr. Jones has survived; has stood it well— as you
certainly have?"


"Oh, not as well as I have,"
Mrs. Clemm interjected, as if resentful of the comparison.


"At any rate, he still
mounts guard; mounts it as well as he did thirty years ago."


"Thirty years ago?"
Mrs. Clemm echoed, her hands dropping from her apron to her sides.


"Wasn't he here thirty years
ago?"


"Oh, yes, my lady;
certainly; he's never once been away that I know of."


"What a wonderful record!
And what exactly are his duties?"


Mrs. Clemm paused again, her
hands still motionless in the folds of her skirt. Lady Jane noticed that the
fingers were tightly clenched, as if to check an involuntary gesture.


"He began as pantry-boy;
then footman; then butler, my lady; but it's hard to say, isn't it, what an old
servant's duties are, when he's stayed on in the same house so many years?"


"Yes; and that house always
empty."


"Just so, my lady.
Everything came to depend on him; one thing after another. His late lordship
thought the world of him."


"His late lordship? But he
was never here! He spent all his life in Canada."


Mrs. Clemm seemed slightly
disconcerted. "Certainly, my lady." (Her voice said: "Who are
you, to set me right as to the chronicles of Bells?") "But by letter,
my lady; I can show you the letters. And there was his lordship before, the
sixteenth Viscount. He did come here once."


"Ah, did he?" Lady Jane
was embarrassed to find how little she knew of them all. She rose from her
seat. "They were lucky, all these absentees, to have some one to watch
over their interests so faithfully. I should like to see Mr. Jones— to thank
him. Will you take me to him now?"


"Now?" Mrs. Clemm moved
back a step or two; Lady Jane fancied her cheeks paled a little under their
ruddy varnish. "Oh, not today, my lady."


"Why? Isn't he well enough?"


"Not nearly. He's between
life and death, as it were," Mrs. Clemm repeated, as if the phrase were
the nearest approach she could find to a definition of Mr. Jones's state.


"He wouldn't even know who I
was?"


Mrs. Clemm considered a moment. "I
don't say that, my lady;" her tone implied that to do so might appear
disrespectful. "He'd know you, my lady; but you wouldn't know him."
She broke off and added hastily: "I mean, for what he is: he's in no state
for you to see him."


"He's so very ill? Poor man!
And is everything possible being done?"


"Oh, everything; and more
too, my lady. But perhaps," Mrs. Clemm suggested, with a clink of keys, "this
would be a good time for your ladyship to take a look about the house. If your
ladyship has no objection, I should like to begin with the linen."
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"AND MR. JONES?"
Stramer queried, a few days later, as they sat, Lady Jane and the party from
Kent, about an improvised tea-table in a recess of one of the great
holly-hedges.


The day was as hushed and warm as
that on which she had first come to Bells, and Lady Jane looked up with a smile
of ownership at the old walls which seemed to smile back, the windows which now
looked at her with friendly eyes.


"Mr. Jones? Who's Mr. Jones?"
the others asked; only Stramer recalled their former talk.


Lady Jane hesitated. "Mr.
Jones is my invisible guardian; or rather, the guardian of Bells."


They remembered then. "Invisible?
You don't mean to say you haven't seen him yet?"


"Not yet; perhaps I never
shall. He's very old— and very ill, I'm afraid."


"And he still rules here?"


"Oh, absolutely. The fact
is," Lady Jane added, "I believe he's the only person left who really
knows all about Bells."


"Jane, my dear! That big
shrub over there against the wall! I verily believe it's Templetonia retusa.
It is! Did any one ever hear of its standing an English winter?" Gardeners
all, they dashed off towards the shrub in its sheltered angle. "I shall
certainly try it on a south wall at Dipway," cried the hostess from Kent.


Tea over, they moved on to
inspect the house. The short autumn day was drawing to a close; but the party
had been able to come only for an afternoon, instead of staying over the
week-end, and having lingered so long in the gardens they had only time,
indoors, to puzzle out what they could through the shadows. Perhaps, Lady Jane thought,
it was the best hour to see a house like Bells, so long abandoned, and not yet
warmed into new life.


The fire she had had lit in the
saloon sent its radiance to meet them, giving the great room an air of
expectancy and welcome. The portraits, the Italian cabinets, the shabby
arm-chairs and rugs, all looked as if life had but lately left them; and Lady
Jane said to herself: "Perhaps Mrs. Clemm is right in advising me to live
here and close the blue parlour."


"My dear, what a fine room!
Pity it faces north. Of course you'll have to shut it in winter. It would cost
a fortune to heat."


Lady Jane hesitated. "I don't
know: I had meant to. But there seems to be no other..."


"No other? In all this
house?" They laughed; and one of the visitors, going ahead and crossing a
panelled anteroom, cried out: "But here! A delicious room; windows south—
yes, and west. The warmest of the house. This is perfect."


They followed, and the blue room
echoed with exclamations. "Those charming curtains with the parrots... and
the blue of that petit point fire-screen! But, Jane, of course you must live
here. Look at this citron-wood desk!"


Lady Jane stood on the threshold.
"It seems that the chimney smokes hopelessly."


"Hopelessly? Nonsense! Have
you consulted anybody? I'll send you a wonderful man..."


"Besides, if you put in one
of those one-pipe heaters... At Dipway..."


Stramer was looking over Lady
Jane's shoulder. "What does Mr. Jones say about it?"


"He says no one has ever
been able to use this room; not for ages. It was the housekeeper who told me.
She's his great-niece, and seems simply to transmit his oracles."


Stramer shrugged. "Well, he's
lived at Bells longer than you have. Perhaps he's right."


"How absurd!" one of
the ladies cried. "The housekeeper and Mr. Jones probably spend their
evenings here, and don't want to be disturbed. Look— ashes on the hearth! What
did I tell you?"


Lady Jane echoed the laugh as
they turned away. They had still to see the library, damp and dilapidated, the
panelled dining-room, the breakfast-parlour, and such bedrooms as had any old
furniture left; not many, for the late lords of Bells, at one time or another,
had evidently sold most of its removable treasures.


When the visitors came down their
motors were waiting. A lamp had been placed in the hall, but the rooms beyond
were lit only by the broad clear band of western sky showing through
uncurtained casements. On the doorstep one of the ladies exclaimed that she had
lost her hand-bag— no, she remembered; she had laid it on the desk in the blue room.
Which way was the blue room?


"I'll get it," Jane
said, turning back. She heard Stramer following. He asked if he should bring
the lamp.


"Oh, no; I can see."


She crossed the threshold of the
blue room, guided by the light from its western window; then she stopped.
Someone was in the room already; she felt rather than saw another presence.
Stramer, behind her, paused also; he did not speak or move. What she saw, or
thought she saw, was simply an old man with bent shoulders turning away from
the citron-wood desk. Almost before she had received the impression there was
no one there; only the slightest stir of the needlework curtain over the
farther door. She heard no step or other sound.


"There's the bag," she
said, as if the act of speaking, and saying something obvious, were a relief.


In the hall her glance crossed
Stramer's, but failed to find there the reflection of what her own had
registered.


He shook hands, smiling. "Well,
goodbye. I commit you to Mr. Jones's care; only don't let him say that you're not
shown to visitors."


She smiled: "Come back and
try," and then shivered a little as the lights of the last motor vanished
beyond the great black hedges.
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LADY JANE HAD exulted in her
resolve to keep Bells to herself till she and the old house should have had
time to make friends. But after a few days she recalled the uneasy feeling
which had come over her as she stood on the threshold after her first tentative
ring. Yes; she had been right in thinking she would have to have people about
her to take the chill off. The house was too old, too mysterious, too much
withdrawn into its own secret past, for her poor little present to fit into it
without uneasiness.


But it was not a time of year
when, among Lady Jane's friends, it was easy to find people free. Her own
family were all in the north, and impossible to dislodge. One of her sisters,
when invited, simply sent her back a list of shooting-dates; and her mother
wrote: "Why not come to us? What can you have to do all alone in that
empty house at this time of year? Next summer we're all coming."


Having tried one or two friends
with the same result, Lady Jane bethought her of Stramer. He was finishing a
novel, she knew, and at such times he liked to settle down somewhere in the
country where he could be sure of not being disturbed. Bells was a perfect
asylum, and though it was probable that some other friend had anticipated her,
and provided the requisite seclusion, Lady Jane decided to invite him. "Do
bring your work and stay till it's finished— and don't be in a hurry to finish.
I promise that no one shall bother you—" and she added, half-nervously: "Not
even Mr. Jones." As she wrote she felt an absurd impulse to blot the words
out. "He might not like it," she thought; and the "he" did
not refer to Stramer.


Was the solitude already making
her superstitious? She thrust the letter into an envelope, and carried it
herself to the post-office at Thudeney-Blazes. Two days later a wire from
Stramer announced his arrival.


 


HE CAME on a cold stormy
afternoon, just before dinner, and as they went up to dress Lady Jane called
after him: "We shall sit in the blue parlour this evening." The
housemaid Georgiana was crossing the passage with hot water for the visitor.
She stopped and cast a vacant glance at Lady Jane. The latter met it, and said
carelessly: "You hear, Georgiana? The fire in the blue parlour."


While Lady Jane was dressing she
heard a knock, and saw Mrs. Clemm's round face just inside the door, like a red
apple on a garden wall.


"Is there anything wrong
about the saloon, my lady? Georgiana understood—"


"That I want the fire in the
blue parlour. Yes. What's wrong with the saloon is that one freezes there."


"But the chimney smokes in
the blue parlour."


"Well, we'll give it a
trial, and if it does I'll send for some one to arrange it."


"Nothing can be done, my
lady. Everything has been tried, and—"


Lady Jane swung about suddenly.
She had heard Stramer singing a cheerful hunting-song in a cracked voice, in
his dressing-room at the other end of the corridor.


"That will do, Mrs. Clemm. I
want the fire in the blue parlour."


"Yes, my lady." The
door closed on the housekeeper.


 


"SO YOU decided on the
saloon after all?" Stramer said, as Lady Jane led the way there after
their brief repast.


"Yes: I hope you won't be
frozen. Mr. Jones swears that the chimney in the blue parlour isn't safe; so,
until I can fetch the mason over from Strawbridge—"


"Oh, I see." Stramer
drew up to the blaze in the great fire-place. "We're very well off here;
though heating this room is going to be ruinous. Meanwhile, I note that Mr.
Jones still rules."


Lady Jane gave a slight laugh.


"Tell me," Stramer
continued, as she bent over the mixing of the Turkish coffee, "what is
there about him? I'm getting curious."


Lady Jane laughed again, and
heard the embarrassment in her laugh. "So am I."


"Why— you don't mean to say
you haven't seen him yet?"


"No. He's still too ill."


"What's the matter with him?
What does the doctor say?"


"He won't see the doctor."


"But look here— if things
take a worse turn— I don't know; but mightn't you be held to have been
negligent?"


"What can I do? Mrs. Clemm
says he has a doctor who treats him by correspondence. I don't see that I can
interfere."


"Isn't there some one beside
Mrs. Clemm whom you can consult?"


She considered: certainly, as
yet, she had not made much effort to get into relation with her neighbours. "I
expected the vicar to call. But I've enquired: there's no vicar any longer at
Thudeney-Blazes. A curate comes from Strawbridge every other Sunday. And the one
who comes now is new: nobody about the place seems to know him."


"But I thought the chapel
here was in use? It looked so when you showed it to us the other day."


"I thought so too. It used
to be the parish church of Lynke-Linnet and Lower-Lynke; but it seems that was
years ago. The parishioners objected to coming so far; and there weren't enough
of them. Mrs. Clemm says that nearly everybody has died off or left. It's the
same at Thudeney-Blazes."


Stramer glanced about the great
room, with its circle of warmth and light by the hearth, and the sullen shadows
huddled at its farther end, as if hungrily listening. "With this emptiness
at the centre, life was bound to cease gradually on the outskirts."


Lady Jane followed his glance. "Yes;
it's all wrong. I must try to wake the place up."


"Why not open it to the
public? Have a visitors' day?"


She thought a moment. In itself
the suggestion was distasteful; she could imagine few things that would bore
her more. Yet to do so might be a duty, a first step toward re-establishing
relations between the lifeless house and its neighbourhood. Secretly, she felt
that even the coming and going of indifferent unknown people would help to take
the chill from those rooms, to brush from their walls the dust of too-heavy
memories.


"Who's that?" asked
Stramer. Lady Jane started in spite of herself, and glanced over her shoulder;
but he was only looking past her at a portrait which a dart of flame from the
hearth had momentarily called from its obscurity.


"That's a Lady Thudeney."
She got up and went toward the picture with a lamp. "Might be an Opie, don't
you think? It's a strange face, under the smirk of the period."


Stramer took the lamp and held it
up. The portrait was that of a young woman in a short-waisted muslin gown
caught beneath the breast by a cameo. Between clusters of beribboned curls a
long fair oval looked out dumbly, inexpressively, in a stare of frozen beauty. "It's
as if the house had been too empty even then," Lady Jane murmured. "I
wonder which she was? Oh, I know: it must be 'Also His Wife'."


Stramer stared.


"It's the only name on her
monument. The wife of Peregrine Vincent Theobald, who perished of the plague at
Aleppo in 1828. Perhaps she was very fond of him, and this was painted when she
was an inconsolable widow."


"They didn't dress like that
as late as 1828." Stramer holding the lamp closer, deciphered the
inscription on the border of the lady's India scarf; Juliana, Viscountess
Thudeney, 1818. "She must have been inconsolable before his death, then."


Lady Jane smiled. "Let's
hope she grew less so after it."


Stramer passed the lamp across
the canvas. "Do you see where she was painted? In the blue parlour. Look:
the old panelling; and she's leaning on the citron-wood desk. They evidently
used the room in winter then." The lamp paused on the background of the
picture: a window framing snow-laden paths and hedges in icy perspective.


"Curious," Stramer
said— "and rather melancholy: to be painted against that wintry
desolation. I wish you could find out more about her. Have you dipped into your
archives?"


"No. Mr. Jones—"


"He won't allow that either?"


"Yes; but he's lost the key
of the muniment-room. Mrs. Clemm has been trying to get a locksmith."


"Surely the neighbourhood
can still produce one?"


"There was one at
Thudeney-Blazes; but he died the week before I came."


"Of course!"


"Of course?"


"Well, in Mrs. Clemm's hands
keys get lost, chimneys smoke, locksmiths die..." Stramer stood, light in
hand, looking down the shadowy length of the saloon. "I say, let's go and
see what's happening now in the blue parlour."


Lady Jane laughed: a laugh seemed
easy with another voice near by to echo it. "Let's—"


She followed him out of the
saloon, across the hall in which a single candle burned on a far-off table, and
past the stairway yawning like a black funnel above them. In the doorway of the
blue parlour Stramer paused. "Now, then, Mr. Jones!"


It was stupid, but Lady Jane's
heart gave a jerk: she hoped the challenge would not evoke the shadowy figure
she had half seen that other day.


"Lord, it's cold!"
Stramer stood looking about him. "Those ashes are still on the hearth.
Well, it's all very queer." He crossed over to the citron-wood desk. "There's
where she sat for her picture— and in this very arm-chair— look!"


"Oh, don't!" Lady Jane
exclaimed. The words slipped out unawares.


"Don't— what?"


"Try those drawers—"
she wanted to reply; for his hand was stretched toward the desk.


"I'm frozen; I think I'm
starting a cold. Do come away," she grumbled, backing toward the door.


Stramer lighted her out without
comment. As the lamplight slid along the walls Lady Jane fancied that the
needlework curtain over the farther door stirred as it had that other day. But
it may have been the wind rising outside...


The saloon seemed like home when
they got back to it.
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"THERE is no Mr. Jones!"


Stramer proclaimed it
triumphantly when they met the next morning. Lady Jane had motored off early to
Strawbridge in quest of a mason and a locksmith. The quest had taken longer
than she had expected, for everybody in Strawbridge was busy on jobs nearer by,
and unaccustomed to the idea of going to Bells, with which the town seemed to
have had no communication within living memory. The younger workmen did not
even know where the place was, and the best Lady Jane could do was to coax a
locksmith's apprentice to come with her, on the understanding that he would be
driven back to the nearest station as soon as his job was over. As for the
mason, he had merely taken note of her request, and promised half-heartedly to
send somebody when he could. "Rather off our beat, though."


She returned, discouraged and
somewhat weary, as Stramer was coming downstairs after his morning's work.


"No Mr. Jones?" she
echoed.


"Not a trace! I've been
trying the old Glamis experiment— situating his room by its window. Luckily the
house is smaller..."


Lady Jane smiled. "Is this
what you call locking yourself up with your work?"


"I can't work: that's the
trouble. Not till this is settled. Bells is a fidgety place."


"Yes," she agreed.


"Well, I wasn't going to be
beaten; so I went to try to find the head-gardener."


"But there isn't—"


"No. Mrs. Clemm told me. The
head-gardener died last year. That woman positively glows with life whenever
she announces a death. Have you noticed?"


Yes: Lady Jane had.


"Well— I said to myself that
if there wasn't a head-gardener there must be an underling; at least one. I'd
seen somebody in the distance, raking leaves, and I ran him down. Of course he'd
never seen Mr. Jones."


"You mean that poor old
half-blind Jacob? He couldn't see anybody."


"Perhaps not. At any rate,
he told me that Mr. Jones wouldn't let the leaves be buried for leaf-mould— I
forget why. Mr. Jones's authority extends even to the gardens."


"Yet you say he doesn't
exist!"


"Wait. Jacob is half-blind,
but he's been here for years, and knows more about the place than you'd think.
I got him talking about the house, and I pointed to one window after another,
and he told me each time whose the room was, or had been. But he couldn't situate
Mr. Jones."


"I beg your ladyship's
pardon—" Mrs. Clemm was on the threshold, cheeks shining, skirt rustling,
her eyes like drills. "The locksmith your ladyship brought back; I
understand it was for the lock of the muniment-room—"


"Well?"


"He's lost one of his tools,
and can't do anything without it. So he's gone. The butcher's boy gave him a
lift back."


Lady Jane caught Stramer's faint
chuckle. She stood and stared at Mrs. Clemm, and Mrs. Clemm stared back,
deferential but unflinching.


"Gone? Very well; I'll motor
after him."


"Oh, my lady, it's too late.
The butcher's boy had his motor-cycle... Besides, what could he do?"


"Break the lock,"
exclaimed Lady Jane, exasperated.


"Oh, my lady—" Mrs.
Clemm's intonation marked the most respectful incredulity. She waited another
moment, and then withdrew, while Lady Jane and Stramer considered each other.


"But this is absurd,"
Lady Jane declared when they had lunched, waited on, as usual, by the flustered
Georgiana. "I'll break in that door myself, if I have to.— Be careful
please, Georgiana," she added; "I was speaking of doors, not dishes."
For Georgiana had let fall with a crash the dish she was removing from the
table. She gathered up the pieces in her tremulous fingers, and vanished. Jane
and Stramer returned to the saloon.


"Queer!" the novelist
commented.


"Yes." Lady Jane,
facing the door, started slightly. Mrs. Clemm was there again; but this time
subdued, unrustling, bathed in that odd pallor which enclosed but seemed unable
to penetrate the solid crimson of her cheeks.


"I beg pardon, my lady. The
key is found." Her hand, as she held it out, trembled like Georgiana's.
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"IT'S NOT HERE,"
Stramer announced, a couple of hours later.


"What isn't?" Lady Jane
queried, looking up from a heap of disordered papers. Her eyes blinked at him
through the fog of yellow dust raised by her manipulations.


"The clue.— I've got all the
1800 to 1840 papers here; and there's a gap."


She moved over to the table above
which he was bending. "A gap?"


"A big one. Nothing between
1815 and 1835. No mention of Peregrine or of Juliana."


They looked at each other across
the tossed papers, and suddenly Stramer exclaimed: "Someone has been here
before us— just lately."


Lady Jane stared, incredulous,
and then followed the direction of his downward pointing hand.


"Do you wear flat heelless
shoes?" he questioned. "And of that size? Even my feet are too small
to fit into those foot-prints. Luckily there wasn't time to sweep the floor!"


Lady Jane felt a slight chill, a
chill of a different and more inward quality than the shock of stuffy coldness
which had met them as they entered the unaired attic set apart for the storing
of the Thudeney archives.


"But how absurd! Of course
when Mrs. Clemm found we were coming up she came— or sent some one— to open the
shutters."


"That's not Mrs. Clemm's
foot, or the other woman's. She must have sent a man— an old man with a shaky
uncertain step. Look how it wanders."


"Mr. Jones, then!" said
Lady Jane, half impatiently.


"Mr. Jones. And he got what
he wanted, and put it— where?"


"Ah, that—! I'm freezing,
you know; let's give this up for the present." She rose, and Stramer
followed her without protest; the muniment-room was really untenable.


"I must catalogue all this
stuff some day, I suppose," Lady Jane continued, as they went down the
stairs. "But meanwhile, what do you say to a good tramp, to get the dust
out of our lungs?"


He agreed, and turned back to his
room to get some letters he wanted to post at Thudeney-Blazes.


Lady Jane went down alone. It was
a fine afternoon, and the sun, which had made the dust-clouds of the
muniment-room so dazzling, sent a long shaft through the west window of the
blue parlour, and across the floor of the hall.


Certainly Georgiana kept the oak
floors remarkably well; considering how much else she had to do, it was surp— 


Lady Jane stopped as if an unseen
hand had jerked her violently back. On the smooth parquet before her she had
caught the trace of dusty foot-prints— the prints of broad-soled heelless
shoes— making for the blue parlour and crossing its threshold. She stood still
with the same inward shiver that she had felt upstairs; then, avoiding the
foot-prints, she too stole very softly toward the blue parlour, pushed the door
wider, and saw, in the long dazzle of autumn light, as if translucid, edged
with the glitter, an old man at the desk.


"Mr. Jones!"


A step came up behind her: Mrs.
Clemm with the post-bag. "You called, my lady?"


"I... yes..."


When she turned back to the desk
there was no one there.


She faced about on the
housekeeper. "Who was that?"


"Where, my lady?"


Lady Jane, without answering,
moved toward the needlework curtain, in which she had detected the same faint
tremor as before. "Where does that door go to— behind the curtain?"


"Nowhere, my lady. I mean;
there is no door."


Mrs. Clemm had followed; her step
sounded quick and assured. She lifted up the curtain with a firm hand. Behind
it was a rectangle of roughly plastered wall, where an opening had visibly been
bricked up.


"When was that done?"


"The wall built up? I couldn't
say. I've never known it otherwise," replied the housekeeper.


The two women stood for an
instant measuring each other with level eyes; then the housekeeper's were
slowly lowered, and she let the curtain fall from her hand. "There are a
great many things in old houses that nobody knows about," she said.


"There shall be as few as
possible in mine," said Lady Jane.


"My lady!" The
housekeeper stepped quickly in front of her. "My lady, what are you doing?"
she gasped.


Lady Jane had turned back to the
desk at which she had just seen— or fancied she had seen— the bending figure of
Mr. Jones.


"I am going to look through
these drawers," she said.


The housekeeper still stood in
pale immobility between her and the desk. "No, my lady— no. You won't do
that."


"Because—?"


Mrs. Clemm crumpled up her black
silk apron with a despairing gesture. "Because— if you will have it— that's
where Mr. Jones keeps his private papers. I know he'd oughtn't to..."


"Ah— then it was Mr. Jones I
saw here?"


The housekeeper's arms sank to
her sides and her mouth hung open on an unspoken word. "You saw him?"
The question came out in a confused whisper; and before Lady Jane could answer,
Mrs. Clemm's arms rose again, stretched before her face as if to fend off a
blaze of intolerable light, or some forbidden sight she had long since
disciplined herself not to see. Thus screening her eyes she hurried across the
hall to the door of the servants' wing.


Lady Jane stood for a moment
looking after her; then, with a slightly shaking hand, she opened the desk and
hurriedly took out from it all the papers— a small bundle— that it contained.
With them she passed back into the saloon.


As she entered it her eye was
caught by the portrait of the melancholy lady in the short-waisted gown whom
she and Stramer had christened "Also His Wife." The lady's eyes,
usually so empty of all awareness save of her own frozen beauty, seemed
suddenly waking to an anguished participation in the scene.


"Fudge!" muttered Lady
Jane, shaking off the spectral suggestion as she turned to meet Stramer on the
threshold.


 


viii


 


THE MISSING PAPERS were all
there. Stramer and she spread them out hurriedly on a table and at once
proceeded to gloat over their find. Not a particularly important one, indeed;
in the long history of the Lynkes and Crofts it took up hardly more space than
the little handful of documents did, in actual bulk, among the stacks of the
muniment-room. But the fact that these papers filled a gap in the chronicles of
the house, and situated the sad-faced beauty as veritably the wife of the
Peregrine Vincent Theobald Lynke who had "perished of the plague at Aleppo
in 1828"— this was a discovery sufficiently exciting to whet amateur
appetites, and to put out of Lady Jane's mind the strange incident which had
attended the opening of the cabinet.


For a while she and Stramer sat
silently and methodically going through their respective piles of
correspondence; but presently Lady Jane, after glancing over one of the
yellowing pages, uttered a startled exclamation.


"How strange! Mr. Jones
again— always Mr. Jones!"


Stramer looked up from the papers
he was sorting. "You too? I've got a lot of letters here addressed to a
Mr. Jones by Peregrine Vincent, who seems to have been always disporting
himself abroad, and chronically in want of money. Gambling debts, apparently
... ah and women ... a dirty record altogether..."


"Yes? My letter is not
written to a Mr. Jones; but it's about one. Listen." Lady Jane began to
read. " 'Bells, February 20th, 1826...' (It's from poor 'Also His
Wife' to her husband.) 'My dear Lord, Acknowledging as I ever do the burden of
the sad impediment which denies me the happiness of being more frequently in
your company, I yet fail to conceive how anything in my state obliges that
close seclusion in which Mr. Jones persists— and by your express orders, so he
declares— in confining me. Surely, my lord, had you found it possible to spend
more time with me since the day of our marriage, you would yourself have seen
it to be unnecessary to put this restraint upon me. It is true, alas, that my
unhappy infirmity denies me the happiness to speak with you, or to hear the
accents of the voice I should love above all others could it but reach me; but,
my dear husband, I would have you consider that my mind is in no way affected
by this obstacle, but goes out to you, as my heart does, in a perpetual
eagerness of attention, and that to sit in this great house alone, day after
day, month after month, deprived of your company, and debarred also from any
intercourse but that of the servants you have chosen to put about me, is a fate
more cruel than I deserve and more painful than I can bear. I have entreated
Mr. Jones, since he seems all-powerful with you, to represent this to you, and
to transmit this my last request— for should I fail I am resolved to make no
other— that you should consent to my making the acquaintance of a few of your
friends and neighbours, among whom I cannot but think there must be some kind
hearts that would take pity on my unhappy situation, and afford me such
companionship as would give me more courage to bear your continual absence...' "


Lady Jane folded up the letter. "Deaf
and dumb— ah, poor creature! That explains the look—"


"And this explains the
marriage," Stramer continued, unfolding a stiff parchment document. "Here
are the Viscountess Thudeney's marriage settlements. She appears to have been a
Miss Portallo, daughter of Obadiah Portallo Esqre, of Purflew Castle,
Caermarthenshire, and Bombay House, Twickenham, East India merchant, senior
member of the banking house of Portallo and Prest— and so on and so on. And the
figures run up into hundreds of thousands."


"It's rather ghastly—
putting the two things together. All the millions and— imprisonment in the blue
parlour. I suppose her Viscount had to have the money, and was ashamed to have
it known how he had got it..." Lady Jane shivered. "Think of it— day
after day, winter after winter, year after year... speechless, soundless,
alone... under Mr. Jones's guardianship. Let me see: what year were they
married?"


"In 1817."


"And only a year later that
portrait was painted. And she had the frozen look already."


Stramer mused: "Yes; it's
grim enough. But the strangest figure in the whole case is still— Mr. Jones."


"Mr. Jones— yes. Her keeper,"
Lady Jane mused "I suppose he must have been this one's ancestor. The office
seems to have been hereditary at Bells."


"Well— I don't know."


Stramer's voice was so odd that
Lady Jane looked up at him with a stare of surprise. "What if it were the
same one?" suggested Stramer with a queer smile.


"The same?" Lady Jane
laughed. "You're not good at figures are you? If poor Lady Thudeney's Mr.
Jones were alive now he'd be—"


"I didn't say ours was alive
now," said Stramer.


"Oh— why, what...?" she
faltered.


But Stramer did not answer; his
eyes had been arrested by the precipitate opening of the door behind his
hostess, and the entry of Georgiana, a livid, dishevelled Georgiana, more than
usually bereft of her faculties, and gasping out something inarticulate.


"Oh, my lady— it's my aunt—
she won't answer me," Georgiana stammered in a voice of terror.


Lady Jane uttered an impatient
exclamation. "Answer you? Why— what do you want her to answer?"


"Only whether she's alive,
my lady," said Georgiana with streaming eyes.


Lady Jane continued to look at
her severely. "Alive? Alive? Why on earth shouldn't she be?"


"She might as well be dead—
by the way she just lies there."


"Your aunt dead? I saw her
alive enough in the blue parlour half an hour ago," Lady Jane returned.
She was growing rather blasé with regard to Georgiana's panics; but suddenly
she felt this to be of a different nature from any of the others. "Where
is it your aunt's lying?"


"In her own bedroom, on her
bed," the other wailed, "and won't say why."


Lady Jane got to her feet,
pushing aside the heaped-up papers, and hastening to the door with Stramer in
her wake.


As they went up the stairs she
realized that she had seen the housekeeper's bedroom only once, on the day of
her first obligatory round of inspection, when she had taken possession of
Bells. She did not even remember very clearly where it was, but followed
Georgiana down the passage and through a door which communicated, rather
surprisingly, with a narrow walled-in staircase that was unfamiliar to her. At
its top she and Stramer found themselves on a small landing upon which two
doors opened. Through the confusion of her mind Lady Jane noticed that these
rooms, with their special staircase leading down to what had always been called
his lordship's suite, must obviously have been occupied by his lordship's
confidential servants. In one of them, presumably, had been lodged the original
Mr. Jones, the Mr. Jones of the yellow letters, the letters purloined by Lady
Jane. As she crossed the threshold, Lady Jane remembered the housekeeper's
attempt to prevent her touching the contents of the desk.


Mrs. Clemm's room, like herself,
was neat, glossy and extremely cold. Only Mrs. Clemm herself was no longer like
Mrs. Clemm. The red-apple glaze had barely faded from her cheeks, and not a
lock was disarranged in the unnatural lustre of her false front; even her cap
ribbons hung symmetrically along either cheek. But death had happened to her,
and had made her into someone else. At first glance it was impossible to say if
the unspeakable horror in her wide-open eyes were only the reflection of that
change, or of the agent by whom it had come. Lady Jane, shuddering, paused a
moment while Stramer went up to the bed.


"Her hand is warm still— but
no pulse." He glanced about the room. "A glass anywhere?" The
cowering Georgiana took a hand-glass from the neat chest of drawers, and
Stramer held it over the housekeeper's drawn-back lip...


"She's dead," he
pronounced.


"Oh, poor thing! But how—?"
Lady Jane drew near, and was kneeling down, taking the inanimate hand in hers,
when Stramer touched her on the arm, and then silently raised a finger of
warning. Georgiana was crouching in the farther corner of the room, her face
buried in her lifted arms.


"Look here," Stramer
whispered. He pointed to Mrs. Clemm's throat, and Lady Jane, bending over,
distinctly saw a circle of red marks on it— the marks of recent bruises. She
looked again into the awful eyes.


"She's been strangled,"
Stramer whispered.


Lady Jane, with a shiver of fear,
drew down the housekeeper's lids. Georgiana, her face hidden, was still sobbing
convulsively in the corner. There seemed, in the air of the cold orderly room,
something that forbade wonderment and silenced conjecture. Lady Jane and
Stramer stood and looked at each other without speaking. At length Stramer
crossed over to Georgiana, and touched her on the shoulder. She appeared
unaware of the touch, and he grasped her shoulder and shook it. "Where is
Mr. Jones?" he asked.


The girl looked up, her face
blurred and distorted with weeping, her eyes dilated as if with the vision of
some latent terror. "Oh, sir, she's not really dead, is she?"


Stramer repeated his question in
a loud authoritative tone; and slowly she echoed it in a scarce-heard whisper. "Mr.
Jones—?"


"Get up, my girl, and send
him here to us at once, or tell us where to find him."


Georgiana, moved by the old habit
of obedience, struggled to her feet and stood unsteadily, her heaving shoulders
braced against the wall. Stramer asked her sharply if she had not heard what he
had said.


"Oh, poor thing, she's so
upset—" Lady Jane intervened compassionately. "Tell me, Georgiana:
where shall we find Mr. Jones?"


The girl turned to her with eyes
as fixed as the dead woman's. "You won't find him anywhere," she
slowly said.


"Why not?"


"Because he's not here."


"Not here? Where is he,
then?" Stramer broke in.


Georgiana did not seem to notice
the interruption. She continued to stare at Lady Jane with Mrs. Clemm's awful
eyes. "He's in his grave in the church-yard— these years and years he is.
Long before ever I was born... my aunt hadn't ever seen him herself, not since
she was a tiny child... That's the terror of it... that's why she always had to
do what he told her to... because you couldn't ever answer him back..."
Her horrified gaze turned from Lady Jane to the stony face and fast-glazing
pupils of the dead woman. "You hadn't ought to have meddled with his
papers, my lady... That's what he's punished her for... When it came to those
papers he wouldn't ever listen to human reason... he wouldn't..." Then,
flinging her arms above her head, Georgiana straightened herself to her full
height before falling in a swoon at Stramer's feet.


_________
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SOMEBODY IN THE YARD was making a
thunderous row about the work or something. "Rouser" Smith, in
particular, was spoiling the day and the atmosphere, by using some very
interesting language about things. He completed the slaughter of the King's
English by one or two red hot breaks of really bad temper, and went off
searching for Templeton, the owner of the run.


"What in thunder is the boss
doing?" he asked a couple of the men who came from the huts immediately
after a very early dinner. "Here's all the work being held up down at the
dam just because he's given orders and then forgotten to come and see them
carried out. Here— Tommy! have you seen the boss this morning?"


Tommy, a most useful hand on Lost
River Run, was a man of few words. He shook his head.


"Carter— where's the boss?"


Rouser intercepted a heavy,
lumbering man, who looked as if he wasn't carrying his dinner easily.


"Dunno," said Carter.
"Ask the Chow."


The chow happened to be the cook,
and he was passing at the time and showed a line of broken black teeth in a
grin.


"Boss go longa himself welly
much today," he said.


Rouser didn't like the way the
Chow said it, and so he went out again to the yards and blazed up like a fire
replenished.


"What the ——, where the ——,
doesn't anybody know what the boss is doing?" he shouted when he had let
off a little superfluous steam. Somebody coming in for a second shift dinner
answered him.


"He's not been near the
building of the dam all this morning."


Rouser could have shifted the
speaker with his boot. The information was so superfluous, seeing that it was
the very thing he was kicking about. For a moment he stared at the man who had
spoken, then he lifted his great shoulders and blew out his lungs.


"That's his own blanky
business, isn't it?" he said, storming the man because, though he liked to
have a go at the boss himself if things were left to drift, he was too true to
his chief to allow anyone else to hint at disorder.


Nothing more was said then, and
Rouser went off to the house, which stood a little apart from the men's huts.


To make things a little more
interesting, just as he stepped under the long, deep browed verandah, somebody
met him and asked him if he knew where Templeton was.


Rouser pushed forward without
answering.


"I want him to take a look
at those new pens we've been knocking up. Seems to me that if things are being
upholstered this way, Rouser, that Lost River Run won't know itself
presently."  


"It don't know itself
now," answered the irascible Rouser. "I want the boss immediate, and
you'll have to keep your pens moving till I've done with him. Any idea where he
is?"


The man stared.


"Oh, yes, that's likely,
seeing that I've just asked you the same thing. You're getting blooming funny
lately, Rouser. Anyone would think you were, being promoted or else you'd
cornered a girl somewhere, by the high light you're showing when things don't
go right."


Ignoring all this, Rouser passed
down the length of open, deep verandah and came to Templeton's door. The fires
of his brain lit again when he heard the boss deliberately whistling brightly— it
was a little catchy tune that brought out the nature of the man whistling it. 


Rouser called out abruptly. "Got
any time for me, boss?" 


He wasn't altogether what he
might have said had he been fewer years with Templeton, and it wasn't what one
would call exactly sarcasm; but it was pretty near it. Somewhere behind the
half open door of the boss's bed-room there was a lot bf hurried preparations
going on. Between the whistling and small snatches of songs, Rouser thought he
could hear things being thrown or dropped heavily about. The things being
dropped might have been boots or whips or even cartridges, things used by men
and men only in this world of sheep and heavy doings. He stepped closer when he
had spoken and somebody inside the bedroom called out an answer.


"Always time for you,
Rouser; don't come in. I'm busy. What's up?"


Struggling with the mighty beast
within him, Rouser tried to speak pleasantly but to the point.  


"The dam," he
commenced.


"Oh yes— of course, though
it isn't really up, eh? It's down, or going down, I hope, quickly. How's the
sinking getting on?"


"Work's held up boss. I
wanted your opinion on....."


"Well, I'm leaving all that
to you, Rouser. I've got particular business in the town to-morrow, and I'm
setting out right away— when I've finished here. You might send Billie Boy
along if you see him. I want him to clean my boots."


Rouser appeared thoroughly
disgusted at the apparent unconcern of the new work. There was a hundred things
to be done during the fine weather, and everybody to his knowledge had been
shouting for the boss since eight o'clock.


"That cement," started
the man again, trying to get the boss to come into things whether he liked it
or not.


"That's all right,
Rouser," called Templeton. "I leave it to you. Ask Krause if he'll
drive me to the railway after five this evening? He could leave the work to
Carter for a change. Is it twelve-forty-five that the northern train goes
through? I'll have to get to the station half an hour earlier so as to get
Brummer to arrange for the signal to stop them to pick me up. I'd… I'd be in a
nice fix if I was standing on the station and that 'racer' dashed through
without seeing me. I'll order a fresh lot of cement up. while I'm in town, Rouser...
 there ought to be enough for the men to get on with meantime—"


This gave Rouser time to explode,
and the opportunity to say something relating to the cement that was in hand.


"We can't do a flaming
thing, boss," he started again and got a little further. "Those last
bags of cement turned out..."


"Ah— then I'll order when
I'm down. I say, Rouser, you had better come in for a minute while I dress. I can
talk better now."


A great volume of relief came
through the door, in the form of a deeply delivered breath from Templeton. He
was standing over an open leather bag containing a few things like sleeping
gear, and change of socks and other domestic paraphenalia. Templeton was
looking thoroughly "washed down," as the boy would have said, and
Rouser noticed that he wore a very white, stiff collar.


"Going to be away
long?" he asked simmering a bit and mentally not caring a —— dash for the
dam.


The boss was quite cheerful
though the man with him felt that down there by the dry bed of the creek there
was quite a score of men hanging on to their pipes and asking hotly amongst
themselves, "Where the flames the boss was, and what Rouser thought he was
doing by keeping them hung up this way."


"I'll be back in a couple of
days," said the boss. "May be kept longer but the business ought to
be through by the day after to-morrow."


Rouser started on cement again
and mentioned, by the way of incidentals, other things that were awaiting the
attention of the boss at that minute. In the middle of it he found himself
observing the room.


It had been altered beyond
recognition, The bed was covered by a fresh white sheet, when such things had
never been known at all in the run. The floor was covered with a couple of blue
blankets stretched tightly, and tacked at the corners. Some unbleached calico
that Rouser suspected had just been cut from the roll it the store, was
gathered into a bunch at the top of the window and hung down exactly like a
curtain; and a few bright coloured engravings out of the Xmas number of a
weekly paper completed the walls.


Rouser finished with dams and
sheep pens and waggon wheels and workmen's tools had took a turn searching the
boss for a reason of the changed room.


"Been upholstering?" he
said, simply. The boss took it quite unconcerned.


"Yes. I want the place to
look a bit better inside as well as out. Once we're doing alterations it is
just as well we do it thoroughly. I rather like the look of things here, don't
you?"


"Dunno that I care for picters
on the wall instead of guns and cartridge belts," said Rouser. "You
used to have things handy once where you could find them. I can't say I'd like
to come in here in the dark and try to find me boots in a hurry. Suppose you've
put most everything away in that box over there?"


"Keeps the mould out it you if
you have a place for them. The cartridge belt never gets taken off the wall
lately, so I guess it's better I've done it for a change."


He had a peculiar feverish look
in his eyes as he said this, and Rouser fell into the gloom in his own soul,
which usually occurred when the boss took a trip to the town. He tried to interest
Templeton in the work of the dam and even went so far as to speak of his taking
a look at the work before he drove away but Templeton shook his bead.


"Might miss that twelve
forty-five after our seven hour drive. Just keep  your eyes on things old man,
and if I'm kept longer, see that the men get through before the rain."


Rouser went out, hopelessly
disgusted. He did not even bother to remind the boss that he had forgotten that
the work was held up through want of a fresh lot of cement.


"What in the thunder....
what in the name of everything square and up-right is the boss doing" he
asked himself again and again, that night.


 


"WELL NOW," said
Carter, when Krause returned from the driving the boss into the railway.


"Oh shut up,", said
Krause.


"Guess you don't know nothin,'
neither." 


Krause parried. "Guess
again."


"Up with the news— we can't
got nothing out of Rouser what's the boss doin'. Work held up and things going
to pieces. There's sure some reason worth makin' a night of."


"Go to pieces," said
Krause, and went to find Rouser.


This indefatigable workman was in
his most sullen mood. He took Krause's approach as a personal offence. Krause
let him work off steam a bit, then he lit his pipe and deliberately took a seat
right in front of Rouser. It was first thing the morning after the boss had left.


"Had big boots cleaned twice
before leaving and give them a brush up with his handkerchief on the station
platform," he said slowly, watching the other man. "Changed a cheque
for twenty pounds the pub near Shovelton, wore a collar, didn't send any
messages back to anybody—"


"Why should he send messages
back anybody?" snapped Rouser. "And if he wants to wear two collars,
who's torkin' about it? Seems like a chap with a million acres ought to have
some sort of right to do as he likes once in a while without everybody trying
to be inquisitive about it. S'pose you went round him trying to find what was
up, like, before he got away."


"Didn't ask him
nothing," said Krause. "P'raps you expect him to write to you then,
and give you his plans," said the irritable Rouser.


"Yes, and send me his love,
and hope I'm not over-working," laughed Krause, getting up and walking
away. "What the good of torkin', anyway; we can't get on with the dam nor
any other blame things until he gets back again."


Rouser strode after him.
"There plenty to do about to stop all this fool talk about the boss's
business," he said.


 


THAT DAY things went harder than
ever for Rouser seemed to be stirring up the work, as if the whole place was
undergoing a thorough change. It was true that he had no idea what Templeton was
doing away, or what his intentions were in the slightest, and this cut him severely
when he came to work it out. To be left out of confidence after the years spent
together, tightened up the head man's heart-strings, so that he felt bitter indeed.
He thought as much of the boss as he would have thought of a woman had one ever
touched him in the secret places of his soul; and so he sent the work whirring
again, and decided that whatever the boss was at, it was something of
importance, and that if thing were to be tidied up inside the house, the sheds
and huts also should come into the general spring cleaning business.


In consequence he gave many order
which astounded the hands, but which were carried out under the sway of his
iron will. The dam— it is true— had to be left for a time, but there were a hundred
things a minute in Rouser's mind that he suddenly found needed urgent
attention.


On the second day Krause again
approached the head man as he was making for the boss's room, with something
that concerned him. Krause followed and looked inside the door behind Rouser,
and then burst into a loud laugh of questionable mirth. Rouser turned and
started fire on him right away.


"Sure as eggs," said Krause,
"I've got it, Rouser, had me own ideas all the way to the station when I
tipped the stiff collar and handkerchief. Sure as eggs, it's sticking out a
foot now. Oh, what a joke on the boys."


"Can't see no joke, you
flaming son of a double branded father. Get out of here! This is the boss's
private bit, and you can laugh your blessed head off as many times as you like
outside with the cows, but you don't come in here making that unreligious noise
if I know it."


"Oh, but it's a joke on
everybody, can't you see it, Rouser? Look at the winder curtains? And the
picters. Bloomin' kids and wimmen. You'll be laughing the wrong side of your
own temper presently if you don't wake up, Rouser."


"What do you mean, you
skulking pup?" Rouser was seeing now that he was thoroughly out of things.


Krause pointed to the pictures
and to the flooring. "Don't that give you the itch to get to town
yourself, and corner a bit of a skirt… why you blind mole-headed jackass, the
boss has gone to get married... yes, get married! That's what all this means.
He'd bringing back the missus to stop a bit. I suppose. Picters on the wall,
dustin' his boots with his handkerchief, forgetting the work and getting
himself up and away right in the middle of things. D'yer think anything but a
girl could have made the boss do that?"


Rouser stood a full half minute
staring at Krause, then he blew out his lungs again. He called him all the
names under the sun, and the moon, and the stars, and the firmament, he could,
think of. He bounced him up and down the verandah, and backed him off the step
with his fists shut, and his tongue working like a siege hammer. He talked him
right out to the circle of sheep pens and round that into the yards away,
brought him back and started all over again, standing in the vicinity of the verandah;
and in all the time he conveyed one thing, that ought to have lasted in the
memory of Krause for the rest of his long life.


"The boss never in his life
did a thing like that without giving me his confidence; the boss wasn't likely
to do such a thing like that now. The boss wasn't the man to bring a woman
along no matter how much he was in love with her without letting him (Rouser)
know. If he'd been going to get married he would have made it plain before he
went away, seeing that they were talking together about things. Krause was a
dumpling headed idiot and ought to have, known that Templeton wasn't the man to
do a thing like that to him, even if he didn't let the men know. What sort of a
chap did he think he (Rouser) was, to stay there working like a bullock if the
boss played a trick on him like that?"


Finally, nearly kicking Krause
over the three steps of the verandah, he let the lad go away. Krause did so,
gladly, but presently he started the laugh again among the men.


That night everyone in the huts
but the head man had an opinion on the subject. Of course, Carter had known all
along that there was a girl in it. Tommy didn't think the thing was worth
discussing, as it had been so evident when the boss had driven away. In fact,
one and all— leaving the head man out of it— had known from the start that the
boss contemplated matrimony, directly he had tent for Billie-boy to clean his
boots twice running.


Rouser all this time kept out of
things, and when Krause drove away to the railway to meet Templeton there was
some great excitement in the place. Rouser took no part in it. Defiantly going
around overlooking and nailing the men to the work of renovating sheds and
attending to the roof building, he kept his own reserve, and silently smiled at
the hands for such a very poor opinion of the man who was boss to them.
However, when Krause returned he went to Rouser right away. The boss had not
come, but there was a telegram.  It was addressed to Mr. Timothy Smith, "Lost
River Run," and Krause, knowing that it was intended for Rouser, immediately,
with the good spirit of "bon-camaradie" had wheeled his horses
and came right back with it unopened. He handed it over without a smile, and the
head man, thanking him by a nod, took it away to his room. Opening it there
alone he got the proper shock it was intended to convey. It read:


 


Send
wagon to take delivery forty bags cement. Bringing my wife with me by the ten
forty-five tomorrow. 


Templeton. 



 


"Bringing my wife with
me...." 


Rouser went cold down to his hob-nailed
boots, then he recovered and started to thrill with the fires of injustice. He
spent two hours walking round the place and working off steam, though none of
the hands knew exactly what it was about. All they knew was that Krause had
been ordered to take the waggon down earlier to collect forty bags of cement,
but nothing was told them as to whether the boss was following or not.


Krause set off with Billie-boy,
who was going to help him load the cement, and when he had gone there was left
the lull of the quiet that comes when things don't take the expected turn. The
men grumbled with disappointment when they heard that the wire made no
reference to anything but the cement. Rouser took care to keep the second part
of the telegram to himself, for he Waa suffering under it in a heavy way. In
fact he was making up his mind to offer Templeton his resignation immediately
he arrived. He felt that he couldn't work where there was such a lack of
confidence and such a breach of faith.


However, he set off to meet the
later train, with the sulky, and when asked where he was going, he told
everybody quite unconcernedly that "O was going to meet the boss. All the
way to the station he bent to the sway of his heavy mood. He had never thought
such a thing could happen to him when there had been established such
comradeship. Templeton must have changed indeed, to have worked the joke upon
him, and to have let down the strings of confidence so that they lay slack and
useless. To think that he was bringing a woman the place to take up the reins
and to stand in place of him, to gain his affection, his confidence, his time of
nights, it was all to terrible to the head man. He pushed the horse through the
scrub.


Yes, he was fully determined that
he would give in his resignation, immediately the boss arrived.


At Shovelton Pub he came across
Krause, who was driving the cement slowly. Krause seemed as dull as he was, but
Rouser stood him a drink quite pleasantly. Then they parted without a word, the
one going to the run and the other to meet the night train.


The boss got out of the train and
hailed Rouser with a boyish joviality. It took the breath clean out of the head
man's body when he saw Mrs. Templeton. She was pretty as a man could think
about without losing his head, and her eyes glistened with delight at
everything around her. She shook Rouser by the hand and called him by name, as
if she had always known him, and when she asked him to carry her half-eaten box
of chocolates in his pocket, Rouser fairly tumbled mentally at her feet. The
boss was talking all the time, so he had little need to say a word until
Templeton said:


"I knew it would be a
delightful surprise for you, old man. Wouldn't have told you for the world.
Wanted you to be the first to know— but I've just lived for this moment when— when
you would see my little girl."  


So young and so unresponsible did
the boss look that Rouser felt for the first time as if he was his father, with
the uncontrollable desire in him to swat Templeton on the back and call him a
good boy. 


However, he just stood waiting
there with a smile simmering about his hard lips and holding in one hand a
large leather bag and in the other the half-eaten box of chocolates.


"Did you have any idea of such
a thing?" asked Mrs. Templeton during the first half-mile out


"Well, you see—" began
Rouser.


"I don't mind betting you
that Rouser knew all the time," said Templeton. "When he noticed that
I'd removed the cartridge belt from the wall and tacked up a window curtain and
some pictures, he looked to me as if he was suspecting. Now admit, didn't you,
old man?"


Rouser roused considerably more
than usual then and there. It was his only chance to get even with the boys.


"Strike me silly, boys, if I
didn't say to the boys only the day you went off...." He was lying with
the assurance of a diplomatist, and it was pleasing him tremendously.


"How could I help knowing
there was something— of a girl like Mrs. Templeton about when— when you had no time
to talk to me about the cement. Why cement now?"


A general laugh broke through the
clear atmosphere of the opal evening. As they drove past the thin belt of timber
to take the track left, Templeton asked almost inaudibly:  


"There's no chance of any or
the boys knowing, is there? I don't mind your having guessed right off the jump,
Rouser, but Krause and that lot. I'd give anything to be able to walk right in
now and say 'Boys, I've brought you a new boss, and just present this little
girl with her eyes glowing like two electric lamps, and—"


Mrs. Templeton stopped him by
putting her hand over his mouth. He kissed the hand and retained it under the
dust-rag. 


Meantime Rouser was in a fix. He
tried to work the thing a dozen ways to make it fit, but every way it seemed to
come loose again and present him in a horrible, compromising light.


"My Gad," he said out
loud. "You needn't fret, boss; there's Krause now, I suppose, just getting
home with that forty lot and tellin' the hands that there was no surprise about
that business. Nothing sentimental about cement, boss." 


As a matter of fact, it was
precisely what Krauss was doing. With the assistance of several hands even late
at night, they were hauling and distributing the bags of cement ready for the
work of the morrow. Tommy shook his head several times.  


"More in this than in that
girl business," he was saying, with his mind on the sun baking work of the
building of the dam.


 


TOWARDS 2 o'clock in the morning
Rouser burst into the sleeping huts and shouted an order in a hoarse whisper. 


"Everybody got out of bed at
once.  I've brought the boss and the missus, boys, and I want you all to slip
over and just pretend you don't know. The boss wants it to be a surprise, and
if any chap tries to be funny and lets on he knew anything before, I'll break
his blooming neck for him before breakfast time."


Krause rose up yawning and still
dusty from the handling of the cement.


"I guess you were taken off
your perch a bit, Rouser," he said


The head man smiled in a new way
as he followed the men out.


"That's what I made you
think, my boy, because I knew that the boss wanted it that way."


 


LATER ON, in his own room, he
smoked a pipe of peace towards everything. 


"So," he said, thinking
of the dancing eyes of the girl and looking at a squashed handful of cardboard
and a sticky-looking brown mess he had rescued from his pocket by turning it
inside out. "So— that is what the boss was doing? Not too bad!"


___________
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MISTRAL, THE GREAT STEEPLECHASER, had come to Myandetta on
his way North, and would be there for another three days. Since Landsborough
and his camels had spelled at the station, thirty years before, there had been
no such stirring event in that quiet bend of the Darling.


To Mr. Ferrers himself, who as a
young fellow had carried off the Limerick Grand National, and raced himself out
of house and home, Mistral was no less than a royalty. Flora, his second wife,
whose not inconsiderable money had given him another chance in life, and who
prayed to his gods devoutly always, offered up at the great horse's shrine a
precious little hoard of ninety-day maize she had meant for the garden. Even
Jim Ferrers, Flora's big stepson, who tried to hate racing for the ruin it once
had brought, was in a white heat of excitement over Mistral's coming, and
hovered about the horse with worship ping eyes.


As for the men on the place,
Mistral's points, pedigree, and performances were all they could think or speak
of from the moment he arrived at Myandetta and they were told his name. His
groom had "a soft job," they found, so plenty of time to spend with
them. For Mr. Newbolt, his owner, did every thing himself for Mistral. The
horse followed him about like a child, whinnied at sight or sound of him,
nuzzled him when he was near, but to every one else showed the temper of a
particularly male violent fiend. 


One person alone, of all at
Myandetta, looked coldly on Mistral— little Nancie Jeune, Mrs. Ferrer's niece.
She was used to be first. Now Mistral had ousted her from her place. And Jim
had forgotten to take her out in the canoe when he came home from the run, he
was so busy fixing up things for the horse— sending one little gang of blacks
off to the river to fetch the half-tank that served for a ferry-boat, set it in
a corner of the yard, and fill it with water, and another to cut piles of bush hay
for fodder and bedding, and trusting no hand but his own to wedge the
slip-panel and make every doubtful rail fast. After a while, when she found
that nobody had thought to look for her to make one in the pleasant party
having tea and cake in the little drawing-room, Nancie set off by herself to
the river, that lay shimmering enticingly, all red and gold, in the level sun. 


In the falling dusk, an hour
after, a horseman crossed the shingly ford above Myandetta Bend, and rode out
from the blue river mist towards the homestead. The mare he was riding had been
bred on the place, and whinnied joyfully to her old companions as her rider,
dismounting, led her, bridle on arm, to the little side gate of the
flower-garden, where Mrs. Ferrers ran beckoning him as he came. 


"Oh, Banning," she
exclaimed, "have you seen Miss Nancie? I have just missed her— Was the
canoe at the ford when you crossed?" 


"I didn't notice, ma'am. I
was trying for tracks of poor Lizbeth— she's run off on me again." 


"Foolish girl!— But she
always went off like that, every now and then. I told you, you know." 


"You did, ma'am. I never
thought though she'd keep to them ways once she'd a home of her own. But what
about Miss Nancie? Surely she's not gone on the river, this hour, alone?" 


"I— don't— know," Mrs.
Ferrers said, trembling. "Could you wait just a moment while I get Mr. Jim
to come here? And let go your horse—. Oh ! it's Ranee, isn't it? How well she
is looking! You can't go any further to-night." 


As Mrs. Ferrers hastened back to
the house, Ranee whinnied again. This time a loud answer came from the yard,
and the stroke of angry hoofs, as Mistral dashed round and round his prison,
fain to be free. Mr. Ferrers, Mr. Newbolt, and Jim flung themselves out of
French windows and over the veranda at the sound, and made for the centre of
disturbance, ready for war, but stopped short at sight of Mrs. Ferrers. 


"It's Banning and
Ranee," she said in a quivering voice. "We must get him to help us if
Nancie has lost herself in the mulga— l can't find her anywhere. Perhaps she is
drowned." 


"Nonsense, Flora," said
her husband. "Nancie has curled herself up with a book, as usual, and gone
to sleep." 


"Glad to see Ranee looking
so well. Banning. And I hope Lizbeth is well, too, and keeping steady. By the
way, have you brought any message from Mr. Bradford?" 


"No, sir. I'm hunting for
Lizbeth. She's left me again." 


"Don't worry, man. Lizbeth's
all right. She'll be back as soon as her wild fit is over. And don't be hard
with her when she comes home." 


"Me hard with her!"
Banning muttered under his breath as Mr. Ferrers strolled back with his guest
to the house. "If his missus was out alone in the bush he wouldn't sit
down to wait for her!" 


At the first word of Nancie's
being missing Jim Ferrers had set off at the double to see whether the canoe
were in its place by the ford, and found it was gone. Now he came running back,
heaping maledictions on every one in the place, himself more than all, for
having lost sight of Nancie and letting her go her ways. 


 


Pale and angry, he rushed into
the dining-room, where the others had seated them selves, holding out to them a
handful of small green weed. As he thrust it into the circle of lamplight for
his father to see, yellow drops splashed from his shaking fingers and stained
the cloth. 


"She's gone!" he said;
"gone! The poor little thing's taken the canoe. Beasts that we are to
forget about her! And the river's coming down— look at the weed!"


 The other men sprang to their
feet. They knew what it meant. There had been no rain anywhere near, but heavy
rains there must have been further north. That small weed was the sign of big
water on its way from the Warrego or Culgoa to swell the Darling to flood. Glad
enough they had always been to see it in the yellow "new water" that
brought it in its flow. But now— Nancie was somewhere afloat on the path it
must take; alone— a mere sheet of bark between her and the deepening river.


 Every man on the place, white
and black, was off by the early moonrise to seek for Nancie, in eager haste;
some of them riding across the flats towards one or other of the lower bends,
others following on foot the course of the river down stream. Banning, with one
foot in the stirrup, caught sight of Newbolt flinging down the top-rail of the
slip at the yard, and hurried across, meeting him as, bare back on Mistral, he
cleared the rails he had left.


"Can you swim, sir?" he
said; "if you can, will you come to the island with me?" 


"But that's up the
river," said Newbolt. "Could she get the canoe past the ford to go
there?" 


"It's only a sheet of bark.
There would be water enough on the shingle any time for that. Miss Nancie used
often to make my missus take her up to the island— she lived at Myandetta
before we were married. It's the likeliest place."


"Then we'd better push on
across country. The water goes over the island in anything of a flood." 


"And there's no knowing how
soon." 


After half-an-hour's ride, as
they emerged from the interlacing mulga on to an open box-flat, the sharp tap
of a tomahawk broke the stillness, and looking to wards where the sound came
from they saw a next-to-naked figure standing— in toe-niches apparently— midway
up the trunk of a huge bare tree. 


"Lizbeth! Lizbeth! My
girl!" Banning called aloud. "Come with us to Nancie. She's out in
the river." 


Lizbeth slid to earth in a
moment, and, tossing a skirt over her head as she came, glided swiftly to meet
them. 


"My missus," said
Banning in a joyful tone. "She's strong in the water. She won't see Nancie
drown." 


He slipped from the saddle and
walked by Lizbeth's side, leading Ranee the while. Presently Mistral gave a
loud snort, whereupon Banning said gently to Lizbeth: 


"The horse can't stand them
'possums, Lizbeth. Couldn't you chuck them away?"


Lizbeth flung the string of
opossums from her, and the tomahawk after them. "I'm ashamed. Will,"
she said. "Don't be angry with me, Will." 


Newbolt saw, in the bright
moonlight, that Lizbeth was a handsome half-caste girl. Her look was gentle and
winning, for all her gipsy ways, and her voice and accent were like a lady's.
All this, with her penitent and submissive attitude, marked Lizbeth out, quite
unmistakably, as one of those lucky beings to whom much is wont to be forgiven.



A narrow belt of scrub lay
betwixt the box-flat and the river bank. As they threaded a way through the
tangle they heard Nancie calling from the island: 


"Cooee! Cooee! Jim!
Jim!" Lizbeth answered the same moment, yodelling a word or two in Koornoo—
the dialect of the Myandetta blacks— in a high pitched musical note that must
have carried far up and down the river. Nancie, recognising the cry, yodelled
in reply: "Tuena! Tuena!"— Lizbeth's native name.


The next instant they stood on
the river bank facing the island. Nancie, plain to be seen in her white linen
frock, was seated in a curve of a low-hanging gum branch, some way out from the
rushy marge of the island. The canoe, they learned later, had come to grief
against the end of the branch, which was hidden beneath the new-risen water.
Nancie had clung to the branch as the canoe was swept down stream, and hauled
herself up to the curve where she was perched when they found her— safe enough
but for the rise in the river. 


The island, once a point of the
near bank, whence it had been cut in some fierce rush of the river, stood a
little lower, on the side facing them, than the red-earth cliff whence it had
been torn. On its farther side it sloped to a broad reach of shingle and
loosened stone, melting into reedy flats beyond, creviced with old flood
channels already ashine with water. It would be no hard matter to ride ashore
with Nancie on that side, once a man made his way to the island. But betwixt it
and where they stood the pent-up cur rent ran so swift and strong that even a
powerful swimmer would not be able to go straight across. 


"Mistral could clear
it," said Newbolt, measuring the jump with his eye, "but he's got
such a brute of a temper I doubt whether he'd carry the girl. I'll go a bit higher
upstream and swim over from there."


Dismounting as he spoke, he
handed his bridle to Banning, tore off coat and boots, and ran off to do as he
said. Banning, though, was never a man to stand by and look on when there was
danger to face or work to do. He knew himself weak in the water, but so long as
he sat in the saddle with Ranee under him he was as good as the best. 


"Hold on to him like grim
Death, Lizbeth," he said. "It's Mistral, the great steeplechaser.
Ranee'll do it— you'll see!" 


Then turning the mare for as much
of a take-off as the narrow open allowed, "Ranee!' he cried; "over,
my girl!" and the next moment landed on the island shore. 


"All right, Mr.
Newbolt!" he shouted from the other side. But Newbolt had seen the great
jump, and, like the good sportsman he was, entered into the triumph of rider
and horse. 


"Well done!" he
shouted, and, racing back to Lizbeth and Mistral, took his horse's bridle from
her hand and said, with such a clap on the shoulder as he would have given to a
friend: "That's a man for you, my girl! And that's a mare!" 


Lizbeth's eyes were ashine with
tears of pride and joy. "Yes, sir, she said in a trembling voice,
"the best man in the world! And the pluckiest little mare! She's
safe." 


They watched Banning help Nancie
along the bough to the island shore, lift her to Ranee's back, shorten the near
stirrup for her, and pilot her through the foaming shallows— waist-deep himself
sometimes, and all but swept off his feet— to the half flooded flats beyond. 


It would be a long ride, in and
out the waterways, to the bank facing Myandetta homestead, but Banning knew
every step of the way, and so did Ranee, too. Once they were there it was only
to cooee for the boat and Nancie would soon be safe at home.


As they turned to go towards the
station, Newbolt leading Mistral as he walked by Lizbeth's side, "treating
her," as she told her husband afterwards gratefully, "as if she were
a lady," Newbolt said to her: "What can I do for your husband, to
show him how much I think of him? Is there anything you've heard him say he'd
like very much to have?" 


Lizbeth laughed, forgetting for
the moment her white-woman shame at having been caught by this kindly and most
worshipful stranger— the great Mistral's master no less, yet brotherly as he
was brave— garmentless as a camp black-gin, and behaving like one. 


"Only one thing, sir,"
she answered. "And he can't possibly have that." "Tell me what
it is, though," Newbolt persisted. "If you ask for a silk gown, I've
heard say, you'll get the sleeve of it." 


"There's no sleeve to this
gown, sir." 


"Tell me the name of the
gown, and we'll see." 


"Well, sir, it's a very
queer thing you should have asked me about that,—you being Mistral's owner. It
was when the "Queenslander" came awhile ago, and I read it to
Will— for he can't read for himself— and there was all about Mistral and the
great steeplechase he won at Randwick, and his picture taking up a whole page.
We've got it pasted up in the hut." 


"Well, come Lizbeth,
finish!" 


"Then Will said, sir, that
if he'd ten thousand pounds he'd gladly give it if it would buy the horse. That
he'd rather have Mistral than the crown of England." 


"Ten thousand pounds
wouldn't help him to Mistral. He hasn't his price. And I agree with him about
the crown. No, the silk gown can't be had, certainly. You see, Lizbeth. nobody
else can stand Mistral, but he and I are good friends. I could no more part
with him than you could part with your Will." 


"I know, sir. But you made
me tell you." 


"And I'm very glad I did,
because— but you must keep it dark, Lizbeth, for I've refused it to other
people— though I can't give him the gown, I think there's a way in which I can
give him the sleeve."


 


ii


 


"TIME you put Curly in the
way of earning his living, Jim, don't you think?" remarked Mr. Ferrers one
evening to his son as they were having their after-dinner smoke— "unless
you mean him for beef." 


"Jim isn't a cannibal,"
exclaimed Nancie severely from her perch on the arm of the weather-beaten cane
lounge where Jim lay stretched at his ease. "It isn't cannibal to eat
beef." 


"It is if the beef was a
friend— like Curly." 


"Curly isn't a calf now,
Nancie. I'd hardly call him a steer— such a mountain of meat as he is, and such
a fool as he looks, following his old mother about, and running after you for
bits of cake like some pet."


"He is a pet; I love
Curly." 


"And then," said her
uncle, adding on to the indictment— for he enjoyed "getting Nancie's back
up"— "the fellow is a regular loafer; has never done a day's work in
his life." 


"Like yourself, Uncle!"



"What! You little
minx!" 


"It's true, though. When
Mistral was here and Mr. Newbolt last year, and Dr. O'Reilly came, Mr. Newbolt
said to him one day that Jim was a glutton—" 


"One for you, Jim!"
said his father, laughing. "A glutton for work—not a greedy. Then Dr.
O'Reilly said, 'He is. Jim's uncle— 'does the deportment.' " 


"It's true," said Mr.
Ferrers. "There's precious little deportment to be got from you, Jim—any
more than work from me." 


"I hate deportment,"
said Nancie. "And I like for Jim not to be nice to horrid people. At the
last races we went to at Sturt, when Mr. Bradford kicked poor Silvertail so
horribly for not winning in the Ladies', and he came over when we were going
and wanted to help putting in the horses, Jim called him 'Mr.' and asked him
not to come near them for fear of their bolting if they smelt the blood on his
boots."


"You ought not to repeat
things, Nancie. But I'm glad to know it, Jim. I wouldn't have blamed you if you
had given him a hiding." 


"Oh, Newbolt did that for
him after the women had gone." 


"I think Curly knows you've
got a down on him, Uncle," said Nancie after a while. "He hasn't
shown up with the milkies to-night or this morning."


"Don't worry." said
Jim, "Curly never goes far. I'll have him home for you sometimes
to-morrow— go after him my self. So you can bake him a cake of welcome— he'd
bar fatted calf, I suppose— first thing in the morning."


True to his word, Jim was off
next morning to the milkies' range before the stars were off the sky. Making a
wide circle about a favourite camp of theirs, a little bay of deep grass
sheltered with sandalwood, he came on the almost fresh tracks— day old,
perhaps— of a ridden horse, with the fainter footmarks of a single beast here
and there. They led towards the boundary of Bradford's place, where Banning and
Lizbeth had their hut, and an hour after sunrise Jim pulled up at their door.


Lizbeth, a pattern of housewifely
neatness, as Mrs. Ferrers had brought her up to be, came out to greet him,
aflush with pleased surprise at seeing one of the Myandetta family, all so dear
to her.


"I'm looking for
Curly," said Jim, dismounting as she came. "I picked up some tracks
that I fancy were his coming this way. Did Banning say whether he had chanced
across him anywhere about?"


"No, Mr. Jim. If he had,
though, he'd have given him a shoot back home, you may be sure. Won't you stop
for a while and let me make you a cup of tea? I can't offer you anything of a
breakfast, for we're quite out of meat. Will is to go to the station and fetch
some when he's been round his sheep." Jim waited for the tea and some
dainty "puff de loonas," as Lizbeth called them— little cakes
of light bread dough fried in well-clarified fat— and ate and drank with boyish
enjoyingness, for all his 23 years. Afterwards he returned to the track.


When Jim came to realise, after a
further hour's ride, that, whatever their windings, purposeful or not, the main
direction was always towards Mr. Bradford's head station, suspicion arose in
his mind, and he resolved, at whatever risk and cost, to see the thing out. 


The day before, however, had been
a hard one for his horse no less than for himself, and he drew aside into the
sandalwood for a while to spell Dolo and stretch his own long legs on the thick
soft grass, bleached white almost by the mid-winter frosts. He meant to camp
only for an hour, but what with the day before's tiredness, the early
breakfastless start, and the hospitalities of the hut, Jim fell fast asleep,
and never woke until late in the afternoon. 


Dolo, short-hobbled with a couple
of straps, was easily caught, but by the time Jim had threaded all the turnings
and twisting of the tracks— for there had been many a break-away on the route— and
he found himself nearing Bradford's head station, the sun was low in the west,
and the smoke of a fresh-lit fire was blowing along the ground from the yard.


As he cantered up to the rails he
saw three men in the killing-yard— Bradford himself, his Chinese cook, and Will
Banning. A new slaughtered beast hung low from the gallows, his hide, with the
severed head beneath, on the ground. Bradford was washing his hands in a
bucket, the cook busy filling a big tin dish from the carcass. Banning, with
clean hands and his shirt and trousers spotless of blood, was standing a little
way from them beside the now fiercely-burning fire.


As Jim flung himself off the
horse and over the rails Banning stooped suddenly, dragged a fragment of hide
red-hot from the heart of the roaring blaze, and thrust it into the slack of
his shirt, betwixt it and his naked skin.


Jim seized hold of the hide and
turned it over before Bradford could stop him. There was a rough square cut out
of the near shoulder, and Jim scattered the fire-sticks apart to rake for it in
the coals, but in vain. 


"That's Curly's head, Mr.
Bradford," he said; "I've run his tracks and yours driving him from
Myandetta." 


"You lie!" exclaimed
Bradford. "The steer was a clearskin."


"The days of clearskins are
over this side of the river," said Jim. "I can swear both to head and
hide, though you've done away with his brand. If you'd scorched every hair of
it, I'd swear to that skin. And there isn't a man in the district brands his
cattle like that, on the shoulder, excepting my father. Banning, you know
that's the steer— speak out like a man!"


But as Jim turned to Banning the
poor fellow dropped in a heap to the ground, There was a charred patch in his
shirt that showed as he fell, and Jim knew in a moment what Banning had done
when he stooped to the fire.


"Come, Will," he said
quietly, going over to help him to his feet, for the others made never a move,
"better let me see you home to Lizbeth."


Banning looked up at the young
fellow with his honest eyes, and whispered hoarsely: "You're a white man,
Mr. Jim." Jim went and fetched Ranee from where she was tied up. and Dolo
with her, helped Will to the saddle, and rode away at a slow walk by his side.
As they were leaving the yard Bradford called after Jim suddenly: "Perhaps
there has been a mistake," he said. "If the steer you were looking
for doesn't turn up, and you still fancy it's this one, take any you like from
my killers when you want beef." "I mean to," Jim Ferrers called
back, "whenever I want it."


He kept his word, and in time
Bradford came to see he was like to pay a long price for Curly.  


 


WHILST BANNING was in the Sturt
Hospital ill with blood-poisoning, besides the horrible injury to his side,
where the square of red-hot hide when removed had torn away with it flesh and
skin, a letter came for him one day in the station mail bag.


Mr. Bradford guessed at once it
was from Mr. Newbolt, by reason of the curious, rather scrawly monogram on the
flap, formed of racing insignia embossed in that perfervid sportsman's colours,
enhanced with gold. After Mary Newbolt came home from her English school and a
dowager aunt who was an expert in "properness," she broke Newbolt of
this and some other rather spready ways. Meanwhile there was no one to keep him
true to "form"--outside the turf, of course, for there he was
faultless—the straightest of owners, the "prettiest" rider.


Bradford fingered the letter for
awhile, wondering what Newbolt could possibly have to say to Banning. Even he,
small heed as he ever gave to the observance of neighbourly good faith and
honour, ought to have known that Newbolt was not one to try and tempt another
man's servant away from his master. Yet he muttered to himself, as a pretext
for breaking open the envelope: "It's to offer him a billet, I daresay.
I'd better see what he says before sending it on to Sturt."


"Dear Sir"—so it ran,
and Bradford sneered at the courteous words—"If your mare Ranee has a colt
to Mistral, and you care to let me have him, you need only name your price. If
her foal turns out a filly, I would also be glad to have her, in case you thought
of parting with her.


"But if you would wish to
keep the colt or filly, and to give it a good chance on the turf, I would be
just as well pleased to have a share. This I would pay your own price for. I
would, besides, be responsible for keep, training, travelling expenses, and all
other usual outlay.


"The reasons I write now, to
be before-hand with any other offer, are these two: "First, many a one
will try to get a Mistral colt or filly from you, and I could not stand knowing
the creature had fallen into the hands of any one that would treat it as I saw
poor Silvertail treated by her owner, once when she failed to get placed in a
race at Sturt."


Bradford had not forgotten how
Newbolt handled him on the occasion, and the caution to Banning cut deep.
"Second," the letter went on, "Mistral is dead. He was galloping
at the tail of a little mob, put into the home-paddock with him for company,
when a yearling in front of him trod on one end of a dead branch, sending the
other end up. Mistral came down upon it, and it pierced his chest. He must have
been missed from the mob just after, for when the stockman went up the paddock
to look for him he found Mistral standing with his chest as if propped up on
the stake. When he pulled it out the blood rushed from the wound, and Mistral
fell dying at his feet. "After your wife has read you this, I should wish
you to take it to Mr. Ferrers and get him to advise you. Mistral leaving no
progeny, unless, as I hope, by Ranee, makes whatever she may have the more
valuable. Mr. Ferrers had a great deal to do with racing in the old country,
and the knowledge that you may soon have a Mistral colt or filly will be quite
safe with him. Tell no one else, or it may be taken from you when it comes.
Remembrances to your wife.—Faithfully yours, " HENRY NEWBOLT."


Will Banning, wearing his heart
out in the Sturt Hospital, suffering and in risk of his life by reason of the
gallant rash deed done to ward off disgrace and ruin from the man he served,
would have been rejoiced indeed to have such a letter. The simple, courteous,
"one man to another" tone of it, the candour, honesty, and generous
dealing, would have helped him to worry less over the shame he felt reflected
upon him in the matter of Curly. And it would have been easy enough for Mr.
Bradford to send Lizbeth in to him with the letter.


Lizbeth had not gone off in her
black gin fashion for some months back now; she knew now that the "sleeve
of the gown" that Newbolt had promised her for Will, to mark his
admiration of Ranee's jump at the island, was a son or daughter of Mistral by
the beloved, beautiful mare Mr. Ferrers had given her as a girl --Ranee that
she had taken day-old from her dead mother's side, made to drink of her own
cup, sleep by her own bed. She had no wish now but for Will to be well and for
Ranee to want nothing that she could give her, suffer for want of nothing that
she was able to do for her. Lizbeth would have loved to have Newbolt's letter
to read to Will.


But she never knew of it.
Bradford burnt it as soon as he had read it, and set to work to carry out a
certain plan.


 


iii


 


WHILST BANNING was in the Sturt
Hospital, Lizbeth looked after the sheep-paddocks he had charge of on the
Myandetta boundary.


She used to saddle up Ranee and
ride her away from the hut and wherever she thought her tracks would be seen.
The rest of her boundary "riding" she did on foot, leading the mare.
The evening of the day he read Newbolt's letter, Bradford rode down to the
river past Banning's hut, turned back as if struck with a sudden thought, and
stopped at the gate, rapping upon it for Lizbeth to come to him.


When she appeared Bradford
remarked, with a casual sort of air, "Oh, Mrs. Banning, it has just struck
me Jim might like to spell that mare of yours. I will send you down Lurline to
ride, if you like."


"Thank you, sir," said
Lizbeth, glad enough of the offer, and went to work cut ting bush hay and
tossing it into the little yard of the hut for fodder for Ranee as soon as
Lurline should come to take her place. Lizbeth was afraid to let Ranee go into
the bush, for it was now far on in the year; at any time the mare might need
special care.


Lurline arrived next morning
before the stars were off the sky, and Lizbeth left Ranee shut up in the yard,
a couple of buckets of water set for her in a shady corner, and a huge pile of
bush hay that she could help herself to at will.


When she came home a little
before sun down Ranee was gone. The gate was fast, as she had left it, and she
walked around the outer side of the fence looking for the place where Ranee, as
she supposed, had jumped over. There was no sign of a jump, but close to the
water buckets, where the ground had been moist in the morning from their
overflow, there was the track of a booted foot, by the size the foot of a man.
It was growing dusk by this time, and Lizbeth knew she must not risk
over-running the tracks, so forced herself to stay indoors for that night.
Meanwhile she put together a good gathering of rations, and strapped them up in
a pack, to be slung blacks' fashion, next day, from her shoulders, and wrote a
message for her husband in case he should return whilst she was away. He would
not be able to read it, but he would know it was from her, and that she had not
gone off in the old way for a spell of black's life, for when her wild fits
took her she used to disappear without word or sign.


With the first of the daylight
she saddled Lurline, fixed the swag on the mare's back, and began casting about
for the track of the man who had robbed her of Ranee. She did not find it. but
after a while she came upon the track of a ridden horse with another track
alongside that she knew to be Ranee's. It led her to wards the home station,
and as she drew near she hid her swag in a patch of sandal-wood and rode
Lurline up to the station store.


The Chinese cook, the only person
to be seen about the place, came over civilly to see what was wanted.


"I want some
strychnine," she said, "for the dingoes. It's in little bottles— white,
sparkly stuff— on a rafter in Mr. Bradford's office. Is he at home?— or did he
leave you the key?" 


What Lizbeth wanted, of course,
was to know Mr. Bradford's movements. 


The cook, not unmoved by
Lizbeth's charms of dark clear skin and deep black eyes, held up a long, yellow
finger cautioningly and said in a whisper: 


"The boss no-good man! He
got plenty money, sheep, evelything -- and he steal! Steal Myandetta steer.
Steal your old man's mare." 


"Ranee?" 


"Yes, last night he fetch
her. He think I not know. He put her in buggy this side pole. Thlee other
horses with her. You see Ranee can't break away."


"Put Ranee in a buggy! Where
has he gone to? When is he coming back?"


"Queensland, Missie. He got
big place there close up Mr. Newbolt's place. Once me cook there. He not say
when he come back."


Bradford had a long start of
Lizbeth, but there had been some thunder-showers on the border, and a mob or
two of travelling cattle had gone along what there was of the road, trampling
the wet black soil into a morass of glue. A dozen spare horses, wired for from
Sturt, were camped awaiting him the other side of the crossing, but even with
the frequent changes thus provided it was hard enough to make anything of a
stage. Ranee, who had never been under harness in her life before, suffered
severely the seventy odd miles to the border, but after that ran with the loose
horses comfortably enough. It was not till the black soil was done with and
they had the red ground under their feet that she was put in the team again.
And then Bradford sent the black boy that had met him on ahead to camp with the
loose horses at the hot springs on Moggil-Moggil, until he came. Midway between
Moggil— Mr. Newbolt's place—  and the southern border Lizbeth caught him up.
The food she had carried was done, and she had lived as she could for the last
hundred miles, yet when she stepped out from the gloom of the pine forest and
stood confronting Bradford she looked in every way his better—unkempt as she
was and travel-stained—straight and strong, and fearless, the fire of defiant
rage in her wild black eyes.


Ranee, poor Ranee, was in a black
sweat with terror and pain, but she gave a feeble little whinny of welcome as
Lizbeth sprang to the leaders' heads.


"Let go my mare!" she
cried. "Let her go! Can't you see her trouble is on her? Brute that you
are, and no man."


The team had pulled up when
Lizbeth seized the leaders—quiet, poor wretches, broken-spirited and spent—and
Bradford flung the reins on their backs and set Ranee loose. He was in no mind
to risk losing a Mistral foal. Dripping sweat as she went, the mare laboured
toilfully into the thick of the pines to hide herself there with her pain.
Lizbeth went after her, found her, and fondled her, the two mingling their
tears.


Did you know that a horse—alone,
I think, of dumb creatures shares with humankind the merciful gift of tears? If
you do not know it, or if you disbelieve, go some raw night nearing the morning
to one of your city cab stands. There, at that hour, poor broken-down
creatures, pent in foul stables by day, lest the law should espy and rescue them,
stand wistful and shivering, tears raining slow from their hollow eyes. You
will find them— or the white salt trace of them—on many and many a one.


Bradford turned out the other
three horses, fixed himself up in a comfortable camp, and awaited events. He
had plenty of tucker and tobacco, and a jar of whisky, far too good for the
likes of him.


Lizbeth he knew, had footed it
for over two hundred miles, but her eating and drinking, or her going without,
seemed to him no concern of his. Finer foal was never tongued-over by proud
mare-mother than Ranee's big black colt, dead Mistral's son. Lizbeth kissed the
white star on his forehead with prideful joy— and she noted with special
triumph the "Mistral mark" of the near hind foot in his baby track on
the sand— an impress, within the clean-cut outer ring of the hoof, as of a
three-toed foot. 


Mr. Newbolt, she recollected, had
remarked to Will about this that there had once on a time been a breed of
horses all of them three-toed. They had lived in days, he said, when the horses
had to fight tooth-and-nail for themselves, in a world of devouring, scaled
beasts. Mistral, he sometimes thought, had harked back to their savage ways,
and the three-toe mark was the sign of it. When the colt was a half-day old
Lizbeth became alive to her hunger and dirt. Leaving mother and son asleep in a
nest of pine needles hollowed deep in the yielding sand, she set off to gather
some food for herself, and to wash off the dust and caked mud that clung to her
from her many miles of travel. 


Waist-deep in the water of a
narrow lagoon she heard a shot, then a wild, un earthly scream. With her wet
clothes clinging to her she flung through the water and breast-high reeds, and
dashed through the pines to where she had left the sleeping mare and foal. The
Mistral colt, tied up in a blanket, as a kitten might be tied in a
handkerchief, lay kicking and struggling, and banging his head on the ground.
Ranee was dying. A stream of blood ran from her neck, and made red pools in the
sand. Bradford, revolver in hand, was standing by. Lizbeth flung herself on the
poor murdered creature, crying "Ranee! Ranee!" with heart-broken sobs
betwixt each utterance of the name, Ranee the while, with wistful eyes set on
her face, till they could see no more. Deaf and blind, in her passion of rage
and grief, Lizbeth never knew when Bradford lifted the foal and carried him
away.


Fixing up his three horses in
unicorn, Bradford made off at the best speed they could raise, keeping the foal
well under his feet for fear of his hurting himself in his struggles. He knew
Lizbeth would follow him up, and kept a lookout, but saw no sign of her all
day. He lay down in his clothes at night, on the sand, and did his best to keep
awake till morning, but by midnight was fast asleep. Just before starlight was
over he felt himself suffocating. Some one was holding a piece of furry skin
over nostrils and mouth. Wide awake in a moment, he knew that his life was in
danger from some strong and resolute enemy; for no feeble hands could have held
the fur so tight pressed against his face. It must be a black, he surmised, who
had stolen upon him thus to murder him, for the smothering of a sleeper by
means of an opossum skin so used he knew to be a practice amongst blacks intent
on stealthy murder, and the time chosen for the attempt the boats betwixt
midnight and dawn, when sleep is the heaviest amongst their own people. The
thing that saved Bradford was the habit he had of sleeping with his arms thrown
upward from the shoulders, half-encircling his head. The moment he recognised
what was happening he brought down his hands close to his head—and grasped in each
of them a smooth small wrist. Holding fast to them, he forced back the stifling
fur, with a strong effort gained his feet, and found that his assail ant was
Lizbeth. He dragged her to the buggy, got some splicing cord he had with him,
and tied her fast, with her arms drawn tight around the trunk of a great tree.
Then he went to make sure that the Mistral colt was safe. But the Mistral colt
was gone. 


Bradford stood confronting
Lizbeth in the opening dawn. "Take your choice, woman," he said—
"one of two things. Tell me where you have planted the foal; or make up
your mind Banning is done with you." 


Lizbeth made no answer.
"Don't be a fool, girl. Up to now, Banning has always been glad for you to
come back to him, whenever your wild fit was over. He believes that all you
make off to the bush for is to hunt and live like the blacks you came of; I
will open his eyes: I shall write to him to the hospital and tell him you
followed me here, came to my camp in the starlight— here on
Moggil-Mogill." Still Lizbeth said not a word.


"He will get the first
person that comes to read him the letter. It will be all over Sturt. At
Myandetta, where they have tried to make a white woman of you, they won't let
you cross the door. Banning will kill you if you show your face at the
hut." Bradford, still getting no answer, left Lizbeth awhile and went
casting about for her tracks, to help him to find the foal. There is no better
time to see a track plain than at sunrise, whilst the night's dew stays
undried. Moggil-Moggil is in the heart of the hot-spring country. There were
great mud mounds near, covered, some of them with short close grass, others
with a high reed-like growth. From one of the latter, close by, ran a narrow
trickle of hot water, spreading as it neared Bradford's camp into a marshy
stream, and leaving every where as it flowed a snow-like deposit of soda.
Failing to find any tracks, Bradford began to follow the stream towards its
source. Lizbeth, he thought, might have walked with her feet in the water. Suddenly
he found himself sunk in warm sand, all but knee-deep. Getting out with some
trouble, and back to firm ground, he gave up his search, and went again to see
what could be done with Lizbeth.  


 


WHEN LIZBETH came to herself her
wrists were still tied, but she was loosed from the tree, lying in the warm
current of the little soda-stream. The last thing she recollected was Bradford
fetching something over from the buggy— it seemed to be part of the harness
from the glimpse of it she was able to catch over her shoulder— and menacing
her with it as he came, then one blow that burned across her back like red-hot
iron.


Now the sun was high overhead,
and as she half rose to crawl to the shade of some bushes near, she heard the
jingle of horse-bells and the noise of running horses. A moment or two after,
the horses ran out from the timber, and, slackening speed as they came, spread
themselves out to crop the fresh green feed showing wherever the warm
underground water had made its way to the surface. Soon after there came the
pleasant smell of cattle and a big mob of "mixed" came following the
route of the horses—cows with young calves, mostly, perhaps, born on the road,
bullocks, and heifers, and steers. The drovers gathered dead timber for their
fire and camped for dinner just outside the forest, letting the cattle spread
at will, like the horses, to enjoy the luxury of green feed.


Lizbeth guessed that the mob had
come a long journey already northward, be cause of some of them being lame
—evidently footsore—and also because numbers of them, after tasting the
soda-spring water, turned away without drinking, as if new to the soda-ground.
From where she sat crouched in the shadow of the bushes, she was able to note
every movement of the drovers and their charge. Amongst these latter was a
little cow with her calf, noticeable by reason of her being of a different
breed from the others—a Devon, while they were Short horns. She seemed so
footsore and leg weary as scarcely to be able to walk, and lay down with her
calf, heedless of water or grass. When the mob went on, one of the drovers
tried to get her to rise and follow, but she sat fast and would not stir. The
man dismounted, and seemed to be trying to coax her, and Lizbeth thought she
must have been reared a pet, for she licked his hand as a dog might do. In the
end he had to leave her.


When the last of the travellers
had been some time gone, Lizbeth rose and made her way, stiff and in pain as
she was, to the further side of the mud-mound whence the soda-spring flowed.
Here, at its foot, stood a little "dead" mound, waterless now, but
penetrated still from below by warmth from the underground water and stream. In
a scooped-out nest in the mound, screened by the surrounding reeds, lay poor
Ranee's son. Lizbeth took him up in her arms and carried him over to the Devon
cow.
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THE WHITE ANTS had got into the
Myandetta house many years back, and there had been frequent patching and
renovating to repair what they had ravaged. At last Jim Ferrers declared that
there must be a new house, and that it must be built of stone. His father was
delighted with the notion, and looked forward to the congenial task of
supervising the business. Jim, however, knew that if once Mr Ferrers took
charge the result would be some sort of castle instead of a plain, four-square
house, and that then the next thing called for would be furnishings to match.
So he cast about for some way of preventing all this, for the money at command
for the new house was no very large amount. From the time of Nancie Jeune's
escapade, when she got herself wrecked at the island, there had been constant
discussion with regard to her going to school. Jim now suggested that Mr.
Ferrers and his wife should pay a visit to England with Nancie, and leave her
at school there where Mr. Newbolt's sister Mary was. None of them had ever seen
Mary, but Mr. Newbolt had often spoken of her on his short visits to Myandetta,
going to and from his place in Queensland, and they all liked him so much they
felt sure they would love Mary at sight. She was three or four years older than
Nancie, but a great deal younger than her brother, who, indeed, had stood for
father and guardian to her since her early childhood.


Though Jim, who had a small share
in the place, would not sanction the spending of any of his step-mother's money
on the new house, considering that she had already done more than was fair for
the family she had married into, there could be no objection to her doing as
she liked with her own money for her own pleasure and benefit. It was certain
she would


enjoy going to England, which she
had left as a girl, and she could not have been happy without her husband and
Nancie.


However, as all Australians
remember, within a week of leaving port, the ship the Ferrers sailed in, the Mansar,
struck an uncharted rock in our own seas, and Mr. and Mrs. Ferrers were among
the many who perished. Nancie, whom poor Lizbeth had made a wonderful swimmer,
saved herself by her extraordinary skill, pluck, and powers of endurance,
floating and swimming by turns for many long hours until rescued, as if by
miracle, by an English-bound steamer. When news of her safety came, Jim Ferrers
decided that her aunt's intention must be carried out. He had Nancie placed at
the school where Mary Newbolt was, and sent Newbolt a letter for Mary— to be
forwarded if her brother approved— bespeaking her friendship for Nancie. When
Newbolt replied, mentioning that Jim's letter had been enclosed in one of his
own and posted to Mary, he went on to say: "Now that you wish to get quit
of your interest in Myandetta— as you tell me (and, indeed, I don't wonder,
after your sad bereavement)— may I make you an offer?


"Will you come up here, have
a look at the place, and if you like the look of things, put what money you
care to into it as a partner to that extent, or come as manager. The fact is,
Ferrers, I am afraid that living alone here at Moggil-Moggil is playing the
deuce with my nerve. I know you will keep this to your self— l have had an
extraordinary hallucination more than once lately. I have fancied that I saw
old Mistral. You know that the poor fellow has been dead these three years. 


"Then there are some queer
things happening. For instance, last month a mob of fats from Bradford's place
in this district were camped one night on a little bit of open country, where
there are hot springs, when some alarm was raised. The cattle stampeded, and
the drover lost every hoof of them. No doubt a fair number may have made back
to Bradford's, but a good many of them, and some of the horses, got into the
springs, and died in the most horrible way. 


"The drover declares some
unearthly monster rushed out from the timber and attacked an old camp-horse a
man on watch had standing-by saddled, and the horse rushed screaming into the
middle of the mob, with blood spurting from his neck. They couldn't find out
what had hurt him, for he was one of the horses that got swallowed up in the
mud-springs. And there have been some other strange things." 


Jim Ferrers accepted the
invitation at once. He had already found a buyer for Myandetta. The share of
the purchase money that he considered Mrs. Ferrers would have left to Nancie if
only she had ever given such matters a thought he placed for her in the hands
of trustees. Then, all the Myandetta business being done with, he set off to
ride to Moggil-Moggil. Besides the horse he was riding he had one with a
pack-saddle carrying some rations and his kit, with a couple of spare horses to
spell the others. 


As he came to the out-station he
saw Banning riding towards him, leading a pack-horse. Jim drew up as Banning
came near, halting as if to speak to him. 


"I'm off to the Never-Never,
Banning," he said gaily, "you seem to be on the move yourself." 


"I was on my way down to
Myandetta, Mr. Jim, to ask you to take me on." 


"I wish I could," said
Jim. "I don't fancy going off with no mate and horses to see to on strange
country. But I couldn't take away a neighbour's man and the neighbour himself
three hundred miles off at the time." 


"I'm not in Mr. Bradford's
employment, Mr. Jim. I got my walking-ticket from him this morning." 


"In that case we can go on
together. I'm going to Mr. Newbolt's place, Moggil-Moggil. He always asks after
you when he comes or writes. Oh, by the way, he wrote to you once, he says, and
never got an answer. It was just after he lost old Mistral."


"I was in the hospital about
then. Mr. Bradford would have got the letter." 


Banning's brows met as he strove
to think out the problem of the undelivered letter. 


"Did Mr. Newbolt say what
the letter was about, sir?" he asked. 


"Yes. To say he'd give you
anything you liked for Ranee's foal if you didn't want to keep it. Or that he'd
have it trained, and all that for you, and go shares. And he asked you not to
let it fall into the hands of— a person he'd once seen ill-using a filly that
lost a race." 


"Bradford," remarked
Banning. "He got that letter. I'd never have let on to him that Mistral
sired the foal." 


"I wish I'd known it
before," Jim ex claimed passionately. "Why, Banning, that scoundrel
read your letter, and— you remember poor Curly?— he has somehow got hold of
your mare— murdered her, very likely, not to have her seen mothering the foal.
He's got the foal. And I begin to think there has been foul play with more than
the mare— with your Lizbeth." 


"Let me find he's laid a
finger on my girl," said Banning, "and I'll make him curse the day he
was born." 


Ranee and her Mistral foal seemed
to have gone from his memory. 


 


EARLY one morning, after
something like a week on the road, Jim Ferrers and Banning arrived in the bit
of hot-spring country that lay just within the southern boundary of
Moggil-Moggil. A stock-road ran from east to west across the run; a track
branching from it midway betwixt the boundaries it cut led northward to the
homestead, which stood on a fine permanent creek, well away from the
soda-ground.


As they were following the main
track, making towards the turn off, they came upon a log-built sheep-yard, put
together some long time before—as was easily to be guessed from the stumps
about showing that the saw, not the axe, had been used on the timber, but
topped up quite evenly with fresh-cut small stuff—saplings, boughs, and bushes,
all still green -- to make it fairly sheep proof. No break was to be seen in
the rough fence, but within lay a heaped-up huddle of, to all appearances,
slaughtered sheep. Moggil-Moggil was a cattle station, they knew, but it was
possible that Newbolt kept a little lot of sheep for killing, and had them
shepherded here on the boundary. The dingoes, they thought, must have got into
the yard in the night, and the shepherd, most likely, was gone into the station
to report the smash, for there was no one in sight. As they left the track and
rode over to the yard to see whether there was any thing they could do for the
sheep or their owner, they ran into the deep-dinted tracks of a couple of
ridden horses, both of them shod, galloping full stretch away from the yard
towards the south. The yard itself there was a horrible sight— torn, mangled,
trampled sheep, strewn everywhere about, caught in forks of the fence timber,
and heaped high in the corners. What ground was left visible amongst them had
become a reeking muck of blood. "This is no dingoes' work, Will,"
said Jim. "Now what could it have been that made such havoc amongst the
sheep and sent men and horses flying for their lives?"


"I never seen the likes of
it," Banning replied. "Either there's wild beasts in these here parts
as we didn't get down


on the Darling, or else the devil
himself must have took a hand in this here game." As he spoke he flung the
bridle on his horse's wither and set off to look for any track there might be
of some unknown beast, making a wide circuit outside the sheep-trodden ground
over which the gathered mob had been fed to the yard. The shod horses, by their
environing tracks, seemed to have been doing sentry-go about and about the yard
before the stampede. Perhaps they had smelt the enemy before the attack,
lurking near, and had become restless and fearful. At last Banning espied a
track that was neither of theirs. There was but a single one discernible, and
when he lit upon it and knelt on the ground to scan It the closer, his
sun-browned face turned gray. Lifting his head he signed to Jim to come to him.
Jim, too, changed countenance when he saw it. It was an almost circular dent
like the round of a horse's hoof. Within the en closing ring was the impress as
of a three-toed foot. 


"You recollect that track,
sir?— where Mr. Newbolt jumped Mistral out of the Myandetta yard, the night
Miss Nancie got wrecked on the island?" 


Jim nodded silently.
"Mistral's the only horse ever I seen with that make of hoof— and
Mistral's been dead nigh on to three years." 


Nothing more was said until they
were nearing Moggil homestead, when Banning remarked as if talking to himself:
"I don't blame them drover fellows for clearing out when he come. He was a
devil to every one only his master, even when he was livin'. But he was the
grandest horse ever I seen." 


The sheep were not Newbolt's it
proved, but if they had been he could scarcely have been more upset than he was
when he heard what had happened. When Banning mentioned the three-toed track,
however, he seemed a good deal relieved. 


Afterwards, when they were by
themselves, he remarked to Jim: "I'm confoundedly glad not to be the only
man that has fancies about Mistral. I was afraid I might be getting a little
queer in the head." 


 


AS TIME went on, the mysterious
attacks at dead of night on stock, and by-and-by even on men, in the
Moggil-Moggil hot spring country became both frequent and serious. At last no
one but a stranger to the district would camp for the night alone or with stock
of any kind in that portion of the run, and the savage creature, beast,
spectre, or fiend, that waged war so implacably on every living thing it could
reach came to be known far and wide as the "Terror of Moggil-Moggil."


 


v


 


"MARY is to come home this
year," said Newbolt one night, when he and Jim Ferrers were reading their
English letters, just come by the Warrego mail. 


"So Nancie tells me,"
said Jim. "She wants me to let her come home, too, with your sister."



"What do you say, Jim?"
Newbolt asked after a while, "to my going home and fetching them out here
together?" 


Jim seized on the offer. For a
long while he had been anxious about Newbolt. Whenever there was word of alarm
being given or harm done by the Terror, Newbolt was wretched, and out of
spirits for days after. The thing had certainly come to affect his nerves in a
most serious way.


"Best thing you could
do," said Jim. "And don't be in a hurry back. Have a little run about
the Old World whilst you're there." 


This was generous of Jim, for he
had gazed at the many portraits of Mary Newbolt and drunk in the charm of her
letters from the meagre bits of them read, now and then, by her brother. And he
longed to meet Mary as he had never longed for anything in the world before. 


"The girls would enjoy it, I
daresay," said Newbolt reflectively. "Not a bit more than you would
your self. Wire for your berth when the mail goes down to-morrow. Then you'll
have to go." 


Newbolt was not hard to persuade,
and Jim carried his point.  


Nancie had been starved of
worship and attendance since she lost her uncle and aunt, and when she found
the old delightful life of queenship begin anew as soon as she passed from her
English school into Mr. Newbolt's time-being guardianship, she could not feel
grateful enough to Mary and to him. Australian girls are wont to know their own
minds, and Nancie, though still in her early teens, told herself that Mary's
brother must not end his career as her cavaliero servante— when their
travel together ended. When she laid herself out to bewitch him, and he yielded
rejoicingly to her charm, Mary used to watch the pair with kindly, amused eyes.
It was Nancie's idea that they should not tell Jim Ferrers when to expect them,
but should drop in upon him at Moggil-Moggil as a surprise party. Mr. Newbolt
agreed that this should be done, and Mary did not seek to dissuade. Thus it
happened that, just when Jim was engrossed in efforts to insure their safety
and rid the place of the horror that haunted it, the Newbolts and Nancie were
almost beside the door. 


 


THE TIME was drawing near when,
as Jim reckoned, his partner and the two girls must soon be about to take ship
back to Australia again, and he resolved to do his very utmost to be quit of
the Terror before they came to Moggil, no matter what might be the cost. 


He wrote to one or two of the
neighbouring station-owners and managers, suggesting that they should unite to
make a thorough search of the hot-spring plain and the adjacent forest and
ranges, to find and destroy the wild thing that had its lurking place some
where there. 


Jim scoffed at the notion of
anything not of the earth having to be reckoned with in the carrying out of his
plan. Bradford's place was nearer to Moggil than were some of those whose owners
had been asked to join the search, but Jim had not written to Bradford, and
when the party met at the Moggil homestead on the morning agreed upon, he was
much surprised to find him amongst them.


The fact, however, was that
Bradford had by this time a special interest in the destruction of the Terror,
for the creature, finding his old fields deserted, had taken to roaming the
country in quest of victims. Bradford, who was putting on sheep, had got a
little lot of stud rams up from the Wagga district. They had hurried through
the dangerous part of the road, and were penned in a new-built yard close to
Bradford's own house. But the Terror had tracked them, it seemed, from his old
range. In the morning the few left alive had to be put out of their pain. And
the night's work had left Bradford some couple of thousand pounds poorer. 


It was dangerous following the
grassy ways, in and out, betwixt the mud springs, for in many a place there was
a soft spot giving upon depths unfathomable. All the men went very cautiously
to work, however, and when Banning, who, with others of the stockmen from
adjoining stations, was among the party, called out "Track!" they
looked well to their footing as they rode across to join him. 


Bradford, even warier than the
others, fell somewhat to the rear, leaving a rather considerable space betwixt
himself and the rest of the company. Just as he did so a miniature coach came
in sight, with a dusty string of loose horses in its wake, going up from the
timber on to the hot-springs track. There were three people in the coach, Mr.
Newbolt and two ladies. The men who had come with Jim Ferrers knew their old
neighbour at once, and flung off to meet him, shouting their
"Hullos!" as they galloped across, Jim with the rest. 


Suddenly there was a fierce
scream, as of menace and measureless brute anger. They checked their horses and
turned at the cry. 


A huge black horse had risen from
ambush amongst the giant reeds, and was making straight for where Bradford sat
in the saddle alone. A cry of horror broke from one and all, then a groan as
they saw Bradford dismount, setting his own horse betwixt him and the one that
threatened him. A prudent thing of him to do, doubtless; yet not one of them
all but himself would have thought to do such a thing— nor have done it if he
had thought.


They rode at top speed to try and
save him, running numberless risks in the treacherous ground, doing all that
might be to draw the assailant from him to themselves.


For Bradford, in the shock of the
surprise, had let fall his revolver, and there was no recovering it. The
murderous mad creature seemed not to see Bradford's horse, which stood
shuddering in panic as if beset with fire, unable to move from the place of
danger. As the black horse made for him through the reeds Bradford backed
towards a huge mud mound whence trickled a warm soda spring, his eyes on the
eyes of his enemy. Then, from behind the great mound, a flying figure came,
intent to save him— a dark-skinned woman, gray-haired, sparsely clad; her worn
face beautiful for the moment, alight as it was with pity and brave resolve.


She set herself betwixt Bradford
and his assailant, waving her arms and calling wildly in some strange tongue to
the horse. The horse paid no heed to her, though, but leapt past her upon
Bradford with a horrible cry. In a moment the two— horse and man— were wound
together into a ghastly, writhing heap, caught beyond rescue in a seething
whirl of boiling mud. 


 


"HE WAS Ranee's foal,"
said Lizbeth. "Mistral was his sire. Poor fellow, he was mad from the time
he was born. Ranee had been badly knocked about. Perhaps that did it. But he
never would have done the least harm to me. 


"When— someone— stole the
little mare, I tracked them here to Moggil. Then— the person— shot Ranee to
have the foal for himself, and not get found out by her brand. 


"I tried to kill the man,
but I've always been sorry since that I tried. Mrs. Ferrers taught me far
different from that. She said never to take revenge, but to leave it to God to
deal with the wicked. She will forgive me, though, when she knows I tried to
save him at the last." 


"But, Lizbeth," said
her husband, "why was it you never came home to me all these years?" 


"Because— he— said he would
write to you and tell you I had followed him— for himself. Often and often,
Will, I have been to the hut and watched you, and wished you would love me
again and not turn against me because of— his— lies." 


"I've never but loved
you," said Banning. "I'd not have believed him if he'd dared to say
it. But I'm glad he got what he deserved. Your hands would have been clean
although you'd killed him." 


"Lizbeth is right,
Banning," said Mary Newbolt. "It is not for man to visit sin on man.
'Vengeance is Mine; I will repay' saith the Lord.' " 


____________











 


[bookmark: a08]8: The Border


Henry C. Rowland


1874-1933


The Smart Set, Aug 1914


 


American novelist, short story writer, and movie
co-producer.


 


"IT IS ALL VERY INTERESTING,"
said Jones, "but a bit unsatisfying."


"The patients in my clinic
of psycho-therapy do not find it so," answered Dr. Bayre. He turned to me.
"You have followed some of my cases. Do you think that the wife of the ouvrier
has found it unsatisfying? Formerly she received a beating, on an average, once
a month, when her husband was drunk. Now he does not drink, and she is no
longer beaten. There are many similar cases which I have seen." He lit a
cigarette and frowned.


"I beg your pardon,
Doctor," said Jones. "I don't mean to detract from the practical
value of your science. I was speaking generally of the usual manifestations of
spiritism: levitation and telepathy and messages from the dead and all the
rest. In spite of the claims of mediums, I notice that none of them has taken
up Le Bon's challenge in the Matin to shift a solid weight from one table to
another before witnesses. And they must need the money, too."


"There are reasons. Also
there are charlatans. Yet again, people needing money who could shift weights
at will and without machinery would not be professional mediums. They would
engage in the business of furniture moving."


"But can't you offer this
Philistine something concrete from your own experience, Doctor?" asked I.


"What is the use? He would
not believe."


Jones flushed. "I beg your
pardon, Doctor. Your word is far more convincing than my doubts."


The psychologist turned to him
with a smile.


"That is nicely put."
His fine, broad-browed, highly intellectual face grew thoughtful.
"Yes," he said, "I will show you something. I do not as a rule
waste time convincing skeptics, but to you I feel that I owe something because
I have so much enjoyed your tales. Excuse me for a moment."


He flicked his cigarette into the
fire, rose lightly to his feet and left the room, to return a moment later with
some leaves of paper held together in clips, and a newspaper.


"This is quite a long story,
and as it proceeds you will recognize the characters and the events. But please
do not interrupt— not even by an exclamation of surprise."


He laid the papers upon the table
at his side, leaned back in his chair and brought the tips of his fingers
together.


"One night," said he,
"I felt myself to be unduly sensitive. As I have remarked before, my
personal faculty lies almost wholly in producing or inducing what are known as
mediumistic qualities in others. Myself, I have had very little of what is
known as 'occult experience.' Take, for instance, the practice of crystal
gazing; only twice have I ever seen anything in a crystal globe, although I
have tried repeatedly.


"This night, as I have said,
I felt myself to be highly sensitive, and it occurred to me to look into the
ball, so I went into my study and turned down the lights and set myself to
gaze. I do not know just how long I had been looking, when suddenly I observed
the phenomenon so often described to me by my patients and others, but seen for
the first time with my own eyes. The crystal clouded, became milky and opaque,
then cleared, and I found myself looking into the face of a man. He was a
handsome fellow, of somewhat over thirty, thoroughbred in type. The whole face
was well known to me; I recognized it as one that I had frequently seen, and
presently I recalled it as belonging to a gentleman whom I had often met when
riding in the Bois.


"But what impressed me the
most was the expression of earnest, almost agonized entreaty. The eyes looked
straight into mine with an appeal which haunted me. However, knowing the
irrelevance of pictures seen in this way, I tried to put the vision out of my
mind and to congratulate myself that my efforts had finally met with success.


"Two nights later, I looked
into the globe again, when to my amazement the same face appeared almost
instantly; this time the expression of entreaty, the mute and agonized appeal,
was even more intense, and I saw the lips move as if imploring aid. Then the
picture vanished, leaving me shocked and startled.


" 'This,' I said to myself,
'is more than coincidence.' I went to my telephone and called up a person with
whom I had several times conducted experiments, and who was possessed of
considerable mediumistic faculty. I requested her to come to my office at once.


"When she arrived I told
what had occurred, and she agreed that it was undoubtedly an effort to
communicate on the part of some entity who was in trouble. I suggested hypnotism,
but she proposed that we first attempt communication by means of what is known
as automatic writing.


"Before she had been sitting
five minutes with the writing block on her knee, the pencil began to move. At
the end of perhaps ten minutes I looked over her shoulder and found, to my
disgust, the usual jumble of vulgar and meaningless sentences which is so often
the result of this method of communication. Much disappointed, I put a stop to
the writing, and asking her to wait, I went into my study and wrote a short
note to another acquaintance with whom I have had many discussions on these
matters. The note I gave to my servant, with instructions to jump into a motor
cab and deliver it at once, bringing the gentleman back with him if possible.
About twenty minutes later he arrived, when I explained the whole coincidence.


" 'Yes' said he, 'somebody
is undoubtedly trying to communicate with you, but is unable to gain access to
your medium. Perhaps we may be able to remedy that.'


" 'Then go ahead and do so,'
said I. 'We are quite at your command.'


"He went ahead then with a
formulary which he had learned from his Oriental studies in occultism and
Hindoo magic, and which I had always regarded as the mystic rubbish with which
time and tradition have interlarded scientific truth. First he requested that I
sit in the middle of the room facing my medium and at a distance of about three
feet. Then he closed the doors and windows, and taking the fire shovel,
proceeded to roast incense until we were nearly choked by the fumes.
Thereafter, taking an ebony wand from his inner pocket, he drew a circle about
us, and having ascertained the points of the compass, drew pentagrams at the
four cardinal ones, accompanying each design with an invocation. All of this
consumed some time, during which I sat there, half interested, half ashamed and
wholly skeptical.


"'This formula,' he remarked
when he had finished, 'is one used by the Hindoos to keep out undesired
entities when it is wished to communicate with some particular one. Now,
Doctor, please invoke the presence of the person with whom you want to
communicate, and request that he avail himself of the services of your medium.'


"Accordingly I did so. 'Will
the entity whose face appeared to me in the crystal sphere please to come
within the circle,' said I, 'and transmit his message through the pencil in the
hands of the medium!'


"Several minutes passed
without result; then suddenly the pencil began to move with great rapidity and
apparent definite purpose. The sheets which I have here consist of a copy of
the original, made by myself for reasons which I will presently relate. I will
now read them. The narrative began abruptly, as you will see, and it was not
until I had read for some length that I was able to recall certain instances."


Dr. Bayre adjusted his
spectacles, and picking up the sheaf of pages read as follows:


" '...All that her kindness
did for me remained imprinted upon a brain which she supposed to be stupefied
from violence. For although my body was completely paralyzed for several days,
my mind was active throughout— abnormally so, I think, as the impressions which
remained were strong and detailed as though of a series of pictures I had
painted.


" 'Unlike my friend De
Neuville and the mécanicien, I preserved the clearest recollection of
the details of the accident itself. We were making over a hundred kilometers an
hour, I shame to say, upon a greasy road, when that char-à-banc full of
children shot out of the gate and across the track. At such a moment our actions
are governed by some higher intelligence and we need take no credit for them to
ourselves. A strength not of my body twisted the wheel in my hands and flung
the big car over the edge of the bank. Why not? A nameless aristocrat, a mécanicien
and a mediocre painter! What did their lives weigh against those of a wagonload
of children?


" 'The crash itself is
vague, but I remember the dreamlike journey on the swaying stretcher across the
meadow, and down the cool, shady lane. It was here that De Neuville spread a
scarf over my face, but it slipped off when they get me down in the antechamber
of the chateau.


" 'Through half-closed eyes
I looked across the threshold of the somber hall and toward the great stairway.
Everybody was watching the stair, and presently there was a subdued, expectant
murmur. "Voici madame qui descend— voici madame," I heard in
whispers, which carried a note of relief, of confidence. Numb as I was, a
tremor passed through me. And then I heard the tap-tap-tap of even steps, and a
white-clad figure drifted down within my line of vision.


" 'I find it difficult to
tell how she appeared to me as I lay there, an all but disembodied
consciousness. What most impressed me was her exquisite harmony with her
surroundings. Strong and compassionate and undismayed, she crossed the hall to
where I lay, and stood for a moment looking down upon me, her face tender with
sympathy, her eyes very dark and deep. "Quel malheur!" I heard
her say, beneath her breath.


" 'For myself, there was the
odd quality of utter detachment from it all. I could not realize myself that
all this was being done for me. She followed me as they carried me up the
stairs, and for many hours which followed it was only the delight I found in
watching her which held my insecure soul to its heavy body. It would have been
so easy to have gently loosed my hold and slipped out into the long, cool
shadows. But because of the wish to see her once more I lingered, at times
reluctantly. In this desire to see her there was nothing personal, nothing of
self. I could not speak, could not feel, could not even formulate an abstract
thought, I could only look at my pictures, but as my mental power slowly grew
these brought daily a deeper delight. It was then that I began to consider her
not as a picture but as a person. I studied her features, her movements,
gestures, expression, of which last there was never a woman's face so rich. I
watched her, I will confess to my shame, through half-closed lids, when she
thought me still wrapped in clouds. My speech was not yet articulate, but to
myself I called her my "perfect chatelaine." "These gray walls
and velvety lawns and old tapestries all love her," I thought,
"because she has been wrought by them and their kind from many generations.
No wonder that they enhance her and lend themselves a setting to her faultless
grace! No wonder that she cannot strike a note to which they fail to vibrate!
They belong to her and she to them, and they love her! Only France could have
produced her," I told myself. "My Perfect Chatelaine!"


" 'And so you can imagine my
surprise when one evening she leaned from my window and called down softly to
her little son, in English which carried the unmistakable accent of my native
Virginia: "Your supper is waiting for you, dear!"


" 'No wonder she found me
with wide, staring eyes when she turned to leave the room! An American woman!
She, my Perfect Chatelaine, whom it had taken centuries to perfect, and whom
only France could ever have produced! The blood rushed to my head. I swear that
it was more of a shock than the four-meter plunge in the racing car!


" 'And this was the limit of
my knowledge concerning her. I knew only that she was the widow of the late
Count Etienne de Lancy-Chaumont, that she had a little son whom she adored and
a mother-in-law who was jealous of her. This much I learned at Chateau
Fontenaye.


" 'As soon as my doctor
would permit, after being taken back to Paris, I wrote to her, and received in
answer a charming letter which went far toward hastening my convalescence.
Thereafter we wrote frequently, and then one glorious day when I was sitting on
the balcony of my studio at Dinard she came to me. She must have seen the soul
pouring from my eyes, for her sweet face grew rich as the sunset, while her
breath came quickly. I rose from my chaise-longue and took the small
hand which she offered me.


" ' "My Perfect
Chatelaine!" was all that I could say.


" 'This was the beginning of
that brief epoch which comes in the earthly cycle of most of us to pay so
royally for all of the pain and sorrow and discouragement which go to make a
lifetime. Not long after, on the edge of the cliffs at Etretat, whither we had
motored with a party, we found ourselves alone, looking out across the bright
sunlit sea, the breeze on our faces and the hiss of the breakers on the cobbly
beach below. There, her beautiful head against my shoulder and her hands in
mine, she confessed to me a love such as I had never dared hope to gain.


"'Six weeks later we were
quietly married in the little chapel of Chateau de Fontenaye, and the week
following found us in Switzerland. Small need for us to make the ascent of
mountains! We dwelt always on the heights, and the clouds formed our carpet.
But because we were young and strong and thrilling with life, we must needs make
the ascent. We were both experienced Alpinists and loved the sport, and so one
day, as if to tempt the high gods who had favored us, we secured our guides—' "


Dr. Bayre stopped abruptly.


"At this point," said
he, "the writing was interrupted for several minutes. When it recommenced
I observed that the pencil was moving more slowly and in quite a different
manner. Leaning forward to look on the pad, I saw to my disgust that the hand
had changed its character, while the words themselves were random and foolish.


" 'Some other intelligence
has thrust itself in and got control of the medium,' said my friend. 'Let us
see if we cannot oust him.'


"With that he proceeded to
roast some more incense, then placed himself in front of the medium and
delivered what appeared to be an exorcism. After that he retraced his circle,
wove his pentagrams, mumbled his Sanskrit formula and then requested me to
reinvoke the desired entity. This I did, feeling, I must say, rather like a
fool, for although my own psychological work may seem dark and mysterious to
the uninstructed, it is nevertheless all based on well established scientific
knowledge and contains nothing of mummery and such hodge-podge as meaningless
incantations and the like. Almost immediately the writing recommenced, and I
saw to my gratification that it was in the same hand as the preceding
narrative. But it appeared that some of the connecting passages had been lost,
for the text began in this manner:


" '... looked over the
tossing sea of distant snowpeaks, when the pale beauty of the Alpine dawn burst
into flame before the glory of the sunrise.


" 'Side by side in the
doorway of the cabane, we stood and watched the majesty of day unfold itself
upon a frozen world. Roseate rays shot to the zenith; the cold, hard rim of a
distant icepeak melted and swam in the face of the jubilant sun. Then the blue
and saffron of the snow mountains were scored by crimson bands, exultant
tongues of living flame which leaped from glacier to lofty snow cornice and
suffused with blushes the pale face of the virgin snow.


" 'I turned to look into the
face of my bride. Her eyes were brimming, the rosy flush of the sunrise was on
her cheeks and her sweet lips quivered. Her gaze met mine and she threw her
arms about my neck.


" ' "It is so beautiful
that it frightens me!" she whispered.


" ' "What,
sweetheart?" I asked. "The Alpine sunrise?"


" ' "Yes," she
murmured. "It is like my love for you.— each moment growing fuller and
more all-possessing."


" 'Our head guide, Perreton,
came to the door of the cabane and pointed out to us our route.


" ' "We ascend on this
side, madame," said he, "crossing the snow couloir you see
above you, then following the arête to the other side of the calotte
to the left, thence to the summit. That will take us the better part of the
day, but we can glissade down very quickly on the other side. It should
be easy going. There have been three days of the northeast wind and the snow is
in good condition."


" 'Soon afterward we set
out, proceeding in two parties, the first consisting of Perreton, my wife and
Regier, while I followed, leading the porter.


" 'The ascent was safe and
easy until, about halfway to the summit, we came to a broad ice traverse where
it was decided to rope all together as the crossing was of considerable width,
with anchorage here and there at long intervals where the smooth ice was broken
by small patches of hard snow. Perreton, who was in the lead, cut the steps
with skill and despatch, and we were about halfway across when we found
ourselves in a position out of reach of any anchorage and where every member of
the party was in danger at the same time. In such a place the rope, although of
assistance in maintaining the balance and in giving confidence to the climber,
is a deathtrap to the entire party should one member be guilty of a misstep.
But mountain climbers are not supposed to make missteps, and it was decided not
to unrope.


" 'Below us the slope
descended steeply for perhaps one hundred meters, where it ended abruptly in a
precipice. But to experienced climbers like ourselves, possessed of steady
heads and with competent guides, the crossing presented the very slightest
element of danger. So far was an idea of peril removed from our minds that my
wife and I were chatting back and forth as we slowly proceeded.


" 'Perhaps it was this
ill-advised relaxation on our part which led to Zeigler's fatal carelessness.
He was the last man on the rope, and halfway over, all our backs being turned
to him, he proceeded to light his pipe. As fate ordained, just as the unhappy
man was holding the match to the bowl, all his attention centered on the act, I
stepped forward. The slack of the rope was in his hands, and as it slightly
tautened the pipe was knocked from his mouth and fell. I heard his exclamation,
and, glancing over my shoulder, saw him grab for it with his free hand. As he
did so his foot slipped, and the next instant he had lost his balance. His piolet,
or ice axe, the spike of which was jammed into the ice, fell to one side.
Realizing his danger, he snatched desperately for the shaft, but failed to grip
it, and sent it spinning down the slope, he himself sprawling after it.


" 'Nothing is more helpless
than a climber adrift on an ice slope without his axe, and, realizing the awful
danger should the rope spring taut suddenly, I was obliged to let go the shaft
of my own piolet in order to gather in the slack with both hands. Then I
braced my feet to meet the strain. Below me swung Zeigler, quite powerless, and
to the right and slightly above me Regier, who saw what had happened, quickly
gathered in the slack between himself and me. Then the rope between Zeigler and
myself straightened, and to ease the suddenness of the strain I let it slip
slowly between my fingers until it had run its full length and the tug came
upon the middleman's knot around my waist.


" 'And so we stood, Zeigler,
glaring up from beneath with blanched face and wild, terror-stricken eyes; I
myself, barely able to support his weight, wondered how long I could hold him
there. Above me, sturdy Regier, his face frozen as rigid as the ice upon which
we stood, glanced swiftly from one to the other of us in awful doubt and
apprehension.


" ' "Can you hold
him?" he cried, and his voice boomed thick and muffled in my ear.


" ' "Not for
long," I answered breathlessly.


" 'He glanced over his
shoulder at my wife, and I knew well what was passing in his mind.


" ' "Then cut!" he
cried hoarsely. "It is death for all of us!"


" 'I shook my head, not
trusting myself to speak. Regier raised his voice.


" ' "Zeigler!" he
cried. "If you are a man— cut the rope!"


" ' "God's mercy!"
wailed the wretched porter. "I have no knife!"


" ' "Then slip the
bowline!" bellowed Perreton. "Monsieur cannot hold you, and if he
falls madame will be dragged to her death!"


" 'And then, in the awful
tension, came the voice of my bride, sweet, tuneful and unafraid.


" ' "Madame goes with
her husband," she said.


" 'Regier swung swiftly in
his tracks, growling like a bear.


" ' "Madame
remains!" he shouted, and raising her ice axe with one powerful blow, he
severed the rope between them, then came toward me, gathering the slack with
his free hand.


" 'But he was too late.
Below me Zeigler, himself a brave man and eager to repair his fatal error at
any cost, was struggling to loose the "endman's knot" around his
waist. The vibration from his movements proved too great a strain for my
insecure footing, and I felt the nails of my shoes grinding through the ice.


" ' "Cut between us,
Regier!" I cried.


" ' "Never!"
snarled Regier, plunging toward me. "Cut below you! Cut! Cut!"


" ' "Cut,
m'sieu'!" echoed Zeigler stranglingly. "I tell you to cut!"


" 'Regier had almost reached
me when my foothold was torn away and I felt myself going. "At
least," I thought, "there is no need for Regier to die."
Snatching the knife from my belt, I slashed through the rope above me, and as I
did so I fell forward, slipping down upon Zeigler. But my knife was in my hand,
and, throwing myself upon my face, I bore all of my weight upon the haft,
driving the point into the ice. For a moment I thought that we might clutch it
and arrest our course, but the next instant the blade snapped and I realized
that hope was dead.


" 'Downward we slipped,
slowly at first, then with gathering speed. Looking back, I saw my wife, both
hands clasped to her mouth, her face writhing in torture. She looked toward
Perreton, and I knew as well as though she had spoken the words that had she
not been roped to him she would have flung herself downward to join me. The
guide himself, reading what was passing in her mind, drew in the slack of the
rope between them, and none too soon, for all at once she screamed, and seizing
the piolet by the head, began to saw impotently at the tough hemp.
Perreton cried out, then walked quickly toward her and tore the axe from her
hands, and this was the last I saw, my wife and the guide struggling and
swaying on the steep, glittering icefield.


" 'Down we shot, Zeigler and
I, toward the fearful brink— and the moments were drawn out into an eternity.
Down, on down, tearing our fingers, scraping with our heavy boots, yet speaking
no word, writhing and twisting and with ever-gaining speed. Then Zeigler
reached the brink— a cry burst from him as he disappeared—the rope tautened
violently and I shot forward— forward and over, and saw beneath me the abyss
yawning in shadows a thousand feet below. The cold air scorched my face— the
soul within me leaped to meet the infinite— and then, oblivion.


" 'I awoke as from a deep
and restful sleep. There was no pain in my body, no sensation but that of
dreamy peace and infinite well being.


" 'Far overhead the stars
glittered brightly in the cold, clear sky and the moon looked down directly on
me as I lay.


" 'Slowly consciousness and
memory returned. I realized all that had occurred: the fearful accident, the
swift gliding down the ice slope, the anguish on the face of my wife, the
soaring plunge from the brink.


" ' "A miracle," I
thought. "A miracle of miracles. That one can have such a fall and live!
Truly, the high gods have worked for me!"


"'Awed and wondering, I cast
my eyes about. It was a place of snow and stones, ragged bowlders and broken
fragments of ice. A few feet distant lay the mangled body of Zeigler, and I
shuddered while the wonder within me increased.


" ' "How then," I thought,
"can it be that I have escaped unhurt, unbruised and more at ease than
ever in my life?" I raised myself with a lightness which astonished me,
and saw that I lay on broken rocks, jagged and rough— and as I looked my soul
was enveloped in a great and awful understanding. For there, grotesquely
twisted, lay— my own body— and I saw that which told me that there was left in
it no trace of what we mortals in our fatuous ignorance call "life."


" 'Yet with this realization
there came no shock, as we mortals know it, but a swift and fearful
exhilaration.


" ' "Then I am free— free!"
was all that I could feel. "I am free of this heavy, senseless thing that
lies mangled here— free to go to her whom I love!" And as if in answer to
my thought came a swift and irresistible impulse.


" 'Light as air, I rose from
that dreadful spot and found myself flitting faster than the wind over snow and
ice, glacier and moraine, until the lights of the village below me sparkled
through the frosty air. Yonder was the Alpine hamlet where we had lodged before
beginning our ascent; there the auberge where we had slept—and then I had
reached it and drifted on the pale rays of the moon through the frosted window
and found myself within the room.


" 'Other things had passed
me and surrounded me in my flight; things which you in your world could not
understand and which I myself lack power to express even if I would, for there
is no common language with which to interpret the conditions of these two
worlds of ours, that of the living and that of the— more alive. As I entered
the room all of my disembodied soul poured out to her whom I love.


" 'Sobbing, sobbing,
sobbing— the low, breathless grief of that sweet sufferer who needed only
fuller understanding to raise her from the depths of her despair to joy
ineffable. For a brief moment it seemed that this had been achieved, From the
foot of the bed I whispered her name, and she heard me and with a wild,
rapturous cry sprang upright. She saw me standing there in the shimmering
moonlight, and I moved to her side and gathered her in my arms, and the next
instant her soul had torn its way from the body which enthralled it and we were
together, happy beyond description in this new world of mine, while her human
habitation fell back upon the pillows in what men call
"unconsciousness."


"'Yet our peace was not for
long. Tied as she was to that earthly vehicle, she was forced to leave me and
return, when, according to mortal laws, she carried with her no memory of that
which had passed between us but awoke to a grief in which I shared from beyond.
Ah, the needless misery of the dear bereaved! If only they knew! If only they
knew!


" 'Since then she has come
to me often. But in her waking state all recollection of these communions is
swept away, nor have I ever again been able to communicate with her save sleep
has loosed the bonds. Even then it happens frequently that her intelligence is
dimmed and distorted by those fantastic discharges of the sleeping brain which
men call "dreams," and my presence brings neither peace nor
understanding. But waking and sleeping I am with her always, bound to this
phase by her want for me, and sometimes she feels my nearness vaguely and it
soothes her grief.


" 'Now I have learned that
the strain and the hunger of her desire has nearly broken her resolute spirit,
and I know that she has formed the determination to break from her earthly
bonds by her own act. Should she do this our meeting must be long delayed, for
in this place where I find myself there is no entry for those who with their
own hands curtail the mortal span assigned to them. Let her but wail a little
while and we shall be together, happy beyond mortal conception. But for the
suicide there is still another phase, an intermediate plane, a road still to be
traversed before...'


"At this point," said
Dr. Bayre, "the writing was discontinued. It did not much matter, except
in the interest of science, for the message had been delivered. Accordingly I
brought the seance to a close.


"The next day I sent for a
mutual friend, for of course I recognized the identity of the intelligence who
had delivered the message, as no doubt you have done. To this gentleman I
showed the writing, without permitting him to do more than glance at the text.


" 'Is this hand familiar to
you?' I asked.


"He nodded, his face very
grave.


" 'Yes' said he; 'that is
the handwriting of poor Stanley Wetherill. He was killed, as you know, in a
mountain accident while on his honeymoon.'


" 'And his wife?' I asked.


" 'She is a broken-hearted
woman.'


" 'Where is she now?' I
asked.


" 'At the Chateau Fontenaye,
I believe. She was a widow when Stanley married her. He was badly hurt while
automobiling and taken to the chateau. Perhaps you remember the incident; it
seems that Stanley ditched his car to keep from hitting a char-à-banc full
of children going to a fête champêtre.'


"I asked him then if he
could get me a photograph of Mrs. Wetherill, which he kindly agreed to do.


"That night I made a
verbatim copy of the communication and then mailed the original to Mrs. Wetherill
with a note explaining the whole affair. Two days later, on opening my
newspaper in the morning, I was startled to read the announcement of her sudden
death. The notice said that she had been found dead in her chaise-longue.
In the fire-place were discovered some burned fragments of paper covered with a
handwriting which was recognized as that of her late husband. To my infinite
relief the post-mortem examination showed that she had died from 'natural
causes.'


"That same evening I sent
for the medium who had assisted me in the investigation and requested her to
look into the crystal ball. After gazing for some time, she saw the faces of a
man and a woman. The expressions of both were described by the medium as
'radiant.' I then showed her a photograph of Mr. and Mrs. Wetherill, taken
shortly after their marriage.


" 'Are these the people whom
you have just seen?' I asked


" 'Yes,' she answered,
smiling. 'They are the same.' "


____________
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"NO, my dear," my Uncle Abraham
answered me, "no— nothing romantic ever happened to me— unless— but
no: that wasn't romantic either—"


I was. To me, I being eighteen,
romance was the world. My Uncle Abraham was old and lame. I followed the gaze
of his faded eyes, and my own rested on a miniature that hung at his elbow-chair's
right hand, a portrait of a woman, whose loveliness even the
miniature-painter's art had been powerless to disguise— a woman with large
lustrous eyes and perfect oval face.


I rose to look at it. I had
looked at it a hundred times. Often enough in my baby days I had asked,
"Who's that, uncle?" always receiving the same answer: "A lady
who died long ago, my dear."


As I looked again at the picture,
I asked, "Was she like this?"


"Who?"


"Your— your romance!"


Uncle Abraham looked hard at me.
"Yes," he said at last. "Very— very like."


I sat down on the floor by him.
"Won't you tell me about her?"


"There's nothing to
tell," he said. "I think it was fancy, mostly, and folly; but it's
the realest thing in my long life, my dear."


A long pause. I kept silence.
"Hurry no man's cattle" is a good motto, especially with old people.


"I remember," he said
in the dreamy tone always promising so well to the ear that a story delighteth—"I
remember, when I was a young man, I was very lonely indeed. I never had a
sweetheart. I was always lame, my dear, from quite a boy; and the girls used to
laugh at me."


He sighed. Presently he went on— 


"And so I got into the way
of mooning off by myself in lonely places, and one of my favourite walks was up
through our churchyard, which was set high on a hill in the middle of the marsh
country. I liked that because I never met any one there. It's all over, years
ago. I was a silly lad; but I couldn't bear of a summer evening to hear a
rustle and a whisper from the other side of the hedge, or maybe a kiss as I
went by.


"Well, I used to go and sit
all by myself in the churchyard, which was always sweet with thyme, and quite
light (on account of its being so high) long after the marshes were dark. I
used to watch the bats flitting about in the red light, and wonder why God
didn't make every one's legs straight and strong, and wicked follies like that.
But by the time the light was gone I had always worked it off, so to speak, and
could go home quietly and say my prayers without any bitterness.


"Well, one hot night in
August, when I had watched the sunset fade and the crescent moon grow golden, I
was just stepping over the low stone wall of the churchyard when I heard a
rustle behind me. I turned round, expecting it to be a rabbit or a bird. It was
a woman."


He looked at the portrait. So did
I.


"Yes," he said,
"that was her very face. I was a bit scared and said something— I don't
know what— and she laughed and said, 'Did I think she was a ghost?' and I
answered back, and I stayed talking to her over the churchyard wall till 'twas
quite dark, and the glowworms were out in the wet grass all along the way home.


"Next night I saw her again;
and the next night and the next. Always at twilight time; and if I passed any
lovers leaning on the stiles in the marshes it was nothing to me now."


Again my uncle paused. "It's
very long ago," he said slowly, "and I'm an old man; but I know what
youth means, and happiness, though I was always lame, and the girls used to
laugh at me. I don't know how long it went on— you don't measure time in dreams—
but at last your grandfather said I looked as if I had one foot in the grave,
and he would be sending me to stay with our kin at Bath and take the waters. I
had to go. I could not tell my father why I would rather had died than
go."


"What was her name,
uncle?" I asked.


"She never would tell me her
name, and why should she? I had names enough in my heart to call her by.
Marriage? My dear, even then I knew marriage was not for me. But I met her
night after night, always in our churchyard where the yew-trees were and the
lichened gravestones. It was there we always met and always parted. The last
time was the night before I went away. She was very sad, and dearer than life
itself. And she said— 


" 'If you come back before
the new moon I shall meet you here just as usual. But if the new moon shines on
this grave and you are not here— you will never see me again any more.'


"She laid her hand on the
yellow lichened tomb against which we had been leaning. It was an old
weather-worn stone, and bore on it the inscription— 


 


'SUSANNAH KINGSNORTH,


OB.
1713.'


 


" 'I shall be here.' I said.


" 'I mean it,' she said,
with deep and sudden seriousness, 'it is no fancy. You will be here when the
new moon shines?'"


"I promised, and after a while
we parted.


"I had been with my kinsfolk
at Bath nearly a month. I was to go home on the next day, when, turning over a
case in the parlour, I came upon that miniature. I could not speak for a
minute. At last I said, with dry tongue, and heart beating to the tune of
heaven and hell— 


" 'Who is this?'


" 'That?' said my aunt. 'Oh!
she was betrothed to one of our family many years ago, but she died before the
wedding. They say she was a bit of a witch. A handsome one, wasn't she?'


"I looked again at the face,
the lips, the eyes of my dear and lovely love, whom I was to meet to-morrow
night when the new moon shone on that tomb in our churchyard.


" 'Did you say she was
dead?' I asked, and I hardly knew my own voice.


" 'Years and years ago! Her
name's on the back and her date— '


"I took the portrait from
its faded red-velvet bed, and read on the back— 'Susannah Kingsnorth, Ob 1713.'


"That was in 1813." My
uncle stopped short.


"What happened?" I
asked breathlessly.


"I believe I had a
fit," my uncle answered slowly; "at any rate, I was very ill."


"And you missed the new moon
on the grave?"


"I missed the new moon on
the grave."


"And you never saw her
again?"


"I never saw her again—"


"But, uncle, do you really
believe?— Can the dead?— was she— did you—"


My uncle took out his pipe and
filled it.


"It's a long time ago,"
he said, "a many, many years. Old man's tales, my dear! Old man's tales!
Don't you take any notice of them."


He lighted the pipe, puffed
silently a moment or two, and then added: "But I know what youth means,
and happiness, though I was lame, and the girls used to laugh at me."


___________
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"I have always wanted to see a London fog,"
remarked the Colonel, "and at last I've seen one. Half-a-dozen times I've
seen fogs that seemed to me to be about as thick as the head of a McKinley
Protectionist, but whenever I have said to a Londoner, 'Do you call this a
thick fog?' he has exclaimed, 'Oh dear, no! This is only a little misty.' But I
saw all the fog I ever want to see last night.'


"It was thick," I
observed, "and it seems to have left you feeling rather tired."


"I am tired," said the
Colonel. "It wasn't the fog that tired me so much as the after effects. Do
you know that I spent this morning at the police-station, and paid a fine, all
on account of that beastly fog? That was an after effect of the fog, and a
mighty disagreeable one. I'll tell you about it if you've nothing better to do
than to listen.


"Last night I went to the
Lyceum Theater, and when I came out I found that the fog was so thick that I
couldn't even see a lamp-post until I had walked into it. I enjoyed it at
first, for it was a new experience for me, and I started to walk home, thinking
that I could find my way without any difficulty. A man who has found his way
down from the tenth story of a Chicago hotel when the building was burning and
the corridors were black with smoke, ought, I thought, to be able to get the
better of any British monarchical fog that was ever yet made. But I found
before long that I had made a mistake. I lost my way, and after wandering for
an hour or so I was mighty glad to walk into a cabman who was leading his
horse, and, as I supposed, knew the London streets as well in a fog as in clear
weather. So I just climbed into the cab and told the man where to take me, and
then I pulled up the windows to keep the choke-damp out, and started a cigar,
and felt pretty comfortable. The cabman didn't dare to get on the box and
drive, though there didn't seem to be any traffic in the street. However I didn't
concern myself with the cabman, for there is no use in buying a cab and then
doing your own driving; besides I had been told that the London cabmen are the
best in the world, and I don't know but what it is true. I will say this for
them that when it comes to making a shilling fare stretch into half-a-crown,
and then grumbling because you don't voluntarily pay five shillings, your
cabmen show an amount of financial genius that an average Chancellor of the
Exchequer might envy.


"We had been slowly cruising
around London— occasionally running into an ashbox or wandering on to the
sidewalk— for about an hour (as I should judge) when the cab stopped and the
cabman opened the door. I was going to get out, thinking that we had reached my
hotel, but the man stopped me and said, 'Better stop where you are, sir!'


" 'And where's that?' said
I.


" 'Blest if I know,' said
the cabman. 'To tell the bloomin' truth, sir, I don't know where we are any
more than the dead. It may be Whitechapel (though it don't smell like it) and
it may be Camden Town (though the road is a little too rough for that). Anyway
we're nowheres near Piccadilly way, which is where you want to go, and that's
the only thing I'm sure about.'


" 'I don't see,' said I, 'that
this concerns me. I hired you to take me to my hotel. I'm in no sort of hurry;
but all the same if I were you I'd earn that fare instead of remarking on the
geography of London.'


" 'There ain't no sort of
use in wandering round in this way,' said the man. 'You must see that yourself,
sir! We'll never get nowhere unless perhaps we walks into the river or some
bloomin' canal. For all I know we may have gone over Waterloo Bridge, and we
may fetch up in the West Injy Docks. I put it to you, sir, if that's the sort
of thing you'd like.'


"I began to see that there
was more or less force in what the cabman said, so I asked him what he proposed
to do about it.


" 'I think, sir,' said he, 'that
I'd better leave you and the cab here for a bit and try to find a public-house
if there is one open or a police station, so as we can know in a general way
where we are. You can sit quite comfortable in the cab till I come back.'


" 'All right,' says I. 'Only
you'd better find a lamp-post and make the horse fast to it, or else anchor him
with a weight or something of that sort. I don't want him to start for
Piccadilly on his own responsibility.'


"Well the cabman led the
horse along a little farther till he came to a lamp-post, which he hit middling
fair with his nose or his forehead (judging by the remarks he made), and then
he tied the horse and went off, saying that he wouldn't be gone very long.


"I don't know whether he
found a public-house open and got drunk, or whether he found a police station
and got locked up, or whether he was run over and killed, or just suffocated by
the fog. All I do know is that I have never laid eyes on that cabman since he
left me sitting in his cab, and I don't want to see him either. If he ever
finds me he will charge me for that twenty-four hours' use of that cab at two
shillings an hour, besides making a big claim for damages. If he's alive he's
probably consulting with some expert plumber as to the best way of swelling his
bill up to ten or fifteen pounds.


"Well, I sat in that cab
until morning. There was no kind of use in deserting it and trying to find my
way on foot— I had had quite enough of that— besides, the cab was more comfortable
than the streets, and as I had plenty of cigars I managed to get rid of the
time in a pretty comfortable sort of way.


"Along towards morning a
policeman happened to find the cab, and he opened the door and told me to get
along out of that, and not to waste any time about it either.


"I told him I was not the
cabman, and that the latter had left me for a few moments, and would return
very soon.


"'Can't help that,' says the
policeman. 'I can't allow any cab to stop here tied to a lamp-post. You must move
on at once.'


"I told him that if he would
get on the box and drive to the station-house I should be very much obliged to
him; but he explained that he wasn't a cabman, and couldn't leave his beat. My
own belief is that he thought I was the cabman, and that I had tied up the cab
in order to have a quiet sleep. When I gave him a cigar and half-a-crown he saw
his mistake and went away, telling me that the moment the cabman came back I
must move on.


"It was just beginning to
get a little light, by which I knew that morning was coming, when a man lurched
up against the cab, and after doing a little general swearing got the door open
and climbed in. He told me to drive to somewhere that sounded like Victoria
Street, but might have been almost anything else, and immediately fell fast
asleep on the seat beside me. I struck a match and managed to make out that he
wore a good hat, from which it was clear that he wasn't a vagabond, and so I
decided to let him have his nap out. He leaned up in the corner and snored like
a high-pressure steam-boat, but otherwise he didn't give me any trouble.


"About eight o'clock the fog
thinned so much that I decided to make a start for Piccadilly. My intoxicated
friend was still fast asleep, and now that I could see him I saw that he was a
middle-aged old party who looked as if he might be a bank president or
something of that kind, with too much fondness for port wine. I did not think
it worthwhile to turn him out of the cab, so I just cast the horse loose and
climbed up on the box and drove off at a slow walk, keeping close to the
curbstone. I had my slouched hat on, and it was somewhat the worse for wear,
considering that the fog had soaked it all night, and when I had pulled the
cabby's blankets well up to my neck I didn't look at all out of place on the
box.


"Before I had driven more
than a block I came across a policeman and asked him in what part of England I
and the cab happened to be. He told me I was a little north of Finsbury Circus,
and as I knew where that was I judged that I wouldn't have any trouble in
finding my way to Piccadilly. I jogged along, now and then coming very near to
running into somebody, but meeting with no accident worth mentioning. All of a
sudden my passenger wakes up, and leaning out of the window begins to abuse me
for being so long on the road to Victoria Street. 'Begging your pardon, sir,'
says I, 'but this here blooming fog is so thick that I daren't drive faster
than a walk.' At that he got very angry and said that he'd get out and take my
number, and wouldn't pay me a farthing. I was glad enough to get rid of him,
but when he bolted round the corner I began to see that a cabman may have
things to trouble him which we folks don't often think about.


"Pretty soon a woman hailed
me, and as the cab was moving very slowly she managed to get the door open and
to climb inside, in spite of my telling her that I was engaged. 'A very likely
story,' said she, settling herself in the cab as if she meant to stay there. 'You
can't refuse to take a passenger when you've got nobody,' she said, making as
if she was going to stir me up with her umbrella; 'and you know it. You'll
drive me to Bloomsbury Square, or I'll make it 'ot for you!'


"Now I knew too much to get
into an argument with a woman, and so I drove to Bloomsbury Square. But when I
had stopped at the number that she had given me she did not attempt to get out.
She was perfectly sober, but in my opinion she was stark crazy, for she
insisted that I had lost my way, and that we were not in Bloomsbury Square. I
got down from my seat and tried to argue the matter with her. I asked her to
look at the corner of the street, where she would see 'Bloomsbury Square, North'
in large letters, but she told me not to be impertinent or she would summons
me, and refused to look at the corner of the street or anything else. I rang
the door-bell of the house, but when the servant had answered it, and looked at
my fare, she said that she didn't know her, and went back into the house
calling out to me from the doorstep that I ought to be ashamed of myself for
being in such a state so early in the morning. I got back on the box again and
wondered if everybody in London was made either drunk or crazy by an extra
thick fog. I couldn't see my way to dumping the woman on the pavement and
leaving her there, and I didn't want to abandon the cab on the street for fear
that it might be stolen, or that the horse might take it into his head to bolt.
There was nothing left for it but to drive slowly on and hope that things would
take a turn for the better.


"There was very little fog
by this time, and after thinking the thing over I made up my mind to drive back
to the place where I had taken the woman up, leave her on some quiet doorstep,
and drive off before anyone could stop me. It wasn't very long before I was
back again in the Finsbury quarter, but it wasn't a pleasant drive, for the
woman kept yelling to me out of the window, and trying to hit me with her
umbrella, and generally conducting herself in a way that would have been sure
to bring a policeman down on me if we had happened to meet one. When I got to
Finsbury I selected a good quiet street, and then I got down and told my
passenger that she must get out. Of course she said she wouldn't do anything of
the kind, and when she saw that I meant business she set up a yell that
promised to wake the whole street. About fifty windows went up, and more than
fifty men and women put their heads out and remarked 'Fire!' and 'Murder!' at
the top of their lungs. It was clear that this sort of thing would never do, so
I jumped upon my perch again and drove away feeling more sympathy for cabmen
than I had ever felt before.


"Having started to scream
the woman kept it up. Moreover she managed to pull the front window open and
set to work to jab me in the ribs with her umbrella in a way that was far from
pleasant. The street filled up with people, though where they came from I
couldn't imagine, and some of them cried 'Shame!' and 'Stop him!' Boys seemed
to spring up out of the ground and followed me, running alongside the cab,and
all the time that dreadful woman kept screaming 'Murder' and 'Thieves,' and
making other unpleasant personal remarks of the same general character.


"It would have been useless
for me to abandon the cab and run away, for I would have been caught before I
could have fairly got off my box. I knew that a policeman would turn up
presently, and for the first time that morning I was anxious to see one.
Anything would have been better than driving that yelling demon of a woman, and
having a mob gather round me. The thing went on for perhaps ten minutes longer,
when a policeman arrived, and the woman gave me in charge for attempted murder,
and a general assortment of miscellaneous offenses.


"That policeman was an
intelligent man. He saw at once that the woman was crazy, and he was evidently
ready to accept my version of the affair; but when he asked me for my number,
and saw that I hadn't any, he changed his mind. It certainly was a suspicious circumstance,
from his point of view, that I didn't have any number; and after he had asked
me a few questions which I answered in a way not to give him much information,
for I didn't want to explain things before the crowd— he got into the cab, so
as to keep the woman quiet, and told me to drive to the station-house.


"Of course when I saw the
officer in charge I told him the whole story. It did sound rather improbable,
as I couldn't help feeling while I told it; and I could see that he didn't
believe a word I said, but was of the opinion that I was some desperate sort of
villain who had been caught in the act of trying to kidnap an inoffensive
woman. So they locked me up. What they did with the woman I don't know.


"I sent off messengers for
my landlord, and my banker, and half-a-dozen other people, and the upshot of it
all was that next morning I was taken before a magistrate, who, after examining
into my case, gave me to understand that I wasn't guilty of the great majority
of the crimes that had been charged against me, but that as a sort of warning
to me never to commit any of them he should fine me. I paid the fine— I needn't
mention just how much it was— and went home in a cab that had a real cabman on
the box.


"Whether my original cabman
ever saw his cab again or not, or what became of it after I drove it to the
station-house, I don't know. For my part I never want to see or hear of a cab
again; and after this I shall stick to buses and the District Railway in foggy
weather. But I've considerably more sympathy for cabmen than I used to have;
and if as a class they are men who look on the rest of mankind as their natural
enemies, whom they have a perfect right to impose upon, I don't much wonder at
it, now that I've been a cabman myself and know a little of the troubles that
an honest cabman may have to endure."


_____________
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LOOKING from her bedroom window on a sunny autumn afternoon
in 1855, Mrs. Blake-Ilbery was astonished and alarmed by certain manifestations
on the part of her daughter Judith and the devoted lieutenant Majoribanks, of
H.M.S. Saraband, which were taking place on the grassy terrace stepping
down to the blue waters of Elizabeth Bay between two sombre and glossy old Port
Jackson figs that shaded each tide of the steeply sloping waterfront.


"In the name of
heaven!" she murmured to herself, as she stood before her dressing-table
at the window. "What can have happened now? I declare!"


The glittering waters of Sydney
Harbor stretched away northward, a blue and shining carpet of sun-jewelled
loveliness, to the far-off sands of Manly Cove, framed by the two massive
trees, past George's Heights and the Heads, and the day was one of windless
tranquillity that conferred upon Mrs. BlakeBbery a feeling that the world was
wholly a peaceful and strifeless planet— but it was obvious that peace did not
obtain in the lovely garden beneath her window.


Too far below her were the
crinolined figures of her daughter and the tophatted one of Mr. Marjoribanks to
allow her to hear what was passing between them, but she knew well enough from
the attitude of the lady that unpleasantness was developing, if it was not
already well established.


She was familiar with that
imperious and uncompromising attitude of Judith— when her dainty chin was
thrown up, her shoulders squared, and her back flat and defiant above the slim
waist that grew like the stalk of an inverted flower out of the voluminous
amplitude of her hooped skirts.


And there was an anxious look in
the young naval officer's handsome face as he took off his absurdly elongated
headdress of the period and wiped a perspiring brow with a silk handkerchief
that compelled her concern. Trouble it was— most certainly trouble.


He seemed to be expostulating
earnestly, and the girl was obviously scornful of the excuses he might have
been assumed to be making for something he had said or done. She turned to the
steps running down the middle of the terrace, and came slowly up a short flight
of them. Then she wheeled about and flung a remark at him which her mother was
able to hear.


"I shan't be called such a
name!" she cried. "And I won't listen to you. Go away!"


Up the remaining flight of broad
stairway she came, and disappeared beneath the verandah. Mr. Marjoribanks gazed
at the house which had swallowed her up as if he expected it to fall down.
Then, slowly and carefully, he replaced his hat on his fair and curly locks,
put his handkerchief in his breast-pocket, and walked across the grass in the
direction of the "gate. Once he halted, and seemed undecided whether he
would not re-enter the house.


"Go away!"


Mrs. Blake-Ilbery heard her
daughter's voice, commanding and implacable, below the slates that roofed the
vine-clad verandah, and saw the young man ceremoniously raise his
"stove-pipe" and bow in the direction of the drawing-room immediately
below her. Then, with quiet dignity, and pale but resolute face, he resumed his
march across the garden to the gate.


It may have been fancy, but Mrs.
BlakeIlbery thought she heard a sob somewhere beneath her, as the wooden portal
closed with a subdued slam. Hastily putting the finishing touches to her
toilet, she turned away from the mirror by the window, meaning to go downstairs
to see what it was all about. But she had not taken three steps towards the
door when it was flung open with a rattle of the glass knob, and her daughter
burst into the room, a woeful picture of distressed loveliness.


"Oh, Mama!" she cried.
"I wish I were dead!"


"My dear Judy— what is the
matter? such tilings.'"


The girl seated herself, upturned
hoops showing a pair of trim ankles and tiny dainty little kid boots, on the
edge of the


big four-posted bed, with its
heavy canopy and ponderous dark curtains, and regarded Mrs. Blake-Ilbery with
tearful and appealing eyes.


"My dear Judy— what is the
matter? What has happened between you and Robert? Come, tell me— am I not your
mother? What has he done— or what do you think he has done?" she added in
her wisdom. "Pray tell me all about it, dearest Judy."


"He's been horrid to
me," said the girl with a little gulp, "detestably horrid. I hate
him. Not only do I hate him," she went on, with what in a male would have
been a scowl disfiguring her beautiful face, "but I despise him. He's not
a gentleman. He can't be a gentleman, for no gentleman would say to me what
Robert has just said. Oh, and I did love him!"


"But, my darling," said
her mother, "what has he said? Surely Robert Marjoribanks is not one of
those young men who think it is clever and dashing to say bold things to young
persons of the opposite sex. I'm no judge of mankind if he is— and I've been
half my lifetime employed in making a particular study of the wretches, as
personified by your dear papa— God bless his bald head! Robert, I should say,
is quite a proper person—he would not be guilty of rudeness or coarseness, I am
convinced. At least, not intentionally. I'm sure you have misunderstood him, my
precious- pet. You must have done so. Come, then— what did he say? Tell me,
Judy darling— tell your old mother."


Dabbing at her eyes with her
handkerchief, Judith Blake-Ilbery rose to her feet and betook herself to her
mother's flounced and frilled dressing-table, where she repaired the damages of
tears with a large powder-puff in front of the great oval looking-glass. For a
little time she did not speak, and again her mother appealed to her.


"Well, then. Judy— I am
waiting. Pray, how did he offend you?"


The girl turned round and faced
her parent. In the deep tones of tragic declamation she voiced her wrong.


"He called me— he said I was
an ailurophobe."


Mrs. Blake-Ilbery started, and
made a little gesture with her plump right hand that conveyed extreme
astonishment and something of mystification.


"Oh, my dear— surely— surely
he didn't say that!"


"He did, Mother. He called
me that."


"My poor darling!" Mrs.
Blake-Ilbery slid across the rose-patterned carpetwearers of crinolines always
seemed to slide— and folded her daughter to her ample bosom. "Oh, my poor
Judy!" she wailed.


"Can you wonder that I am
distressed, Mama? Did you ever hear of such a thing? To be called that!"


"Sweetheart— it must have
been dreadful— dreadful!. If your father said that to me I'd leave him. You
were right to resent it. But, my dear— what exactly is an ailurophobe?"


"Oh, don't you know, Mama?
Why, it's one of those persons who esteem those hateful Russians— a traitorous
person who'd laugh at Queen Victoria and make a mock of Prince Albert. Or jeer
at the Emperor Napoleon. It means — I know it does— one of those who always
think more of aliens than of one's fellow-countrymen. The other day— I read it
in the Herald—a gentleman horsewhipped a man in the Royal Hotel, here in
Sydney, for calling him one."


"Oh, I read that. But wasn't
it being called a Russophile that the offended gentleman resented? I seem to
remember the term."


"It's just the same thing— I
know it is. All those 'phobes and 'philes mean something nasty. I'm sure
there's nothing worse anybody could possibly be called than an ailurophobe. It
sounds simply awful, don't you think so?"


"It doesn't seem to me
quite— what shall I say?— quite comme il faut, certainly. But are you
sure he meant it? He may have been merely joking. I'm sure he couldn't have
meant you to take him seriously."


"He did— I know he did. He
said it so archly— so sarcastically— almost spitefully."


"But what led up to it— how
did he come to apply so ungentlemanly a term to my little Judy?"


"Well, he was telling me
about his Captain's cat—you know Captain Jarvie, the commanding officer of Her
Majesty's Ship Saraband—and said it was a Russian cat I told him that I
detested all cats, that they gave me shivers and shudders— as you know they do.
Mama— but. wishing to be polite, I said I supposed a Russian cat might perhaps
have some good points, if it differed from the common sort. Just to please
him," she went on "I said that. He seemed to think such a lot of the
wretched creature. And then he grinned odiously, and said I must be an
ailurophobe. Oh, I hate him! To be accused of sympathising, with those
abominable, hairy Russians— when I could boil them in oil!"


"Well, well, my dear—perhaps
he'll apologise. But, never mind— come Into the garden with me— I want to get
some flowers. And then we must think about dressing. You know, Professor Woolley's
dining with us to-night. Papa's going to pick him up at the Australian Club and
drive him out. A charming man— I always look forward to meeting him. Wasn't
Robert coming, too? But I suppose he won't now."


"He won't if he has any
decency," replied Miss Blake-Ilbery bitterly.


 


ABOUT six o'clock Mr. Martin
Blake-Ilbery arrived at his home on Elizabeth Bay, in his carriage-and-pair,
accompanied by the Rev. Dr. Woolley, Professor of Classics in the
recently-established University of Sydney, whom he had driven from town. A
jovial and genial personage was this well-known Sydney merchant, whose presence
anywhere was never unobtrusive or unnoticeable, and his return to the domestic
hearth was signalised by a series of shouts for his wife and daughter, delivered
from the foot of the broad stairway.


"Ha. Caroline— ha, Judith!
Come on down— do! Here's the Doctor. Not going to dress for dinner. Too
confoundedly peckish. Come On, my dear, and tell cook to hurry up. We're jolly
well starving— at least, I am, even if the Professor's too polite to admit that
he is. It's rare good sherry they serve at the Club, my dear Woolley— but, by
Jove, it does whet the appetite. I'm positively ravenous." 


A little later, at the
dinner-table, Mr Blake-Ilbery suddenly slapped the snowy tablecloth with his
open palm, so that all the knives and forks rattled and the wine-glasses
shivered. He seemed to have suddenly remembered something.


"Oh, by George,
Caroline," he cried across the wide round table to his wife— "What's
amiss with young Marjoribanks of the Navy? Thought he was dining here to-night.
God bless my soul, when I saw him at the Club an hour or so ago he looked as
though he were contemplating suicide. What's wrong? Why wouldn't he come out
with me? He said he was coming out to see you, afterwards— made no mention of
Judy— but wouldn't come to dinner on any account. Something queer! Do you know
anything about it? What's it all mean?"


Mrs. Blake-Ilbery glanced at
Judith,, who was discussing across the table with Dr. Woolley the question of
whether women should be admitted to the courses of study provided by the
University. She flushed a little, and looked down at her plate, as her father's
question reached her ears.


"A most painful thing,
Martin, my dear," said her mother, after a little hesitation. "Mr.
Marjoribanks was most gratuitously rude to Judith this afternoon— painfully
rude.He— He stigmatised her with a most offensive name. Positively intolerable!
I quite agree with Judith that it was so."


"Good Gad!" bellowed
Mr. Blake-Ilbery. "Astounded! Young Marjoribanks! Last fellow in the world
to be rude to a pretty girl— or any other sort of woman. God bless my soul!
What did he say to you, Judy?"


"My dear father, 'tis most
painful to be compelled to repeat such a thing— but— but he said I was an
ailurophobe."


"Well, that sounds pretty
bad, I'll admit— devilish bad. Did he really say that? I shouldn't have thought
it of him. Give him a piece of my mind when he turns up. But what's amusing
you, Professor?"


Obvious to all of them was it
that Dr. Woolley was struggling with only scant success to preserve an air of
disinterested gravity. His host's question broke down his resistance, and he
laughed outright. He leaned forward and accosted Judith across the table.


"But are you, my dear Miss
Blake-Ilbery. Do you really dislike the harmless, friendly pussy-cat? Well, I
know some people do, but, for my part, I am quite fond of cats. Of course, you
know what an ailurophobe is? A somewhat unusual word— but hardly offensive.
From the Greek, it comes— ailuros, the waving ones, you know. Refers to
their tails, I suppose. I'd not be offended, if I were you—"


A jangle at the front door bell
interrupted him


"Ah, this'll be young
Marjoribanks. Show him into my study, Susan," said Mr. Blake-Ilbery to the
maid. "I'll ask him what he meant by a monstrous thing to say to an
unmarried girl— most reprehensible. I'll—"


But, with a very red face, Judith
rose in her place. "I'll go and attend to Mr. Marjoribanks, papa,"
she said. "Oh, Dr. Woolley," she cried— "if you laugh any more I'll
never forgive you. So there!" She smiled at them shyly, as she hurried out
of the room.


___________
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OLD GEORGE COWDALE, landlord of the Horse and Trumpet, an
ancient wayside tavern which stood just outside the village of Hedgington, once
a great house of call in the coaching days, and still a favourite place with
hunting men, was well known throughout the neighbourhood for his possession of
two qualities which some folks called vices— covetousness and curiosity. It was
difficult to decide which was predominant; but it is quite certain that when,
one fine spring, an unknown gentleman, who evidently had plenty of money and
nothing to do, came and put himself up at the Horse and Trumpet indefinitely,
and did nothing but eat, drink, and loaf— apparently aimlessly— about the
surrounding woods and meadows, Old George grew so inquisitive that he could
scarcely keep his tongue still. And one night, when the stranger had been under
his roof a week, and had just paid his first week's bill, and given the
waiting-maid— George's daughter— five shillings for herself, to buy a pair of
gloves with— his curiosity could be restrained no longer. And when the house
closed at ten o'clock he made bold to ask the mysterious one into his private
parlour to sample a little very old and special whisky, and to try a
particularly good cigar. In this case the fly walked into the spider's sanctum
without as much as a moment's hesitation. And Old George got his victim into an
easy-chair, and set out the decanter and the cigar box, and prepared to eat him
under comfortable circumstances.


"And how might you be
finding our neighbourhood by this time, sir?" inquired Old George, when
the cigars were lighted and the whisky had been criticised.


"I notice you've taken a
pretty good look round it."


"Very nice neighbourhood,
I'm sure," responded the visitor. "Pleasant, open, fertile country.
Good hunting, of course."


"A bit of the best, sir, for
that there purpose," agreed Old George. "But, of course, there's no
hunting going on at present."


This was as much as to say that
the visitor had not come there to hunt; but the hint produced no answer, so Old
George tried another tack.


"And we've no fishing in
these parts, unfortunately," he said. "Nor yet one o' them here
new-fangled golf links. No; I've felt sort of regretful on your account, sir. I
said to my wife and daughter when you came and said you was going to stop a
bit, 'Well,' I says, 'I don't know what the poor gentleman'll find to do,' I
says. 'Welcome he is as the flowers in May,' I says; but the hunting's over,
there's no fishing, we haven't a golf club, and he doesn't look like a cricket
player. What there'll be to amuse him,' I says, 'I can't think.' But my
daughter, she says, 'Never mind, pa,' she says, 'happen he's one o' them
gentlemen that catches butterflies.' Not," concluded Old George solemnly,
"that I've seen any signs of such a profession on your part, sir— as
yet."


"I'm all right," said
the visitor, a sharp-eyed, semi-professional looking sort of person of thirty,
or thereabouts, who had been listening attentively to his host's remarks.
"Very kind of you, but there's quite sufficient to interest and employ me—
quite."


"Handsome of you to say so,
I'm sure, sir," replied Old George, lifting his glass. "My respects,
sir. Ah! And what might you find of interest amongst us, sir? You ain't in the
agricultural line, I think. Yet I see you a-looking round some of our land very
careful-like, all the same."


"Ah!" remarked the
visitor mysteriously. "Just so. You can look at land, you know, without
being either a landlord or a farmer or a labourer, eh?"


Old George puffed at his cigar a
minute or two, thinking. Then an idea suddenly struck him, and he involuntarily
edged his chair a little nearer his guest's.


"You ain't down here
a-looking round about a railway?" he suggested in a hoarse and meaning
whisper. "Ah, I'd give a good deal if I got a bit of a hint about aught of
that sort coming off, mister. I would indeed!"


The visitor inspected Old George
at his leisure.


"Ay," he said at last.
"You would, eh? Well, of course, you know, between ourselves, a railway's
bound to come through you, in the end. But, as I say, between you and me. You
understand?"


"Then it is that?"
asked Old George excitedly. "You're looking over the course, like? Seeing
where the line'll run?"


"There's only one course
that a line could take here," observed the visitor calmly.


"I know that, mister!"
replied Old George hurriedly. "Them valley meadows. And that's why I'd
give something to know— well in advance— if there is going to be a line."


"Why, now?" inquired
the visitor.


Old George got his chair still
nearer to the guest's.


"I'll tell you," he
said in a tense whisper. "Them valley meadows— a mile's length of 'em—
belongs to a poorish man in the village yonder— freehold. His folk was
landowners once upon a time; that's all that he's got left of the estate. Poor,
poor land, mister; but, of course, if a railway came through—"


"Just so!" interrupted
the visitor. "And why do you want to know in advance, eh?"


Old George hastened to replenish
his guest's glass generously.


"It's like this here,"
he said confidentially. "Them valley meadows belongs, as I say, to a
poorish man— Robert Peacock. I know that he'd be glad to sell 'em— he could do
with the money. Now, if I knew there was going to be a railway I'd buy 'em— to
sell again, d'ye see, to this railway company. And, of course, if I could buy
'em before Peacock got wind of the railway business, I should get 'em at—"


"Somewhere about prairie
value, I should think," said the visitor. He sat for a while, staring at
his host, and thoughtfully rubbing his own chin. "Um!" he continued
at length. "Ah! And what would you be prepared to give, Mr. Cowdale, for a
bit of desired information— on the quiet?"


Old George's small eyes wrinkled
themselves up, and he put his head to one side and regarded his questioner
knowingly.


"Ah, well, mister!" he
said at last. "Him as gave me that there information wouldn't have no
cause to regret it, I can assure you! I'm not one as wouldn't do the handsome
by them as does handsome by me, sir."


"It would have to be on the
strict q.t., you know," remarked the visitor. "Just between— you and
me."


"Of course," agreed Old
George. "And nobody the wiser. Mum is the word, sir, in cases like
them."


"It would be as much as my
neck is worth, so to speak, if it came out that I gave company secrets away,
you know," said the visitor. "So— you'd have to make it a nice thing,
Mr. Cowdale."


Old George waved his hand.


"Now then," he said,
"you'll have no occasion to regret. I'm not to a penny, nor yet to a
pound, sir."


The visitor rose and drank off
the last mouthful in his glass. Then he bent towards his host.


"I shall know something
definite and particular to-morrow afternoon," he said, with a meaning
look. "And then I'll tell you in one word. One word'll do, eh?"


"One word'll do for me, sir,
if it's the right one," said Old George. "One word's as good as
twenty— if there's a meaning behind it."


"I'll see you to-morrow
evening, then," said the visitor, as he moved towards the door.
"Good-night, Mr. Cowdale."


"Good-night to you,
sir," responded Old George. "Much obliged, Mr.— — Now it's an odd
thing, sir, but I don't think you gave me a name, sir, when you came
here?"


"Secret business, you
see," said the visitor, stepping back. "But— between you and me— my
name's— Walker, London."


"Safe with me, sir, safe
with me!" answered Old George. "To-morrow evening, then, sir."


Then Mr. Walker, of London, went
upstairs to his bedroom, and winked at his reflection in the mirror.


"A gold mine!" he said
to himself.


Next morning, after breakfasting
in his usual hearty manner on home-produced eggs and bacon and plump mutton
chops, Mr. Walker, of London, prepared himself for going out, and as he walked
through the bar-parlour of the Horse and Trumpet, he gave Old George Cowdale a
look full of poignant meaning.


"I shan't be in until
evening to-day," he said in a whisper as mysterious as the look.
"Dinner at the usual time, if you please. I could fancy a roast duck and
green peas. And, I say, there'll be a highly secret and important telegram
coming some time to-day for me— about what we were discussing last night, you
know. Put it safely away till I come in."


"Right you are,
mister," answered Old George. "I'll see to it— and the bit of dinner,
too."


"I'll tell you what it
is," said Mr. Walker, with a sudden burst of friendliness. "You have
dinner with me. Make it a couple of roast ducks— and anything else that's nice
and handy, and we'll have a bottle or two of that old Burgundy of yours.
Then," he added, with a further wink— "then we can talk."


"Greatly obliged to you,
sir," said Old George. "Leave it to me, sir— the thing shall be done
in style."


"At my expense, you
know," said Mr. Walker.


If Old George had taken the
trouble to watch his visitor's movements, he would have seen that Mr. Walker
made a bee-line for the nearest railway station which was two miles away. There
he took a train to Grandminster, the county town, an hour's ride off. And on
arriving he went direct to the post-office. There he wrote a telegram addressed
to himself at the Horse and Trumpet. It was as concise a message as the
telegraph clerk who took it in had ever seen, for it consisted of one word. But
Mr. Walker seemed to be highly pleased with himself once he had sent it off,
and he went forth smiling— to take a look around at the beauties and
antiquities of the ancient city, and, later, to partake of a nice little luncheon
in the coffee-room of the leading hotel. Then he idled an hour away in the
smoking room over an excellent cigar; after which he took train once more in
the direction of the Horse and Trumpet.


But on arriving at the roadside
station from which he had set out, Mr. Walker did not immediately repair to his
pleasant quarters. Instead, he made his way to the extreme outskirts of
Hedgington village, and to an isolated farmstead which stood embowered in apple
trees and corn ricks. In its fold Mr. Walker caught sight of a tall,
loose-limbed, shabby, untidy man, who was tossing straw to some cattle, and
made toward him. The untidy man turned a pair of half-asleep eyes on him, and
leaned on his fork.


"Mr. Peacock— Mr. Robert
Peacock, I believe?" said Mr. Walker.


"That's my name, sir,"
answered Mr. Peacock, in a voice which seemed to signify that any name was good
enough for him. "What can I do for you, sir?"


"My name's Walker,"
said the caller. "I'm stopping at the Horse and Trumpet for a week or two.
I want to have a bit of a talk with you, Mr. Peacock, on a matter of business—
business," he added, with a significant glance, "that'll put a nice
bit of money in your pocket."


Mr. Peacock favoured his visitor
with a dry smile, and laid his fork aside.


"And I'm sure I could do
with it, sir!" he said. "It's a scarce commodity is money wi' me.
Come this way, sir."


 


ii


 


HE LED Mr. Walker into the
farmhouse, and into the best parlour, where, hospitably inclined, he produced a
bottle of whisky and suggested refreshment. Over their tumblers, Mr. Walker
adopted a confidential tone.


"What I've to say to you,
Mr. Peacock," he began, "is in the very strictest confidence. You're
not to say a word to mortal soul— as long as you live."


Mr. Peacock twiddled his thumbs.


"All right, sir— if you say
so," he remarked. "I'm none a bad hand at holding my tongue. What
might it be about, sir?"


Mr. Walker put his head nearer to
his host, and went straight into things.


"Mr. Cowdale, of the Horse
and Trumpet," he said, "wants to buy those valley meadows of yours,
doesn't he? He's been at you already— once before? Now, what did he offer
you?"


"Next to naught, sir,"
answered Mr. Peacock, shaking his unkempt head. "Three hundred pounds! Of
course, it's poorish land, but it's been i' our family for generators— we had
more once, but it went bit by bit— that's all there is left of what were once,
I'm told, a fine property. I wouldn't mind selling, but not at that
price!"


"Certainly not," agreed
Mr. Walker. "Now then, listen to me. If I could work things so that you'd
get, say, twelve hundred pounds, would you agree to pay me two hundred of it?
That would leave you a clear thousand— cash!"


Mr. Peacock's dull eyes
brightened, and he hastily nodded his head.


"Ay, I'd do that,
mister!" he said readily. "A thousand's more than I ever expected to
get. And I could do with a thousand pounds! Ay, I'd pay you two hundred
willing, if I could get twelve."


"You've got all your
title-deeds?" asked Mr. Walker.


"They're all at the lawyers,
sir— in Cornbury," replied Mr. Peacock. "They're all right."


"Now, then, listen carefully
to me," said Mr. Walker. "To-morrow morning old Cowdale'll come to
see you. He'll be at you again about buying this land. You'll say to him— fix
what I tell you on your memory, now!— you'll say to him that you've considered
things carefully, and you won't take a penny less than fifteen hundred. Then
come down, bit by bit, to twelve— and stick there. He'll give it!"


"You're sure o' that,
sir?" asked Mr. Peacock.


"I'm so sure of it,"
answered Mr. Walker, as he produced a pocket-book, "that I'll ask you to
read over and sign that bit of paper. You see— it doesn't commit you to
anything unless the sale comes off."


Mr. Peacock, who evidently
regarded all papers as old-world folk used to regard charms, gingerly took the
half-sheet of notepaper which Mr. Walker handed to him, and read its contents
half aloud:


"In the event of George
Cowdale's buying my valley meadows for the sum of twelve hundred pounds, I
hereby agree to pay two hundred pounds to Mr. John Walker on the completion of
the transaction."


Mr. Peacock read this over three
times, and then reached over to a side table for a bottle of ink and a rusty
pen.


"Ay!" he said, "I
don't mind putting my name to that there, sir. But, of course, it's all a bit
of a mystery to me— all the same, a thousand pounds is a thousand pounds!"


"You'll be handling it by
day after to-morrow," remarked Mr. Walker, as he put the signed document
carefully away in his pocket-book. "Now, then, remember— not one word
about me! Give no reasons of any sort to George Cowdale. Just stand firm on
twelve hundred. Be strong with him— take it, or leave it— that's your game.
He'll settle at twelve."


"All right, sir," said
Mr. Peacock. "Your two hundred'll be there for you, in that case."


They shook hands on that, and Mr.
Walker proceeded leisurely to the Horse and Trumpet, where Old George, with an
air of mystery, handed over the telegram. Mr. Walker put it in his pocket,
unread, and inquired about the dinner. And not until he and Old George had
consumed a nice bit of fish, two roast ducks, and a slice or two of old mutton,
with a couple of bottles of Burgundy of unusually fine body, and were trifling
with cigars, did he mention it, or business. But at last he drew in his chair
toward Old George's, whom up to then, he had been entertaining with stories and
anecdotes purposely intended to convey to their hearer a sense of the teller's
importance as a business man.


"Now, then, Mr.
Cowdale," he said in a confidential whisper. "We'll come to our
little negotiation. You want one word from me?"


"Of the right sort, sir, of
the right sort," answered Old George. "Just to know that things is to
be as I fancy they will, you know— that a line's coming through that
land."


"Dead secret between
ourselves?" said Mr. Walker.


"Till doomsday, sir— and
after it and all!" responded Old George. "I shan't say naught."


Mr. Walker refilled his guest's
glass with some old port which they were sampling.


"All right!" he said.
"Now, then, how much are you going to pay me for that word?"


Old George grew nervous. But he
suddenly reflected that no profit can come without outlay, and he had a vision
of an opulent railway company paying him a fancy price for Peacock's acres.


"How— how much do you think,
now, mister?" he asked.


"I'll name my price, and I
shan't abate it one penny," replied Mr. Walker. "A hundred pounds,
cash down."


"A hundred pound is a lot o'
money," muttered Old George. "I didn't think—"


"Nothing! A mere flea-bite—
to what you'll make," interrupted Mr. Walker. "However, that's my
figure, sir."


Old George hesitated a moment.
Then he got up, went out of the room, and returning after five minutes' space,
handed Mr. Walker a wad of banknotes, which that gentleman proceeded to count
and to put away.


"Well?" said Old George
tremulously. "And— how's it to be, like?"


Mr. Walker drew out the telegram,
laid it before his companion, and pointed, with an air of great mystery, to its
one word.


"Settled."


"There!" he said.
"You see? Now, I promised you one word. I'll throw in three more. Buy at
once!"


Mr. Robert Peacock was again
engaged in the work of tossing straw to his cattle when, early next morning,
the landlord of the Horse and Trumpet, attired in his best clothes and driving
his smart dogcart and brown cob, rattled up to the farmstead gate, and came
across the fold to him. Mr. Peacock affected indifference; his response to Old
George's greeting was low and nonchalant, and he continued to toss straw, while
the latter made a few remarks on the cattle, the crops, and the weather. But he
was too impatient to beat long about the bush, and he turned to Mr. Peacock
with a business-like air.


"Now, Robert my lad,"
he said, "I've come to see you again about that bit o' land o' yours. It
fits right on the back of my orchard, you know, and I think I must have it.
Now, then, what can we agree at?"


"Why, I don't know that I'm
so ready about selling," replied Mr. Peacock slowly. "I don't mean to
sell at aught like what you offered before, anyhow."


"It's worth no more nor what
I did offer," retorted Old George stoutly. "And it's none gone up in
price, neither, and never will!"


"I'm not so sure o'
that," said Mr. Peacock. "There was a man told me one day at market
that there might be coal under it."


Old George almost jumped in his
shoes.


"Coal!" he exclaimed.
"Coal! Naught o' the sort! There's no coal within thirty mile!"


"Ye don't know," said
Mr. Peacock, who had invented the coal excuse. "We can't tell what there
mayn't be in the bosom of the earth, as you might term it. Anyway, I want fifteen
hundred."


Old George's face grew purple and
his eyes bulged.


"Fifteen hundred!" he
almost shouted. "I never heard tell o' such—"


"I shouldn't wonder if there
is coal," said Mr. Peacock. "Why not?"


"I'll give you five hundred—
money down," said Old George suddenly. "It's a ruinous, scandalous
price, but—"


"No!" answered Mr.
Peacock. "I think I'll not sell. Fifteen hundred is my mark."


Old George began to perspire with
fear. This was not what he had expected.


"Robert, my lad," he
said at last, "yon there man's been telling you a pack o' nonsense!
There's no coal in these parts. I've seen what they term a geological map.
There's no coal-bed nearer nor Minethorpe. Ye might dig five thousand yards
into yon land and never find a cinder!"


"I'll not take no less than
fifteen hundred," said Mr. Peacock.


Then they began to bargain.
Cowdale went up, and Peacock came down. And at last, standing at twelve
hundred, they shook hands, and Mr. Peacock, having treated Mr. Cowdale to a
friendly glass, put on his Sunday clothes and accompanied him to the
market-town, to see the lawyers and complete the purchase and transfer in legal
style.


Next day, Mr. Walker, of London,
collected two hundred pounds from Mr. Robert Peacock, and an hour later he
brought his visit to the Horse and Trumpet to a conclusion. He and Old George
parted on the very best of terms, for Mr. Walker said that the directors would
certainly patronise the hostelry where he himself had been so well done to.
After which Old George waited— expectantly. The weeks lengthened to months, the
months to a year— and there was no sign of any railway construction. Nor did
Mr. Walker send the promised particulars, prospectuses, and the like.


It dawned upon Old George at last
that he had been done— how, he never could conceive, for Mr. Peacock remained
silent and innocent. And in the end there was a name which Old George could
never bear to hear— London. For Mr. Walker came from London, and Old George
knew that in London there are no fewer than seven million people.


______________
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ARCHER DAWE had finished his early supper,
and settled down in the easiest chair in his little study-parlor with
the intention of spending a quiet and an enjoyable evening after his own
fashion. There was wind and rain outside, and the howling of one, and the
spattering of the other against the window panes, made the cosy room and the
bright fire doubly attractive. To Archer Dawe that room was sanctum sanctorum
in the true sense of the phrase. It contained all his much-cherished
possessions. In it he thought out many intricate problems; in it he devised
many cunning plans. When he bought any new work on his favorite subject,
criminology, it was added to the already well-filled book-shelves which
occupied most of the wall-space; when he acquired any new curiosity, such as
the weapon with which some dreadful crime had been committed, or the instrument
used in carrying out some famous burglary, it went into the glass-fronted
cabinet over the fireplace. In his spare evenings, then, he sat amongst his
household gods, and was quite content, as all men are who have a hobby. And, being
not insensible to creature comforts, he had on this particular evening just
lighted his favorite pipe, and mixed himself a glass of whiskey and water,
preparatory to taking down from its shelf a certain work on poisoning, in which
he was just then much interested, when he heard, first the sound of wheels
stopping at his gate, and them a loud knock at his door. 


"Somebody for me," said
Archer Dawe, looking regretfully at his preparations for a quiet evening, and
then at his bright fire. "I hope it's nobody wants me to go out." 


He heard his housekeeper go along
the passage and open the door, and his own name pronounced by a man's voice.
The woman tapped at the parlor door, and looked in upon her master. 


"Two gentlemen, from Leeds,
want to see you, Mr. Dawe," she said. "Shall I bring them in?" 


Archer Dawe nodded his head— it
was a principle of his to see everybody on the instant. He turned to the door,
watching for the en- trance of the unknown visitors. The two men who entered he
knew at once, with quick intuition, to be members of the professional classes.
They were both somewhat past middle age; both well-dressed in the sober fashion
which such men affect; both of some distinction in appearance. Yet there was
something in their outward semblance which showed Archer Dawe's observant eyes
that they were not of the same profession. 


One, a stoutish, rosy-cheeked, grey-haired,
grey-whiskered man, he took to be a banker or a doctor; the other, a tall,
spare man, with smooth, sandy hair, and a long sallow, clean-shaven face, he
unhesitatingly setdown as a solicitor. It was this man who spoke first. 


"Good evening, Mr. Dawe,"
he said with a ceremonious bow. "Permit me to introduce myself. Mr.
Waterfield of Waterfield and Welbank, solicitors, of Leeds. Allow me also to
introduce Mr. Dipnall, the manager of Messrs. Billing's Bank, at Leeds. Mr.
Dipnall and myself wish to consult you on a somewhat strange matter. Any
assistance that you can give us—" 


Archer Dawe pointed his visitors
to the two easy chairs. He took a decanter of whiskey and clean glasses from
the cupboard. 


"Sit down, gentlemen"
he said. "It's a rough night outside, I fancy. Will you take a little
whiskey? It's the best." 


When he had thus ministered to
his guests, Archer Dawe sat down at his desk and nodded to the solicitor. 


"Yes, sir, he said. 


Mr. Waterfield looked at Mr.
Dipnall. Mr. Dipnall nodded to Mr. Waterfield. 


"Very well," said the
solicitor, "then I will introduce the matter. The story that I must unfold
to you, Mr. Dawe, has, I think I may ven-ture to say, more elements of what one
might call romance than any that has so far come within my professional
experience. I will begin it at the beginning. It is now some months since a man
came to my office, giving his name as George Youngman, and telling me, on my
enquiry as to his occupation, that he was an out-porter at the Midland station.
Before he had been in my office two minutes I formed the opinion that he was a
slow-witted man, somewhat dreamy in manner— he had a far-away look about his
eyes— and not over-intelligent. Still, he told his tale intelligently enough to
me, and a startling tale it was. He had just received a letter from a firm of
solicitors in New York, telling him that his uncle, one John Youngman, who had
left Leeds some thirty years previously, had bequeathed his entire fortune,
which amounted to rather over fifty thousand pounds, to him, and asking him to
forward the necessary papers of identification, and so on. Well, I acted for
him, and in due course the money was paid over to me. Of course, I suggested
that he should at once invest it. I found out that he was an unmarried man, living
all by himself in a little cottage out Armley way; and that he had no intention
of marrying, and also had no known relatives— in fact, he was a most unlikely
person to have such a fortune come to him, for he did not know what to do with
it! We had a conversation, which I will relate to you as nearly as I can
remember it. 


" 'I should certainly advise
you to invest this money in life securities," I said. "It will bring
you in a handsome income for your life; even if you only took three per cent.
you would have fifteen hundred a year.' 


"He scratched his head and
rubbed his chin, and after some hesita-tion said he didn't know anything about
investments, except that he'd heard of people losing money in them. I tried to
prove to him that if he let me invest the money in gilt-edged securities it
would be impossible to lose it, but he was evidently unable to follow my
arguments. 


" 'Well, what would you like
to do with it?" I said at last. 


"He hesitated for a moment,
and then he said, suggestively, 'Couldn't it be put where it would be safe
while I made up my mind about it? I'm in no hurry, because I've saved a bit,
and then there's that hundred pounds and odd that was over and above.' 


" 'Certainly,' I replied.
'Put it in a bank. It will be safe enough there.' 


"He didn't seem to like
that, either, but after some further conversation he went with me to Messrs.
Billings and deposited his fifty thousand pounds. That was on the 12th July,
1898." 


"Just about three months
ago," said Archer Dawe. 


"Exactly," said Mr.
Waterfield. "Very well. Now I shall give you, Mr. Dawe, the further
particulars of this story, and then you may ask me or Mr. Dipnall any questions
which suggest themselves. I heard nothing very much more of my client Youngman
until about the end of August, when I learnt from an evening newspaper that he
had been knocked down by a cart in Wellington-street, and so much injured that
it had been necessary to convey him to the infirmary. Of course, I went off at
once to make enquiry, and found that he was suffering from concussion of the
brain. He was not so seriously hurt as was at first supposed, and he left the
infirmary at the end of September. By my advice he went to Scarborough for a
fortnight. He returned yesterday. And that was when all the mystery began!"



Mr. Waterfield took a sip at the
contents of his glass before continu- ing. He smiled a little as at some
peculiar reminiscence. 


"I was walking up the
entrance to the New Station yesterday after-noon," he went on, "when
I met Youngman, carrying his bag. He looked, as usual, somewhat lonely and
disconsolate. I stopped him, and enquired if he was feeling bet-ter for his
trip to Scarborough. 


" 'Oh, aye !' he replied.
'I'm- feeling all right now, thank you.' 


" 'Now, look here Youngman,'
I said, persuasively 'why don't you make up your mind to let me invest that
money of yours to advan-tage, with absolute safety; and then you can take a
nice house, and get married, or have a capable house-keeper and a servant, and
enjoy yourself a bit? Come!' 


"He shifted about uneasily
from one foot to the other for a while, and then said: 


" 'You're sure it would be
the right thing, Mr. Waterfield?' 


" 'Of course, it would,
man!' I replied. 


" 'Very well, then, I'll do
it,' he said.' 'I'll come round to-morrow.' 


"I made an appointment with
him, and left him. This morning he presented himself at my office, and after
some conversation we went off together to Messrs. Billing's bank to tell Mr.
Dipnall of our intention to invest the money in Consols. And here came the
mighy surprise! 


"We were shown, fortunately,
in- to Mr. Dipnall's private room. He was alone; he was writing. When he gave
us his attention I informed him of our business. I must pay Mr. Dipnall a high
compliment. He never moved a muscle of his face— never showed the slightest
sign of surprise. He just nodded his head and gave us both a swift glance which
showed— nothing. 


" 'Oh, yes, to be sure, to
be sure!' he said. 'Of course. By-the-way, Waterfield, there's a little matter
I want to mention to you. Just step with me into this private room, will you.' 


"We went into another room.
Mr Dipnall shut the door. He turned upon me a look of absolute amazement. 


" 'What do you say,
Waterfield?' he exclaimed. 'This man wants to draw his fifty thousand pounds
out of our bank! Why, man alive, we haven't a penny piece of his! He drew it
all out himself a week after he deposited it.' 


"You may be sure, Mr. Dawe,
that that made me stare. I felt— well, dumbfounded.' 


" 'Are you sure?' I said to
Mr. Dipnall. 


" 'Sure! Of course I'm
sure!' he answered 'I can show you his receipt, and give you the numbers of the
notes. 


" 'Well ' I said,
'Youngman's certainly under the impression that the money is in your hands. 


" 'Then he's mad,' said Mr.
Dipnall. 


" 'I think his memory has
gone wrong ' said I. 'Well, now, look here, don't let's frighten him. Come back
with me, and play up to me. We shall have to find out what he's done with the
money.' 


"We went back to the room
where Youngman was sitting, stolid and unemotional." 


" 'That's, all right, Mr.
Youngman,' I said. 'The bank will pay over the money as soon as the papers are
ready. All that will be necessary will be your signature to an order on them,
which I will prepare.' 


"Youngman stood up,
twiddling his hat. 


" 'I would have liked to
have seen the money,' he said, half suspiciously. 'A fortune like that didn't
ought to be left lying about.' 


"I gave Mr. Dipnall a
glance. He returned it, and going to a safe produced a bunch of keys." 


" 'Come this way,
gentlemen,' he said. 'I daresay I can show Mr. Youngman something more than his
fifty thousand pounds.'


"Mr. Dipnall took us down to
the vaults and the strong room Youngman came away a little later with amazed
eyes. He had not believed there was so much money in the world. I got rid of
him outside the bank and went back to Mr. Dipnall. I told him of Youngman's
recent illness; we agreed that it had induced a lapse of memory. The withdrawal
of the money has become a blank to him. And the question is where has he put
that money? He took it in fifty notes of one thousand each. He's probably
hidden it somewhere." 


Archer Dawe shook his head. 


"No, sir," he said.
"At least, not in the way you mean." 


Mr. Waterfield brightened.
"Ah!" he said. 'You think you can see light— you think you can help
us, Mr. Dawe? That's just whv we came to you— I had heard of your wonderful
success in these sort of cases, and at present it would be most inadvisable to
draw public attention, or to— er— call in a professional detective. You
understand?" 


"Quite," said Archer
Dawe. He turned to the bank manager. "Just tell me exactly what passed
between you and Youngman when he drew the money out, sir," he said. 


"To tell the truth, Mr.
Dawe, very little passed between us," replied Mr. Dipnall. "I heard
that Youngman had called for his money, so I had him brought into my office,
and gave it to him myself. He asked for it in gold. I pointed out to him what
that really meant, and induced him to take fifty notes of a thousand each, the
numbers of which we have. I made some half-jocular remark to him about keeping
it safe, to which he replied. 'Oh, I'll see it's safe enough!' and chuckled as
if he knew what he was doing better than I did. I had not the slightest doubt
that he was carrying the money to Mr. Waterfield for investment." 


Archer Dawe sat silently staring
at the fire for some minutes. Then he rose, and, replenishing his empty glass
in an absent-minded fashion, pushed the decanter over to his guests
mechanically, and began to refill his pipe. The banker and the solicitor
watched him with some curiosity, marvelling at his quaintfigure, and wondering
what was going on inside the bulging fore-head, under which his deep-set eyes
shone like burning coals. 


"Well, gentlemen," said
Archer Dawe at last. "I believe I can be of some help to you in this
matter. I won't tell you what my idea is, because I never tell my ideas to
anybody until they've either come to one of two things— something or nothing.
And you must just let me do what I think best." 


"Certainly, certainly!"
said Mr. Waterfield. 


"Very well, then,"
continued Archer Dawe,. "Let your smartest clerk, Mr. Waterfield, meet me
at the Midland station at Leeds at nine o'clock to-morrow morning. I want him
to take me up to this man Youngman's house. When he's pointed it out to me I
shall keep in the background while he goes up and tells Youngman that you want
to see him at once. When Youngman's gone off with your clerk I shall go into
Youngman's house." 


"How will you manage
that?" asked Mr. Waterfield. 


"Leave that to me,"
replied Archer Dawe. "I already understand that he lives quite
alone?" 


"He does— still,"
answered the solicitor. 


"Very good. Now, then, when
you've got him down to your office keep him there until I come. Make any excuse
you can to keep him, even if it's for hours, but keep him, I want to have that
house to myself until I've satisfied myself as to what it may have in it and
what it mayn't." 


"Ah, you think he's hidden
the money there!" exclaimed Mr. Dipnall. 


"Never mind that, sir— we shall
see," replied Archer Dawe. "Is that all plain, Mr. Waterfield?" 


"Perfectly plain,"
answered the solicitor. 


"Then, that's all,"
said Archer Dawe, rising. "Except that before you go, gentlemen, I should
like to show you my little collection of curiosities. Now here in this
glass-case you have—" 


 


NEXT MORNING soon after ten
o'clock Archer Dawe stood alone in Youngman's cottage with the door securely
fastened behind him. He looked round him. The living- room was an ordinary
place enough— a plainly furnished kitchen with nothing in the way of ornament.
The little scullery behind it was ordinary enough, too, so was the one bedroom
above. There seemed to be nothing in the place wherein it was possible to
conceal anything. 


Archer Dawe went all over the house
with his hands in his pockets. He did not touch a thing until he came back to
the living-room. There he stood for a time on the hearthrug studying his
surroundings. He was forming a picture of the lonely man when he was at home. 


There was an easy chair on one
side of the hearth; on a table at its elbow stood a tobacco-jar flanked by
sundry pipes and a box of cigars— he connected these delights with a certain
barrel of ale which he had noticed in the scullery. Upon this table, too, there
lay a small pile of the more popular magazines— beneath it was a pile of local
newspapers. Half-unthinkingly Archer Dawe picked up one of the magazines and
began to turn it over. 


Suddenly a sharp exclamation
escaped him; he examined a certain page in the advertisement section with the
eyes of a lynx. He threw the magazine down, snatched up another, examined that,
threw it down, and caught up a third, a fourth, a fifth. And at the fifth he
suddenly slapped his knee with the magazine and laughed aloud— after which he
thrust the magazine into the coat-tails of his old surtout. 


And now he looked round again
with searching eyes, and his eyes rested on a family Bible which lay in state,
flanked by two china dogs, on the top of a chest of drawers. He went over, took
it down, blew an accumulation of dust off it, and laid it on the table. 


"Here for a million!"
he said, chuckling. He went on turning over page after page, until in the
centre of the book he came to a letter and a form of receipt, pinned to the
page. He read them over, chuckled again, unpinned them, placed them in his
pocket, and left the house. 


It was scarcely noon when Archer
Dawe was shown into Mr. Waterfield's private room. The solicitor rose
expectant. 


"Have you got him
here?" asked Archer Dawe. 


"Certainly!" replied
Mr. Waterfield. "He's safe downstairs. My dear sir, have you got any clue
to the money?" 


Archer Dawe laughed. "I know
where he's put it!" he said. 


"You do?" 


"Aye ! He's put it in the
Chancery-lane Safe Deposit, in London. See here. I'll tell you honestly I came
on the idea by luck, but my speciality is when I get the faintest idea I follow
it up. After I'd just had a glance round I picked up one of a pile of magazines
that was lying on his table. Here it is. Now look at that page. It's an advertisement
of the Safe Deposit Company. See how he's read, and re-read, and re-read it
again. Look, at his thumb and finger-marks— fairly black. Same thing in all the
other magazines where the same advertisement was. And in this one see, he'd cut
off the address! 'That's the spot,' I said to myself. He thought that he'd put
it where nobody but himself would know what it was nor where it was. Now, then,
I knew that if he'd put it in there he'd have a paper showing that he was a
safe-holder, and a receipt for his rent of the safe. There was a big family
Bible on a chest of drawers. That's where his sort keep their papers. And there
they were— and there they are!" 


"God bless my soul!"
exclaimed the solicitor. "What a man you are for fastening on to an
idea!" 


"Why, what's the good of an
idea if you don't fasten on it?" said Archer Dawe, with a grim chuckle. He
picked up his ancient umbrella. "Well, I'm away to get a bit of dinner.
You'll be able to do all the rest." 


"But— my dear sir— your fee—
your remuneration?" gasped Mr. Waterfield. 


"Send it on when you've
settled things with him," said Archer Dawe, chuckling again. "Good
morning, sir."


__________
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THE lighted face stared mockingly at Peters
as he looked out of the window. There seemed derision in the hands as
they pointed to the time— 11.30. And 12 was the death-hour!


He called it that involuntarily,
in spite of the effort to throw the suggestion from his mind.


That morning Dr. Burton had put
him through a thorough examination, and had testified that, organically, he was
sound, good for another twenty or twenty-five years.


"Something's upset you,
man!" he had exclaimed on his arrival. "You're ghastly, and shaking,
too. What's wrong?"


"I'd like you to give me the
once-over first, doctor. We'll talk about things afterwards," Peters said,
and stuck to that. Burton was giving a final examination of his heart when he
became startled.


"Good God, man, what's
wrong?" he exclaimed.


"That blasted clock!"
exclaimed Peters. The timepiece on the mantelpiece was still chiming the hour.
As he dressed he began an explanation of the sudden acceleration of his
heart-beats.


"You know the planchette,
doctor— the contraption used by spiritualists for spirit writing?"


The doctor nodded.


"I've never actually seen
it. I've heard of it, of course."


"A bit of light wood fixed
to hold a pencil over paper, moving on small wheels to give it free action. You
put your hand on it and it moves. It was away back, a long time ago, when
spiritualism was fashionable. It was for a joke I tried my hand at it, at a
party. Nearly everybody present was trying; it moved with all of them as far as
I can remember, but merely made weird scrawls over the paper for some; it gave
definite answers to the questions of a few of the others. When I took a turn I
asked jokingly how I was likely to die. The planchette moved under my hand.
Jerkily at first, and then it went ahead steadily; and there on the paper was
the distinct word, 'Violence!'


"We still made a joke of it,
except a few who took the spirit-writing seriously; but in spite of my jesting
it gave me a jolt. I asked again, 'When?' and the board started to run this way
and that over the paper. Then it steadied. When it stopped suddenly there,
plainly written, was '24th July 1931, midnight.' "


"To-day! So that's the cause
of your trouble! You're letting an old joke of years ago prey upon you until
you're in the condition you're in to-day! You surely don't place any credence upon
this planchette business?"


"It was a joke at the time,
of course; but, although it never appealed to me as more than that, the
incident stuck in my mind. You must admit that that definite date is queer, to
say the least."


"Now, look here, old
man," said Doctor Burton gently, "sit down quietly, and look at the
matter reasonably. "I've heard of these planchette writings; I've also
heard of table rappings, tables and chairs made to move mysteriously under
joined hands, and all that bunk. When people get together intent upon
experiencing manifestations they will get some, somehow! When you were working
that planchette your mind, either on your own inspiration or impressed by the
thoughts of others, keep upon a joke, subconsciously guided your hand in scrawling
that word 'Violence.' Then, in the same way, you put down the date— a
comfortably far-distant date at the time. And because that : date has arrived
you're letting a little trick in mental or nerve mechanics worry you so much
that you send for me to examine you in case violence may mean a sudden
collapse. Let me assure you, old chap, you're as sound as a bell. Your heart Is
all right, lungs sound, and apparently there's nothing wrong with you but
nerves. You've simply let this idea take possession of you. Been worrying over
it for weeks, perhaps?"


"Ye-es. As a fact, I
have."


"Well, you'll laugh over it
to-morrow, when the fatal day has passed. I'll call at the chemist's and get
them to send up a tonic that will brace up your nerves a bit; and, as for to-night,
I'll give you a sleeping draught "


"That can't be done,
doc," said Peters with apparently restored cheerfulness. "I've
invited a few friends along, and I can't very well go to sleep with friends in
the house."


"So much the better. Keep
your mind off this absurd business, anyhow. I bet you can't think of anyone who
would want to harm you."


"No; I can't. Of course,
there are these armed housebreakers, who seem to think nothing of "


"Oh, forget it,
Peters!" cried Burton briskly. "You won't have housebreakers in the
place when you have your friends. Enjoy yourself to-night, and forget a silly
fear; there's nothing to worry over."


The courage the breeziness of the
doctor had implanted soon ebbed. It was easy enough for Burton to tell Peters
not to think about that planchette warning of long ago; it was hard to forget
it. As a matter of fact, Peters had not been fully candid with the doctor; he
had never been fully candid with himself. In his younger days a haunting
feeling of the insecurity of life had fallen upon him, following the sudden
deaths of several friends, shortly before the end in the enjoyment of robust
health. The thought of how unexpectedly death might fall appalled him. From his
jesting planchette experience he gleaned comfort that he never really admitted.
To be told, in 1905, that the year of his death would be 1931 was consoling to
one with his haunting fears— that meant twenty-six years of good life, anyway.
Peters, whilst he told himself that the planchette was a joke, was really glad
of the assurance. Without owning it, he believed.


Because of that the memory of an
incident he tried to insist was only a trifle, endured; it became less
comforting as the years fled. It became impossible to forget an idea he had
once nursed. He would wake in the morning and his heart would thud suddenly as
he recalled the date. July 24th! Only ten years now— only nine years— only
eight! The gripping fear became worse with each year. To dismiss it with the
thought that seven good years was something to look forward to was easier than
when the span was reduced to six. But it could be dismissed. It was only when
this July arrived that he became like a condemned man, counting off the days to
his execution.


Yet, here he was, on July 24, a
hale man, but for the state into which he had allowed a single thought to drive
his nerves. He was a popular man, too— there was no one likely to wish him
injury; a careful man, he was not likely to meet with accident. Why, even if
burglars broke into his house he could lock himself in his room, avoiding them.
Life was of more value than the trifling possessions any house-breakers might
take.


He told himself all this, time
and again, yet the oppression of doom hung over him. It was futile to attempt
to lose himself in a book; he had failed to rivet his attention on the paper
that morning. After the doctor had gone he took it up again, determinedly
resolved to interest himself in its contents.


The chiming of the clock once
more brought him to his feet with thudding heart. Another hour gone— another
hour nearer to the fatal time!


He strode to the clock, and with
a peevish action put the chimes out of gear. Not a single, line of what he had
been reading remained in his mind.


The whole day passed like that;
his thought overridden by that nightmare fear, in spite of every interest he
sought. With painful care at every crossing, as he looked up and down for fear
of cars, he had gone to the bowling green. When he left he could hardly
remember the men with whom he had spoken. Only Danvers— it was a remark by
Danvers which lashed the dull ache of his fear into positive pain.


"One o'clock!" cried
Danvers, suddenly. "I'll have to get home to lunch— friends coming. By
jingo, how time flies!"


Time did fly, in spite of the
painfulness of moments. One o'clock— eleven hours to go! was how Peters'
thudding heart registered an echo to the exclamation of Danvers.


Billiards in the afternoon, after
a lunch that was a nightmare, was equally a failure as a distraction. He had no
interest in the scores; his opponent, obviously, when his lapses became marked,
regarded him as a nuisance. Something seemed to be dragging at him, telling him
he was wasting time, that he ought to be setting his affairs in order.


He hated the idea of thinking of
that. It was pandering to the panic that had taken possession. Well, all his
affairs were in order, anyway. He was a methodical man. All but one, perhaps.
He had probably treated Stella rather roughly. Her marriage with young
Hatherway he had bitterly opposed, and, after had taken place, he had doggedly
ignored the young couple. It had upset his plans, and that was unforgiveable. A
month ago Stella had written to him. John, she said, did not know she was
writing, but she knew that he was in difficulties as the result of the hard times,
and £100 would place him on his feet. She thought her father might help.


"Of course he is in
difficulties— young waster! They've made their bed, and they'll have to lie on
it. I'll not give a penny," he had told himself.


It was different to the mood he
was in to-day. Hatherway was not a young waster; he was rash, no doubt, to
marry with his insecure prospects, but, since she was fond of him, he would
probably make Stella happier than any other man was likely to make her.


He would deal with them fairly.
It was not, he told himself rebelliously, that he really believed that this was
his last day, but it was as well to get a good deed done as quickly as
possible.


He was about to call a taxi to
take him to his lawyers; a sharp thought that there were dangers in the city
streets came, and he used the telephone.


"I want It done this
afternoon," he said, at the end of his instructions. '"Get the
codicil engrossed, and send somebody out with it for my signature."


Then he went down to the bank,
drew out notes for £200, and, going to the post office, sent them off to
Stella, in a registered letter. Somehow the concluding paragraph of his
covering letter pleased him: "Bring John out with you to see me at the
week-end," he had written. In a way it expressed a confidence that there
would be a week-end for him.


He was pleased, also, in
reflecting upon the comfort that would come to the struggling, harassed couple.
Afterwards when the solicitor's clerk had come with the codicil to his will
that placed Stella again on her old footing, and had departed, he told himself
that the whole business had been merely a filling-in of time. Still, he wasn't
sorry it was done.


He was standing on his verandah
when a clock in some house opposite began to strike the hour of five. His heart
jolted afresh. 


SEVEN HOURS ONLY!


The awful impression refused to
be shaken off. He was glad when his friends arrived; but even they brought only
a partial forgetfulness. To entertain them, talk to them, was sometimes an
effort, with his thoughts dragging back- to his fear. They noticed the worry
upon him, and their looks we're curious. It was one thing explaining the
situation to the doctor who had the care of your health; another entirely to
put it before these people, whose sympathy might have covered a secret
derision.


Even when he flattered himself
that he was free from the nag of the terror, it was suddenly restored.


"Egad. Peters, that clock of
yours is out of commission," said Pritchard, and he looked at the watch on
his wrist "It's gone nine o'clock!"


Peters' heart pounded afresh. 


ONLY THREE MORE HOURS.


And then again, the Sampsons:
"Jim and I will have to go, I'm afraid. The children have gone to a party,
and we arranged to pick them up," said Mrs. Sampson. "Why, it's ten
o'clock!"


Two more hours— two only!


They did not know, of course, the
agony that that proclamation of the hours brought to him. He tried to ignore
it.


They were a bright crowd, used to
taking, possession of his house and amusing themselves. It was that that gave
him opportunity for a quiet talk to Palmer— the one man to whom he could speak
in confidence in the whole company. An old crony.


"What's the matter with you
to-night, Harry?" Palmer asked. "You seem upset— several have noticed
it. Look how that whisky's shaking in your hand!"


"Tom, I'm under sentence of
death," said Peters," with a forced laugh. "That's the feeling I
can't get away from."


"Doctor?"


"No. Burton says I'm sound
as a bell, through and through. Nerves the only trouble." He hesitated,
and then he plunged into the story.


"What's the use of troubling
about a foolish idea like that!" demanded Palmer, robustly.


"It's easy to ask what's the
use. I've said the same thing to myself a hundred times to-day. The fact is the
idea won't be got rid of. If I wake up to-morrow well and alive the spell will
be broken; but—"


"Now, look— what's likely to
harm you? Nothing! If you like— I pass the police station on the way home— I'll
call in and ask them to tell a man off to watch the house. I'll say some
suspicious characters have been hanging about. That'll stop the only
possibility."


"I had half hoped you'd hang
on until after twelve," said Peters.


"Right— I will!" said
Palmer, heartily. "And so will some of the others. We'll make an all-night
session of it."


Peters felt more comforted than
at any time in the evening, but when the arrangements went astray the failure
was, in itself, ominous. Peters' parties usually lasted until late; to-night
the guests began to depart early. They all had urgent reasons for being home.
Perhaps the atmosphere, lacking the usual geniality, had deprived them of a
desire to stay. And then a 'phone call came for Palmer. His wife, a chronic
invalid, had taken a bad turn; she wanted him at home.


"I'll come back if I
can," said Palmer, awkwardly. Peters knew that the querulous invalid would
see that he didn't. "Anyway, I'll drop in at the police station, as I
said. Put that idea out of. your mind, old chap; you'll be all right!"


Palmer's departure was the signal
for the last of the others to go, too. Why, on the night of all others that he
wanted people with him, should his friends go like that? Wasn't there ill-omen
in that? There was less than an hour now to midnight, and all the terror of the
day swamped into the soul of Peters.


"You won't want me any longer,
Mr. Peters?" queried his housekeeper.


"No— yes," said Peters,
suddenly changing his mind. "I wonder if you mind, Mrs. Hansford, waiting
up for a while— just in case anyone comes back. Mr. Palmer said he might. Until
a little after midnight—12.15 would do. I don't like troubling you "


"Oh. it's no trouble. You're
not feeling too well, sir? If I might suggest a tonic. there's nothing like
"


"I've got the one Doctor
Burton sent me. He sent a sleeping draught, too. didn't he? You might mix it
for me."


But when she had handed it to him
he furtively threw it into the grate. Of all things he did not want to
sleep—not until the fatal hour was past. He felt that he would be able to sleep
well enough when the ordeal of the night was over., A consciousness of cowardice
was upon him as he began to ascend the stairs. He was flying from terror, and
leaving a frail old woman to face what he feared. He slipped a revolver from
his desk drawer into his pocket before he went.


"The house is locked up
securely?" he asked, with his foot on the stairs.


"I always see to that,"
returned Mrs. Hansford.


What an insupportable terror it
was that was upon him as he entered his room! He could have shrieked out
against it like a frightened child. The blind was up and the clock in the tower
seemed to grin at him— malevolently, derisively.


It was 11.30! Half an hour of
torture before he could hope to put aside the horror superstition had placed
upon him!


He shrank back from the window in
the act of approaching to let down the blind. Here was a loophole for disaster.
Some murderous maniac, with a firearm in his hands, might seize the opportunity
for a killing if his figure showed in the window. He switched off the light he
had only just turned on, and stood in a darkness only relieved by the pale
light of the moon.


His heart was pulsing furiously,
painfully. A new idea came to him. If it was possible that anyone should have
evil designs upon him, he would trick them. He tossed cushions into the bed,
pulling the clothes over them to give the impression of a sleeping form. Then
he stole soft-footed from the room, closing the door behind him.


He 'half expected some attacker
to spring out at him from the darkness; but, swift-footed, he moved across to a
seldom used guest-room. The light gleamed as he touched the switch, showing the
room to be safely empty. He turned the light off again, locked the door, and
leaned against it, panting in sheer fear.


This room had the same aspect as
his own. It seemed to him that the lighted clock-face was stooping to leer at
him through the window. Its hands were surely derisive fingers, pointing out to
him the swift passage of time to the hour of his doom. It was close upon the
quarter-to, now.


All foolishness, of course! Only
another fifteen minutes, and the time would be up, and he could laugh at his
fears.


His heart stopped suddenly; then
beat more furiously than ever. There was undoubtedly a step— a man's step— on
the stair; a step stealthily made, as if by one who did not wish to be heard.


So the wild improbability had
happened, after all! His ear against the door panel, he heard again the soft
fall of a foot; he heard the handle of his door turned, and the faint creak the
door made as it opened. Somebody had entered his room. But who— who?


Perhaps Hatherway, rendered
desperately mad by the business worries he had so long refused to relieve, had
come with murder in his soul. Perhaps someone had watched him at the bank that
day, and, believing that he still had the money he had drawn, had waited until
his friends had gone before making an entrance.  What had happened to Mrs.
Hansford?


As he listened, with a
desperation so intense that it seemed his heart was making a loud drumming that
might drown other sounds, he clutched his revolver tightly in his hand.


Fear filled each second with
agony almost insupportable. Again he heard the sound of a soft footfall.
Whoever the intruder was he had left the room that held the dummy sleeper.
Peters recognised the faint creak of the loose board outside his doorway.
Another door was opened, as softly as the first.


Peters' eyes threw a quick glance
at the clock face. It was more jeering than ever; there was a sort of demonical
triumph on it. Seven minutes to! He knew now that planchette had written
truthfully. Midnight was his death time. The revolver in his hand could not
save him from that. The ruse by which he had delayed the marauder was only
lengthening time to fulfil the prophecy. Everything had worked to that end—
even the departure of his friends, the querulousness of Mrs. Palmer. Of what
use was resistance? It was only prolonging the agony of seconds that each held
a year's torture.


And then the handle of the door
against which he was pressed moved stealthily. There was a gentle pressure from
without, which the lock resisted.


Peters' heart froze with horror;
the cold sweat covered him. A shot rang out just as the chime in the lighted
tower began to toll out the midnight hour.


 


"WHAT THE deceased had told
me in the morning," said Doctor Burton, at the inquest, "worried me. Having
had a late call elsewhere, I decided to look in upon him before I returned
home. Mrs. Hansford hearing my step on the verandah, opened the door for me.
She seemed to be expecting me, and relieved that I had come. Hoping he had gone
to sleep, and fearing to disturb him, I went upstairs softly. Deceased was not
in his room, but had piled cushions on his bed.... Still hoping he was asleep
in another room, I went on quietly looking for him... I would say that he was
goaded to temporary insanity by superstitious fear when he shot himself."


_____________
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MAISIE LLEWELYN had never been asked to
Wolverden before; therefore, she was not a little elated at Mrs. West's
invitation. For Wolverden Hall, one of the loveliest Elizabethan manor-houses
in the Weald of Kent, had been bought and fitted up in appropriate style (the
phrase is the upholsterer's) by Colonel West, the famous millionaire from South
Australia. The Colonel had lavished upon it untold wealth, fleeced from the
backs of ten thousand sheep and an equal number of his fellow-countrymen; and
Wolverden was now, if not the most beautiful, at least the most opulent
country-house within easy reach of London.


Mrs. West was waiting at the
station to meet Maisie. The house was full of Christmas guests already, it is
true; but Mrs. West was a model of stately, old-fashioned courtesy: she would
not have omitted meeting one among the number on any less excuse than a royal
command to appear at Windsor. She kissed Maisie on both cheeks— she had always
been fond of Maisie— and, leaving two haughty young aristocrats (in powdered
hair and blue-and-gold livery) to hunt up her luggage by the light of nature,
sailed forth with her through the door to the obsequious carriage.


The drive up the avenue to
Wolverden Hall Maisie found quite delicious. Even in their leafless winter
condition the great limes looked so noble; and the ivy-covered hall at the end,
with its mullioned windows, its Inigo Jones porch, and its creeper-clad gables,
was as picturesque a building as the ideals one sees in Mr. Abbey's sketches.
If only Arthur Hume had been one of the party now, Maisie's joy would have been
complete. But what was the use of thinking so much about Arthur Hume, when she
didn't even know whether Arthur Hume cared for her?


A tall, slim girl, Maisie
Llewelyn, with rich black hair, and ethereal features, as became a descendant
of Llewelyn ap Iorwerth. The sort of girl we none of us would have called
anything more than "interesting" till Rossetti and Burne-Jones found
eyes for us to see that the type is beautiful with a deeper beauty than that of
your obvious pink-and-white prettiness. Her eyes, in particular, had a lustrous
depth that was almost superhuman, and her fingers and nails were strangely
transparent in their waxen softness.


"You won't mind my having
put you in a ground-floor room in the new wing, my dear, will you?" Mrs
West inquired, as she led Maisie personally to the quarters chosen for her.
"You see, we 're so unusually full, because of these tableaux!"


Maisie gazed round the
ground-floor room in the new wing with eyes of mute wonder. If this was the
kind of lodging for which Mrs. West thought it necessary to apologise, Maisie
wondered of what sort were those better rooms which she gave to the guests she
delighted to honour. It was a large and exquisitely decorated chamber, with the
softest and deepest Oriental carpet Maisie's feet had ever felt, and the daintiest
curtains her eyes had ever lighted upon. True, it opened by French windows on
to what was nominally the ground in front; but as the Italian terrace, with its
formal balustrade and its great stone balls, was raised several feet above the
level of the sloping garden below, the room was really on the first floor for
all practical purposes. Indeed, Maisie rather liked the unwonted sense of space
and freedom which was given by this easy access to the world without; and, as
the windows were secured by great shutters and fasteners, she had no
counterbalancing fear lest a nightly burglar should attempt to carry off her
little pearl necklet or her amethyst brooch, instead of directing his whole
attention to Mrs. West's famous diamond tiara.


She moved naturally to the
window. She was fond of nature. The view it disclosed over the Weald at her
feet was wide and varied. Misty range lay behind misty range, in a faint
December haze, receding and receding, till away to the south, half hidden by
vapour, the Sussex downs loomed vague in the distance. The village church, as
happens so often in the case of old lordly manors, stood within the grounds of
the Hall, and close by the house. It had been built, her hostess said, in the
days of the Edwards, but had portions of an older Saxon edifice still enclosed
in the chancel. The one eyesore in the view was its new white tower, recently
restored (or rather, rebuilt), which contrasted most painfully with the mellow
grey stone and mouldering corbels of the nave and transept.


"What a pity it's been so
spoiled!" Maisie exclaimed, looking across at the tower. Coming straight
as she did from a Merioneth rectory, she took an ancestral interest in all that
concerned churches.


"Oh, my dear!" Mrs.
West cried, "please don't say that, I beg of you, to the Colonel. If you
were to murmur 'spoiled' to him you'd wreck his digestion. He's spent ever so
much money over securing the foundations and reproducing the sculpture on the
old tower we took down, and it breaks his dear heart when anybody disapproves
of it. For some people, you know, are so absurdly opposed to reasonable
restoration."


"Oh, but this isn't even
restoration, you know," Maisie said, with the frankness of twenty, and the
specialist interest of an antiquary's daughter. "This is pure
reconstruction."


"Perhaps so," Mrs. West
answered. "But if you think so, my dear, don't breathe it at
Wolverden."


A fire, of ostentatiously wealthy
dimensions, and of the best glowing coal burned bright on the hearth, but the
day was mild, and hardly more than autumnal. Maisie found the room quite
unpleasantly hot. She opened the windows and stepped out on the terrace. Mrs.
West followed her. They paced up and down the broad gravelled platform for a
while— Maisie had not yet taken off her travelling-cloak and hat? and then
strolled half unconsciously towards the gate of the church. The churchyard, to
hide the tombstones of which the parapet had been erected, was full of quaint
old monuments, with broken-nosed cherubs, some of them dating from a comparatively
early period. The porch, with its sculptured niches deprived of their saints by
puritan hands, was still rich and beautiful in its carved detail. On the seat
inside an old woman was sitting. She did not rise as the lady of the manor
approached, but went on mumbling and muttering inarticulately to herself in a
sulky undertone. Still, Maisie was aware, none the less, that the moment she
came near a strange light gleamed suddenly in the old woman's eyes, and that
her glance was fixed upon her. A faint thrill of recognition seemed to pass
like a flash through her palsied body. Maisie knew not why, but she was dimly
afraid of the old woman's gaze upon her.


"It's a lovely old
church!" Maisie said, looking up at the trefoil finials on the porch— "all,
except the tower."


"We had to reconstruct
it," Mrs. West answered apologetically. Mrs. West's general attitude in
life was apologetic, as though she felt she had no right to so much more money
than her fellow-creatures. "It would have fallen if we hadn't done something
to buttress it up. It was really in a most dangerous and critical
condition."


"Lies! lies! lies!" the
old woman burst out suddenly, though in a strange, low tone, as if speaking to
herself. "It would not have fallen— they knew it would not. It could not
have fallen. It would never have fallen if they had not destroyed it. And even
then— I was there when they pulled it down— each stone clung to each, with arms
and legs and hands and claws, till they burst them asunder by main force with
their new-fangled stuff— I don't know what they call it— dynamite, or
something. It was all of it done for one man's vainglory!"


"Come away, dear," Mrs.
West whispered. But Maisie loitered.


"Wolverden Tower was fasted
thrice," the old woman continued, in a sing-song quaver. "It was
fasted thrice with souls of maids against every assault of man or devil. It was
fasted at the foundation against earthquake and ruin. It was fasted at the top
against thunder and lightning. It was fasted in the middle against storm and
battle. And there it would have stood for a thousand years if a wicked man had
not raised a vainglorious hand against it. For that's what the rhyme says?


 


"Fasted thrice with
souls of men.


Stands the tower of
Wolverden;


Fasted thrice with
maidens' blood.


A thousand years of fire
and flood


Shall see it stand as erst
it stood."


 


She paused a moment, then,
raising one skinny hand towards the brand-new stone, she went on in the same
voice, but with malignant fervour?


 


"A thousand years the
tower shall stand


Till ill assailed by evil
hand;


By evil hand in evil hour.


Fasted thrice with
warlock's power.


Shall fall the stanes of
Wulfhere's tower."


 


She tottered off as she ended,
and took her seat on the edge of a depressed vault in the churchyard close by,
still eyeing Maisie Llewellyn with a weird and curious glance, almost like the
look which a famishing man casts upon the food in a shop-window.


"Who is she?" Maisie
asked, shrinking away in undefined terror.


"Oh, old Bessie," Mrs.
West answered, looking more apologetic (for the parish) than ever. "She's
always hanging about here. She has nothing else to do, and she's an outdoor
pauper. You see, that's the worst of having the church in one's grounds, which
is otherwise picturesque and romantic and baronial; the road to it's public;
you must admit all the world; and old Bessie will come here. The servants are
afraid of her. They say she's a witch. She has the evil eye, and she drives
girls to suicide. But they cross her hand with silver all the same, and she
tells them their fortunes— gives them each a butler. She's full of dreadful
stories about Wolverden Church? stories to make your blood run cold, my dear,
compact with old superstitions and murders, and so forth. And they're true,
too, that's the worst of them. She's quite a character. Mr. Blaydes, the
antiquary, is really attached to her; he says she's now the sole living
repository of the traditional folklore and history of the parish. But I don't
care for it myself. It 'gars one greet,' as we say in Scotland. Too much burying
alive in it, don't you know, my dear, to quite suit my fancy."


They turned back as she spoke
towards the carved wooden lych-gate, one of the oldest and most exquisite of
its class in England. When they reached the vault by whose doors old Bessie was
seated, Maisie turned once more to gaze at the pointed lancet windows of the
Early English choir, and the still more ancient dog-tooth ornament of the
ruined Norman Lady Chapel.


"How solidly it's
built!" she exclaimed, looking up at the arches which alone survived the
fury of the Puritan. "It really looks as if it would last for ever."


Old Bessie had bent her head, and
seemed to be whispering something at the door of the vault. But at the sound
she raised her eyes, and, turning her wizened face towards the lady of the
manor, mumbled through her few remaining fang-like teeth an old local saying,
"Bradbury for length, Wolverden for strength, and Church Hatton for
beauty!"


 


"Three brothers
builded churches three;


And fasted thrice each
church shall be:


Fasted thrice with
maidens' blood.


To make them safe from
fire and flood;


Fasted thrice with souls
of men.


Hatton, Bradbury,
Wolverden!"


 


"Come away," Maisie
said, shuddering. "I'm afraid of that woman. Why was she whispering at the
doors of the vault down there? I don't like the look of her."


"My dear," Mrs. West
answered, in no less terrified a tone, "I will confess I don't like the
look of her myself. I wish she'd leave the place. I've tried to make her. The
Colonel offered her fifty pounds down and a nice cottage in Surrey if only
she'd go— she frightens me so much; but she wouldn't hear of it. She said she
must stop by the bodies of her dead— that's her style, don't you see: a sort of
modern ghoul, a degenerate vampire— and from the bodies of her dead in Wolverden
Church no living soul should ever move her."


 


ii


 


FOR DINNER Maisie wore her white
satin Empire dress, high-waisted, low-necked, and cut in the bodice with a
certain baby-like simplicity of style which exactly suited her strange and
uncanny type of beauty. She was very much admired. She felt it, and it pleased
her. The young man who took her in, a subaltern of engineers, had no eyes for
any one else; while old Admiral Wade, who sat opposite her with a plain and
skinny dowager, made her positively uncomfortable by the persistent way in
which he stared at her simple pearl necklet.


After dinner, the tableaux. They
had been designed and managed by a famous Royal Academician, and were mostly
got up by the members of the house-party. But two or three actresses from
London had been specially invited to help in a few of the more mythological
scenes; for, indeed, Mrs. West had prepared the entire entertainment with that
topsy-turvy conscientiousness and scrupulous sense of responsibility to society
which pervaded her view of millionaire morality. Having once decided to offer
the county a set of tableaux, she felt that millionaire morality absolutely
demanded of her the sacrifice of three weeks' time and several hundred pounds'
money in order to discharge her obligations to the county with becoming
magnificence.


The first tableau, Maisie learned
from the gorgeous programme, was "Jephthah's Daughter." The subject
was represented at the pathetic moment when the doomed virgin goes forth from
her father's house with her attendant maidens to bewail her virginity for two
months upon the mountains, before the fulfilment of the awful vow which bound
her father to offer her up for a burnt offering. Maisie thought it too solemn
and tragic a scene for a festive occasion. But the famous R.A. had a taste for
such themes, and his grouping was certainly most effectively dramatic.


"A perfect symphony in white
and grey," said Mr. Wills, the art critic.


"How awfully
affecting!" said most of the young girls.


"Reminds me a little too
much, my dear, of old Bessie's stories," Mrs. West whispered low, leaning
from her seat across two rows to Maisie.


A piano stood a little on one
side of the platform, just in front of the curtain. The intervals between the
pieces were filled up with songs, which, however, had been evidently arranged
in keeping with the solemn and half-mystical tone of the tableaux. It is the
habit of amateurs to take a long time in getting their scenes in order, so the
interposition of the music was a happy thought as far as its prime intention
went. But Maisie wondered they could not have chosen some livelier song for
Christmas Eve than "Oh, Mary, go and call the cattle home, and call the
cattle home, and call the cattle home, across the sands of Dee." Her own
name was Mary when she signed it officially, and the sad lilt of the last line,
"But never home came she," rang unpleasantly in her ear through the
rest of the evening.


The second tableau was the
"Sacrifice of Iphigenia." It was admirably rendered. The cold and
dignified father, standing, apparently unmoved, by the pyre; the cruel faces of
the attendant priests; the shrinking form of the immolated princess; the mere
blank curiosity and inquiring interest of the helmeted heroes looking on, to
whom this slaughter of a virgin victim was but an ordinary incident of the
Achean religion. All these had been arranged by the Academical director with
consummate skill and pictorial cleverness. But the group that attracted Maisie
most among the components of the scene was that of the attendant maidens, more
conspicuous here in their flowing white chitons than even they had been when
posed as companions of the beautiful and ill-fated Hebrew victim. Two in
particular excited her close attention— two very graceful and spiritual-looking
girls, in long white robes of no particular age or country, who stood at the
very end near the right edge of the picture. "How lovely they are, the two
last on the right!" Maisie whispered to her neighbour— an Oxford
undergraduate with a budding moustache. "I do so admire them!"


"Do you?" he answered,
fondling the moustache with one dubious finger. "Well, now, do you know, I
don't think I do. They're rather coarse-looking. And besides, I don't quite
like the way they've got their hair done up in bunches; too fashionable, isn't
it?— too much of the present day— I don't care to see a girl in a Greek
costume, with her coiffure so evidently turned out by Truefitt's!"


"Oh, I don't mean those
two," Maisie answered, a little shocked he should think she had picked out
such meretricious faces; "I mean the two beyond them again— the two with
their hair so simply and sweetly done— the ethereal-looking dark girls."


The undergraduate opened his
mouth, and stared at her in blank amazement for a moment. "Well, I don't
see??" he began, and broke off suddenly. Something in Maisie's eye seemed
to give him pause. He fondled his moustache, hesitated and was silent.


"How nice to have read the
Greek and know what it all means!" Maisie went on, after a minute.
"It's a human sacrifice, of course; but, please, what is the story?"


The undergraduate hummed and
hawed. "Well, it's in Euripides, you know," he said, trying to look
impressive, "and— er— and I haven't taken up Euripides for my next
examination. But I think it's like this. Iphigenia was a daughter of
Agamemnon's, don't you know, and he had offended Artemis or somebody— some
other Goddess; and he vowed to offer up to her the most beautiful thing that
should be born that year, by way of reparation— just like Jephthah. Well, Iphigenia
was considered the most beautiful product of the particular twelvemonth? don't
look at me like that, please! you— you make me nervous— and so, when the young
woman grew up— well, I don't quite recollect the ins and outs of the details,
but it's a human sacrifice business, don't you see; and they're just going to
kill her, though I believe a hind was finally substituted for the girl, like
the ram for Isaac; but I must confess I've a very vague recollection of
it." He rose from his seat uneasily. "I'm afraid," he went on,
shuffling about for an excuse to move, "these chairs are too close. I seem
to be incommoding you."


He moved away with a furtive air.
At the end of the tableau one or two of the characters who were not needed in
succeeding pieces came down from the stage and joined the body of spectators,
as they often do, in their character-dresses— a good opportunity, in point of
fact, for retaining through the evening the advantages conferred by theatrical
costume, rouge, and pearl-powder. Among them the two girls Maisie had admired
so much glided quietly toward her and took the two vacant seats on either side,
one of which had just been quitted by the awkward undergraduate. They were not
only beautiful in face and figure, on a closer view, but Maisie found them from
the first extremely sympathetic. They burst into talk with her, frankly and at
once, with charming ease and grace of manner. They were ladies in the grain, in
instinct and breeding. The taller of the two, whom the other addressed as Yolande,
seemed particularly pleasing. The very name charmed Maisie. She was friends
with them at once. They both possessed a certain nameless attraction that
constitutes in itself the best possible introduction. Maisie hesitated to ask
them whence they came, but it was clear from their talk they knew Wolverden
intimately.


After a minute the piano struck
up once more. A famous Scotch vocalist, in a diamond necklet and a dress to
match, took her place on the stage, just in front of the footlights. As chance
would have it, she began singing the song Maisie most of all hated. It was
Scott's ballad of "Proud Maisie," set to music by Carlo Ludovici?


 


"Proud Maisie is in
the wood.


Walking so early;


Sweet Robin sits on the
bush.


Singing so rarely.


'Tell me, thou bonny bird.


When shall I marry me?'


'When six braw gentlemen


Kirkward shall carry ye.'


'Who makes the bridal bed.


Birdie, say truly?'


'The grey-headed sexton


That delves the grave
duly.


'The glow-worm o'er grave
and stone


Shall light thee steady;


'The owl from the steeple
sing.


Welcome, Proud lady."


 


Maisie listened to the song with
grave discomfort. She had never liked it, and to-night it appalled her. She did
not know that just at that moment Mrs. West was whispering in a perfect fever
of apology to a lady by her side, "Oh dear! oh dear! what a dreadful thing
of me ever to have permitted that song to be sung here to-night! It was
horribly thoughtless! Why, now I remember, Miss Llewelyn's name, you know, is
Maisie! And there she is listening to it with a face like a sheet! I shall
never forgive myself!"


The tall, dark girl by Maisie's
side, whom the other called Yolande, leaned across to her sympathetically.
"You don't like that song?" she said, with just a tinge of reproach
in her voice as she said it.


"I hate it!" Maisie
answered, trying hard to compose herself.


"Why so?" the tall,
dark girl asked, in a tone of calm and singular sweetness. "It is sad,
perhaps; but it's lovely— and natural!"


"My own name is
Maisie," her new friend replied, with an ill-repressed shudder. "And
somehow that song pursues me through life I seem always to hear the horrid ring
of the words, 'When six braw gentlemen kirkward shall carry ye.' I wish to
Heaven my people had never called me Maisie!"


"And yet why?" the
tall, dark girl asked again, with a sad, mysterious air. "Why this
clinging to life— this terror of death? this inexplicable attachment to a world
of misery? And with such eyes as yours, too! Your eyes are like mine!"
which was a compliment, certainly, for the dark girl's own pair were strangely
deep and lustrous. "People with eyes such as those, that can look into
futurity, ought not surely to shrink from a mere gate like death! For death is
but a gate— the gate of life in its fullest beauty. It is written over the
door, 'Mors janua vit.'"


"What door?" Maisie
asked, for she remembered having read those selfsame words, and tried in vain
to translate them, that very day, though the meaning was now clear to her.


The answer electrified her:
"The gate of the vault in Wolverden churchyard."


She said it very low, but with
pregnant expression.


"Oh, how dreadful!"
Maisie exclaimed, drawing back. The tall, dark girl half frightened her.


"Not at all," the girl
answered. "This life is so short, so vain, so transitory! And beyond it is
peace— eternal peace— the calm of rest— the joy of the spirit."


"You come to anchor at
last," her companion added.


"But if— one has somebody
one would not wish to leave behind?" Maisie suggested timidly.


"He will follow before
long," the dark girl replied with quiet decision, interpreting rightly the
sex of the indefinite substantive. "Time passes so quickly. And if time
passes quickly in time, how much more, then, in eternity!"


"Hush, Yolande," the
other dark girl put in, with a warning glance; "there's a new tableau
coming. Let me see, is this 'The Death of Ophelia'? No, that's number four;
this is number three, 'The Martyrdom of St. Agnes.'"


 


iii


 


"MY DEAR," Mrs. West
said, positively oozing apology, when she met Maisie in the supper-room,
"I'm afraid you've been left in a corner by yourself almost all the
evening!"


"Oh dear, no," Maisie
answered with a quiet smile. "I had that Oxford undergraduate at my elbow
at first; and afterwards those two nice girls, with the flowing white dresses
and the beautiful eyes, came and sat beside me. What's their name, I
wonder?"


"Which girls?" Mrs.
West asked, with a little surprise in her tone, for her impression was rather
that Maisie had been sitting between two empty chairs for the greater part of
the evening, muttering at times to herself in the most uncanny way, but not
talking to anybody.


Maisie glanced round the room in
search of her new friends, and for some time could not see them. At last, she
observed them in a remote alcove, drinking red wine by themselves out of
Venetian-glass beakers. "Those two," she said, pointing towards them.
"They 're such charming girls! Can you tell me who they are? I've quite
taken a fancy to them."


Mrs. West gazed at them for a
second— or rather, at the recess towards which Maisie pointed— and then turned
to Maisie with much the same oddly embarrassed look and manner as the
undergraduate's. "Oh, those!" she said slowly, peering through and
through her, Maisie thought. "Those— must be some of the professionals
from London. At any rate?— I'm not sure which you mean— over there by the
curtain, in the Moorish nook, you say— well, I can't tell you their names! So
they must be professionals."


She went off with a singularly
frightened manner. Maisie noticed it and wondered at it. But it made no great
or lasting impression.


When the party broke up, about
midnight or a little later, Maisie went along the corridor to her own bedroom.
At the end, by the door, the two other girls happened to be standing,
apparently gossiping.


"Oh, you've not gone home
yet?" Maisie said, as she passed, to Yolande.


"No, we're stopping
here," the dark girl with the speaking eyes answered.


Maisie paused for a second. Then
an impulse burst over her. "Will you come and see my room?" she
asked, a little timidly.


"Shall we go, Hedda?"
Yolande said, with an inquiring glance at her companion.


Her friend nodded assent. Maisie
opened the door, and ushered them into her bedroom.


The ostentatiously opulent fire
was still burning brightly, the electric light flooded the room with its
brilliancy, the curtains were drawn, and the shutters fastened. For a while the
three girls sat together by the hearth and gossiped quietly. Maisie liked her
new friends— their voices were so gentle, soft, and sympathetic, while for face
and figure they might have sat as models to Burne-Jones or Botticelli. Their
dresses, too, took her delicate Welsh fancy; they were so dainty, yet so
simple. The soft silk fell in natural folds and dimples. The only ornaments
they wore were two curious brooches of very antique workmanship— as Maisie
supposed— somewhat Celtic in design, and enamelled in blood-red on a gold
background. Each carried a flower laid loosely in her bosom. Yolande's was an
orchid with long, floating streamers, in colour and shape recalling some Southern
lizard; dark purple spots dappled its lip and petals. Hedda's was a flower of a
sort Maisie had never before seen— the stem spotted like a viper's skin, green
flecked with russet-brown, and uncanny to look upon; on either side, great
twisted spirals of red-and-blue blossoms, each curled after the fashion of a
scorpion's tail, very strange and lurid. Something weird and witch-like about
flowers and dresses rather attracted Maisie; they affected her with the
half-repellent fascination of a snake for a bird; she felt such blossoms were
fit for incantations and sorceries. But a lily-of-the-valley in Yolande's dark
hair gave a sense of purity which assorted better with the girl's exquisitely
calm and nun-like beauty.


After a while Hedda rose.
"This air is close," she said. "It ought to be warm outside
to-night, if one may judge by the sunset. May I open the window?"


"Oh, certainly, if you
like," Maisie answered, a vague foreboding now struggling within her
against innate politeness.


Hedda drew back the curtains and
unfastened the shutters. It was a moonlit evening. The breeze hardly stirred
the bare boughs of the silver birches. A sprinkling of soft snow on the terrace
and the hills just whitened the ground. The moon lighted it up, falling full
upon the Hall; the church and tower below stood silhouetted in dark against a
cloudless expanse of starry sky in the background. Hedda opened the window.
Cool, fresh air blew in, very soft and genial, in spite of the snow and the
lateness of the season. "What a glorious night!" she said, looking up
at Orion overhead. "Shall we stroll out for a while in it?"


If the suggestion had not thus
been thrust upon her from outside, it would never have occurred to Maisie to
walk abroad in a strange place, in evening dress, on a winter's night, with
snow whitening the ground; but Hedda's voice sounded so sweetly persuasive, and
the idea itself seemed so natural now she had once proposed it, that Maisie
followed her two new friends on to the moonlit terrace without a moment's hesitation.


They paced once or twice up and
down the gravelled walks. Strange to say, though a sprinkling of dry snow
powdered the ground under foot, the air itself was soft and balmy. Stranger
still, Maisie noticed, almost without noticing it, that though they walked
three abreast, only one pair of footprints— her own— lay impressed on the snow
in a long trail when they turned at either end and re-paced the platform.
Yolande and Hedda must step lightly indeed; or perhaps her own feet might be
warmer or thinner shod, so as to melt the light layer of snow more readily.


The girls slipped their arms
through hers. A little thrill coursed through her. Then, after three or four
turns up and down the terrace, Yolande led the way quietly down the broad
flight of steps in the direction of the church on the lower level. In that
bright, broad moonlight Maisie went with them undeterred; the Hall was still
alive with the glare of electric lights in bedroom windows; and the presence of
the other girls, both wholly free from any signs of fear, took off all sense of
terror or loneliness. They strolled on into the churchyard. Maisie's eyes were
now fixed on the new white tower, which merged in the silhouette against the
starry sky into much the same grey and indefinite hue as the older parts of the
building. Before she quite knew where she was, she found herself at the head of
the worn stone steps which led into the vault by whose doors she had seen old
Bessie sitting. In the pallid moonlight, with the aid of the greenish reflection
from the snow, she could just read the words inscribed over the portal, the
words that Yolande had repeated in the drawing-room, "Mors janua
vit.'"


Yolande moved down one step.
Maisie drew back for the first time with a faint access of alarm. "You're—
you're not going down there!" she exclaimed, catching her breath for a
second.


"Yes, I am," her new
friend answered in a calmly quiet voice. "Why not? We live here."


"You live here?" Maisie
echoed, freeing her arms by a sudden movement and standing away from her
mysterious friends with a tremulous shudder.


"Yes, we live here,"
Hedda broke in, without the slightest emotion. She said it in a voice of
perfect calm, as one might say it of any house in a street in London.


Maisie was far less terrified
than she might have imagined beforehand would be the case under such unexpected
conditions. The two girls were so simple, so natural, so strangely like
herself, that she could not say she was really afraid of them. She shrank, it
is true, from the nature of the door at which they stood, but she received the
unearthly announcement that they lived there with scarcely more than a slight
tremor of surprise and astonishment.


"You will come in with
us?" Hedda said in a gently enticing tone. "We went into your
bedroom."


Maisie hardly liked to say no.
They seemed so anxious to show her their home. With trembling feet she moved
down the first step, and then the second. Yolande kept ever one pace in front
of her. As Maisie reached the third step, the two girls, as if moved by one design,
took her wrists in their hands, not unkindly, but coaxingly. They reached the
actual doors of the vault itself— two heavy bronze valves, meeting in the
centre. Each bore a ring for a handle, pierced through a Gorgon's head embossed
upon the surface. Yolande pushed them with her hand. They yielded instantly to
her light touch, and opened inward. Yolande, still in front, passed from the
glow of the moon to the gloom of the vault, which a ray of moonlight just
descended obliquely. As she passed, for a second, a weird sight met Maisie's
eyes. Her face and hands and dress became momentarily self-luminous— but
through them, as they glowed, she could descry within every bone and joint of
her living skeleton, dimly shadowed in dark through the luminous haze that
marked her body.


Maisie drew back once more,
terrified. Yet her terror was not quite what one could describe as fear: it was
rather a vague sense of the profoundly mystical. "I can't! I can't!"
she cried, with an appealing glance. "Hedda! Yolande! I cannot go with
you."


Hedda held her hand tight, and
almost seemed to force her. But Yolande, in front, like a mother with her
child, turned round with a grave smile. "No, no," she said
reprovingly. "Let her come if she will, Hedda, of her own accord, not otherwise.
The tower demands a willing victim."


Her hand on Maisie's wrist was
strong but persuasive. It drew her without exercising the faintest compulsion.
"Will you come with us, dear?" she said, in that winning silvery tone
which had captivated Maisie's fancy from the very first moment they spoke
together. Maisie gazed into her eyes. They were deep and tender. A strange
resolution seemed to nerve her for the effort. "Yes, yes— I— will— come— with
you," she answered slowly.


Hedda on one side, Yolande on the
other, now went before her, holding her wrists in their grasp, but rather
enticing than drawing her. As each reached the gloom, the same luminous
appearance which Maisie had noticed before spread over their bodies, and the
same weird skeleton shape showed faintly through their limbs in darker shadow.
Maisie crossed the threshold with a convulsive gasp. As she crossed it she
looked down at her own dress and body. They were semi-transparent, like the
others', though not quite so self-luminous; the framework of her limbs appeared
within in less certain outline, yet quite dark and distinguishable.


The doors swung to of themselves
behind her. Those three stood alone in the vault of Wolverden.


Alone, for a minute or two; and
then, as her eyes grew accustomed to the grey dusk of the interior, Maisie
began to perceive that the vault opened out into a large and beautiful hall or
crypt, dimly lighted at first, but becoming each moment more vaguely clear and
more dreamily definite. Gradually she could make out great rock-hewn pillars,
Romanesque in their outline or dimly Oriental, like the sculptured columns in
the caves of Ellora, supporting a roof of vague and uncertain dimensions, more
or less strangely dome-shaped. The effect on the whole was like that of the second
impression produced by some dim cathedral, such as Chartres or Milan, after the
eyes have grown accustomed to the mellow light from the stained-glass windows,
and have recovered from the blinding glare of the outer sunlight. But the
architecture, if one may call it so, was more mosque-like and magical. She
turned to her companions. Yolande and Hedda stood still by her side; their
bodies were now self-luminous to a greater degree than even at the threshold;
but the terrible transparency had disappeared altogether; they were once more
but beautiful though strangely transfigured and more than mortal women.


Then Maisie understood in her own
soul, dimly, the meaning of those mystic words written over the portal.
"Mors janua vit." Death is the gate of life; and also the
interpretation of that awful vision of death dwelling within them as they
crossed the threshold; for through that gate they had passed to this
underground palace.


Her two guides still held her
hands, one on either side. But they seemed rather to lead her on now,
seductively and resistlessly, than to draw or compel her. As she moved in
through the hall, with its endless vistas of shadowy pillars, seen now behind,
now in dim perspective, she was gradually aware that many other people crowded
its aisles and corridors. Slowly they took shape as forms more or less clad,
mysterious, varied, and of many ages. Some of them wore flowing robes, half
mediaeval in shape, like the two friends who had brought her there. They looked
like the saints on a stained-glass window. Others were girt merely with a light
and floating Coan sash; while some stood dimly nude in the darker recesses of
the temple or palace. All leaned eagerly forward with one mind as she
approached, and regarded her with deep and sympathetic interest. A few of them
murmured words— mere cabalistic sounds which at first she could not understand;
but as she moved further into the hall, and saw at each step more clearly into
the gloom, they began to have a meaning for her. Before long, she was aware that
she understood the mute tumult of voices at once by some internal instinct. The
Shades addressed her; she answered them. She knew by intuition what tongue they
spoke; it was the Language of the Dead; and, by passing that portal with her
two companions, she had herself become enabled both to speak and understand it.


A soft and flowing tongue, this
speech of the Nether World— all vowels it seemed, without distinguishable
consonants; yet dimly recalling every other tongue, and compounded, as it were,
of what was common to all of them. It flowed from those shadowy lips as clouds
issue inchoate from a mountain valley; it was formless, uncertain, vague, but
yet beautiful. She hardly knew, indeed, as it fell upon her senses, if it were
sound or perfume.


Through this tenuous world Maisie
moved as in a dream, her two companions still cheering and guiding her. When
they reached an inner shrine or chantry of the temple she was dimly conscious
of more terrible forms pervading the background than any of those that had yet
appeared to her. This was a more austere and antique apartment than the rest; a
shadowy cloister, prehistoric in its severity; it recalled to her mind
something indefinitely inter'ate between the huge unwrought trilithons of
Stonehenge and the massive granite pillars of Philaend Luxor. At the further
end of the sanctuary a sort of Sphinx looked down on her, smiling mysteriously.
At its base, on a rude megalithic throne, in solitary state, a High Priest was
seated. He bore in his hand a wand or sceptre. All round, a strange court of
half-unseen acolytes and shadowy hierophants stood attentive They were girt, as
she fancied, in what looked like leopards' skins, or in the fells of some
earlier prehistoric lion. These wore sabre-shaped teeth suspended by a string
round their dusky necks; others had ornaments of uncut amber, or hatchets of
jade threaded as collars on a cord of sinew. A few, more barbaric than savage
in type, flaunted torques of gold as armlets and necklets.


The High Priest rose slowly and
held out his two hands, just level with his head, the palms turned outward.
"You have brought a willing victim as Guardian of the Tower?" he
asked, in that mystic tongue, of Yolande and Hedda.


"We have brought a willing
victim," the two girls answered.


The High Priest gazed at her. His
glance was piercing. Maisie trembled less with fear than with a sense of
strangeness, such as a neophyte might feel on being first presented at some
courtly pageant. "You come of your own accord?" the Priest inquired
of her in solemn accents.


"I come of my own
accord," Maisie answered, with an inner consciousness that she was bearing
her part in some immemorial ritual. Ancestral memories seemed to stir within
her.


"It is well," the
Priest murmured. Then he turned to her guides. "She is of royal
lineage?" he inquired, taking his wand in his hand again.


"She is a Llewelyn,"
Yolande answered, "of royal lineage, and of the race that, after your own,
earliest bore sway in this land of Britain. She has in her veins the blood of
Arthur, of Ambrosius, and of Vortigern."


"It is well," the
Priest said again. "I know these princes." Then he turned to Maisie.
"This is the ritual of those who build," he said, in a very deep
voice. "It has been the ritual of those who build from the days of the builders
of Lokmariaker and Avebury. Every building man makes shall have its human soul,
the soul of a virgin to guard and protect it. Three souls it requires as a
living talisman against chance and change. One soul is the soul of the human
victim slain beneath the foundation-stone; she is the guardian spirit against
earthquake and ruin. One soul is the soul of the human victim slain when the
building is half built up; she is the guardian spirit against battle and
tempest. One soul is the soul of the human victim who flings herself of her own
free will off tower or gable when the building is complete; she is the guardian
spirit against thunder and lightning. Unless a building be duly fasted with
these three, how can it hope to stand against the hostile powers of fire and
flood and storm and earthquake?"


An assessor at his side,
unnoticed till then, took up the parable. He had a stern Roman face, and bore a
shadowy suit of Roman armour. "In times of old," he said, with iron
austerity, "all men knew well these rules of building. They built in solid
stone to endure for ever: the works they erected have lasted to this day, in
this land and others. So built we the amphitheatres of Rome and Verona; so
built we the walls of Lincoln, York, and London. In the blood of a king's son
laid we the foundation-stone: in the blood of a king's son laid we the
coping-stone: in the blood of a maiden of royal line fasted we the bastions
against fire and lightning. But in these latter days, since faith grows dim,
men build with burnt brick and rubble of plaster; no foundation spirit or
guardian soul do they give to their bridges, their walls, or their towers: so
bridges break, and walls fall in, and towers crumble, and the art and mystery
of building aright have perished from among you."


He ceased. The High Priest held
out his wand and spoke again. "We are the Assembly of Dead Builders and
Dead Victims," he said, "for this mark of Wolverden; all of whom have
built or been built upon in this holy site of immemorial sanctity. We are the
stones of a living fabric. Before this place was a Christian church, it was a
temple of Woden. And before it was a temple of Woden, it was a shrine of
Hercules. And before it was a shrine of Hercules, it was a grove of Nodens. And
before it was a grove of Nodens, it was a Stone Circle of the Host of Heaven.
And before it was a Stone Circle of the Host of Heaven, it was the grave and
tumulus and underground palace of Me, who am the earliest builder of all in
this place; and my name in my ancient tongue is Wolf, and I laid and hallowed
it. And after me, Wolf, and my namesake Wulfhere, was this barrow called Ad
Lupum and Wolverden. And all these that are here with me have built and been
built upon in this holy site for all generations. And you are the last who come
to join us."


Maisie felt a cold thrill course
down her spine as he spoke these words; but courage did not fail her. She was
dimly aware that those who offer themselves as victims for service must offer
themselves willingly; for the gods demand a voluntary victim; no beast can be
slain unless it nod assent; and none can be made a guardian spirit who takes
not the post upon him of his own free will. She turned meekly to Hedda.
"Who are you?" she asked, trembling.


"I am Hedda," the girl
answered, in the same soft sweet voice and winning tone as before; "Hedda,
the daughter of Gorm, the chief of the Northmen who settled in East Anglia. And
I was a worshipper of Thor and Odin. And when my father, Gorm, fought against
Alfred, King of Wessex, was I taken prisoner. And Wulfhere, the Kenting, was
then building the first church and tower of Wolverden. And they baptized me,
and shrived me, and I consented of my own free will to be built under the
foundation-stone. And there my body lies built up to this day; and I am the
guardian spirit against earthquake and ruin."


"And who are you?"
Maisie asked, turning again to Yolande.


"I am Yolande
Fitz-Aylwin," the tall dark girl answered; "a royal maiden too,
sprung from the blood of Henry Plantagenet. And when Roland Fitz-Stephen was
building anew the choir and chancel of Wulfhere's minster, I chose to be
immured in the fabric of the wall, for love of the Church and all holy saints;
and there my body lies built up to this day; and I am the guardian against
battle and tempest."


Maisie held her friend's hand
tight. Her voice hardly trembled. "And I?" she asked once more.
"What fate for me? Tell me!"


"Your task is easier
far," Yolande answered gently. "For you shall be the guardian of the
new tower against thunder and lightning. Now, those who guard against
earthquake and battle are buried alive under the foundation-stone or in the
wall of the building; there they die a slow death of starvation and choking.
But those who guard against thunder and lightning cast themselves alive of
their own free will from the battlements of the tower, and die in the air
before they reach the ground; so their fate is the easiest and the lightest of
all who would serve mankind; and thenceforth they live with us here in our
palace."


Maisie clung to her hand still
tighter. "Must I do it?" she asked, pleading.


"It is not must,"
Yolande replied in the same caressing tone, yet with a calmness as of one in
whom earthly desires and earthly passions are quenched for ever. "It is as
you choose yourself. None but a willing victim may be a guardian spirit. This
glorious privilege comes but to the purest and best amongst us. Yet what better
end can you ask for your soul than to dwell here in our midst as our comrade
for ever, where all is peace, and to preserve the tower whose guardian you are
from evil assaults of lightning and thunderbolt?"


Maisie flung her arms round her
friend's neck. "But— I am afraid," she murmured. Why she should even
wish to consent she knew not, yet the strange serene peace in these strange
girls' eyes made her mysteriously in love with them and with the fate they
offered her. They seemed to move like the stars in their orbits. "How
shall I leap from the top?" she cried. "How shall I have courage to
mount the stairs alone, and fling myself off from the lonely battlement?"


Yolande unwound her arms with a
gentle forbearance. She coaxed her as one coaxes an unwilling child. "You
will not be alone," she said, with a tender pressure. "We will all go
with you. We will help you and encourage you. We will sing our sweet songs of
life-in-death to you. Why should you draw back? All we have faced it in ten
thousand ages, and we tell you with one voice, you need not fear it. 'Tis life
you should fear— life, with its dangers, its toils, its heartbreakings. Here we
dwell for ever in unbroken peace. Come, come, and join us!"


She held out her arms with an
enticing gesture. Maisie sprang into them, sobbing. "Yes, I will
come," she cried in an access of hysterical fervour. "These are the
arms of Death— I embrace them. These are the lips of Death— I kiss them.
Yolande, Yolande, I will do as you ask me!"


The tall dark girl in the
luminous white robe stooped down and kissed her twice on the forehead in
return. Then she looked at the High Priest. "We are ready," she
murmured in a low, grave voice. "The Victim consents. The Virgin will die.
Lead on to the tower. We are ready! We are ready!"
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FROM THE RECESSES of the temple— if
temple it were— from the inmost shrines of the shrouded cavern, unearthly music
began to sound of itself; with wild modulation, on strange reeds and tabors. It
swept through the aisles like a rushing wind on an aeolian harp; at times it
wailed with a voice like a woman's; at times it rose loud in an organ-note of
triumph; at times it sank low into a pensive and melancholy flute-like
symphony. It waxed and waned; it swelled and died away again; but no man saw
how or whence it proceeded. Wizard echoes issued from the crannies and vents in
the invisible walls; they sighed from the ghostly interspaces of the pillars;
they keened and moaned from the vast overhanging dome of the palace. Gradually
the song shaped itself by weird stages into a processional measure. At its
sound the High Priest rose slowly from his immemorial seat on the mighty cromlech
which formed his throne. The Shades in leopards' skins ranged themselves in
bodiless rows on either hand; the ghostly wearers of the sabre-toothed lions'
fangs followed like ministrants in the footsteps of their hierarch.


Hedda and Yolande took their
places in the procession. Maisie stood between the two, with hair floating on
the air; she looked like a novice who goes up to take the veil, accompanied and
cheered by two elder sisters.


The ghostly pageant began to
move. Unseen music followed it with fitful gusts of melody. They passed down
the main corridor, between shadowy Doric or Ionic pillars which grew dimmer and
ever dimmer again in the distance as they approached, with slow steps, the
earthward portal.


At the gate, the High Priest
pushed against the valves with his hand. They opened outward.


He passed into the moonlight. The
attendants thronged after him. As each wild figure crossed the threshold the
same strange sight as before met Maisie's eyes. For a second of time each
ghostly body became self-luminous, as with some curious phosphorescence; and
through each, at the moment of passing the portal, the dim outline of a
skeleton loomed briefly visible. Next instant it had clothed itself as with
earthly members.


Maisie reached the outer air. As
she did so, she gasped. For a second, its chilliness and freshness almost
choked her. She was conscious now that the atmosphere of the vault, though
pleasant in its way, and warm and dry, had been loaded with fumes as of burning
incense, and with somnolent vapours of poppy and mandragora. Its drowsy ether
had cast her into a lethargy. But after the first minute in the outer world,
the keen night air revived her. Snow lay still on the ground a little deeper
than when she first came out, and the moon rode lower; otherwise, all was as
before, save that only one or two lights still burned here and there in the
great house on the terrace. Among them she could recognise her own room, on the
ground floor in the new wing, by its open window.


The procession made its way across
the churchyard towards the tower. As it wound among the graves an owl hooted.
All at once Maisie remembered the lines that had so chilled her a few short
hours before in the drawing-room?


 


"The glow-worm o'er
grave and stone


Shall light thee steady;


The owl from the steeple
sing.


'Welcome, proud
lady!'"


 


But, marvellous to relate, they
no longer alarmed her. She felt rather that a friend was welcoming her home;
she clung to Yolande's hand with a gentle pressure.


As they passed in front of the
porch, with its ancient yew-tree, a stealthy figure glided out like a ghost
from the darkling shadow. It was a woman, bent and bowed, with quivering limbs
that shook half palsied. Maisie recognised old Bessie. "I knew she would
come!" the old hag muttered between her toothless jaws. "I knew
Wolverden Tower would yet be duly fasted!"


She put herself, as of right, at
the head of the procession. They moved on to the tower, rather gliding than
walking. Old Bessie drew a rusty key from her pocket, and fitted it with a twist
into the brand-new lock. "What turned the old will turn the new," she
murmured, looking round and grinning. Maisie shrank from her as she shrank from
not one of the Dead; but she followed on still into the ringers' room at the
base of the tower.


Thence a staircase in the corner
led up to the summit. The High Priest mounted the stair, chanting a mystic
refrain, whose runic sounds were no longer intelligible to Maisie. As she
reached the outer air, the Tongue of the Dead seemed to have become a mere blank
of mingled odours and murmurs to her. It was like a summer breeze, sighing
through warm and resinous pinewoods. But Yolande and Hedda spoke to her yet, to
cheer her, in the language of the living. She recognised that as revenants they
were still in touch with the upper air and the world of the embodied.


They tempted her up the stair
with encouraging fingers. Maisie followed them like a child, in implicit
confidence. The steps wound round and round, spirally, and the staircase was
dim; but a supernatural light seemed to fill the tower, diffused from the
bodies or souls of its occupants. At the head of all, the High Priest still
chanted as he went his unearthly litany; magic sounds of chimes seemed to swim
in unison with his tune as they mounted. Were those floating notes material or
spiritual? They passed the belfry; no tongue of metal wagged; but the rims of
the great bells resounded and reverberated to the ghostly symphony with
sympathetic music. Still they passed on and on, upward and upward. They reached
the ladder that alone gave access to the final story. Dust and cobwebs already
clung to it. Once more Maisie drew back. It was dark overhead and the luminous
haze began to fail them. Her friends held her hands with the same kindly
persuasive touch as ever. "I cannot!" she cried, shrinking away from
the tall, steep ladder. "Oh, Yolande, I cannot!"


"Yes, dear," Yolande
whispered in a soothing voice. "You can. It is but ten steps, and I will
hold your hand tight. Be brave and mount them!"


The sweet voice encouraged her.
It was like heavenly music. She knew not why she should submit, or, rather,
consent; but none the less she consented. Some spell seemed cast over her. With
tremulous feet, scarcely realising what she did, she mounted the ladder and
went up four steps of it.


Then she turned and looked down
again. Old Bessie's wrinkled face met her frightened eyes. It was smiling
horribly. She shrank back once more, terrified. "I can't do it," she
cried, "if that woman comes up! "I'm not afraid of you, dear,"
she pressed Yolande's hand, "but she, she is too terrible!"


Hedda looked back and raised a
warning finger. "Let the woman stop below," she said; "she
savours too much of the evil world. We must do nothing to frighten the willing
victim."


The High Priest by this time,
with his ghostly fingers, had opened the trap-door that gave access to the
summit. A ray of moonlight slanted through the aperture. The breeze blew down
with it. Once more Maisie felt the stimulating and reviving effect of the open
air. Vivified by its freshness, she struggled up to the top, passed out through
the trap, and found herself standing on the open platform at the summit of the
tower.


The moon had not yet quite set.
The light on the snow shone pale green and mysterious. For miles and miles
around she could just make out, by its aid, the dim contour of the downs, with
their thin white mantle, in the solemn silence. Range behind range rose faintly
shimmering. The chant had now ceased; the High Priest and his acolytes were
mingling strange herbs in a mazar-bowl or chalice. Stray perfumes of myrrh and
of cardamoms were wafted towards her. The men in leopards' skins burnt
smouldering sticks of spikenard. Then Yolande led the postulant forward again,
and placed her close up to the new white parapet. Stone heads of virgins smiled
on her from the angles. "She must front the east," Hedda said in a
tone of authority: and Yolande turned her face towards the rising sun
accordingly. Then she opened her lips and spoke in a very solemn voice. "From
this new-built tower you fling yourself," she said, or rather intoned,
"that you may serve mankind, and all the powers that be, as its guardian
spirit against thunder and lightning. Judged a virgin, pure and unsullied in
deed and word and thought, of royal race and ancient lineage— a Cymry of the
Cymry— you are found worthy to be intrusted with this charge and this honour.
Take care that never shall dart or thunderbolt assault this tower, as She that
is below you takes care to preserve it from earthquake and ruin, and She that
is midway takes care to preserve it from battle and tempest. This is your
charge. See well that you keep it."


She took her by both hands.
"Mary Llewelyn," she said, "you willing victim, step on to the
battlement."


Maisie knew not why, but with
very little shrinking she stepped as she was told, by the aid of a wooden
footstool, on to the eastward-looking parapet. There, in her loose white robe,
with her arms spread abroad, and her hair flying free, she poised herself for a
second, as if about to shake out some unseen wings and throw herself on the air
like a swift or a swallow.


"Mary Llewelyn,"
Yolande said once more, in a still deeper tone, with ineffable earnestness,
"cast yourself down, a willing sacrifice, for the service of man, and the
security of this tower against thunderbolt and lightning."


Maisie stretched her arms wider,
and leaned forward in act to leap, from the edge of the parapet, on to the
snow-clad churchyard.
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ONE SECOND MORE and the sacrifice
would have been complete. But before she could launch herself from the tower,
she felt suddenly a hand laid upon her shoulder from behind to restrain her.
Even in her existing state of nervous exaltation she was aware at once that it
was the hand of a living and solid mortal, not that of a soul or guardian
spirit. It lay heavier upon her than Hedda's or Yolande's. It seemed to clog
and burden her. With a violent effort she strove to shake herself free, and
carry out her now fixed intention of self-immolation, for the safety of the
tower. But the hand was too strong for her. She could not shake it off. It
gripped and held her.


She yielded, and, reeling, fell
back with a gasp on to the platform of the tower. At the selfsame moment a
strange terror and commotion seemed to seize all at once on the assembled
spirits. A weird cry rang voiceless through the shadowy company. Maisie heard
it as in a dream, very dim and distant. It was thin as a bat's note; almost
inaudible to the ear, yet perceived by the brain or at least by the spirit. It
was a cry of alarm, of fright, of warning. With one accord, all the host of
phantoms rushed hurriedly forward to the battlements and pinnacles. The ghostly
High Priest went first, with his wand held downward; the men in leopards' skins
and other assistants followed in confusion. Theirs was a reckless rout. They
flung themselves from the top, like fugitives from a cliff, and floated fast
through the air on invisible pinions. Hedda and Yolande, ambassadresses and
intermediaries with the upper air, were the last to fly from the living
presence. They clasped her hand silently, and looked deep into her eyes. There
was something in that calm yet regretful look that seemed to say,
"Farewell! We have tried in vain to save you, sister, from the terrors of
living."


The horde of spirits floated away
on the air, as in a witches' Sabbath, to the vault whence it issued. The doors
swung on their rusty hinges, and closed behind them. Maisie stood alone with
the hand that grasped her on the tower.


The shock of the grasp, and the
sudden departure of the ghostly band in such wild dismay, threw Maisie for a
while into a state of semi-unconsciousness. Her head reeled round; her brain
swam faintly. She clutched for support at the parapet of the tower. But the
hand that held her sustained her still. She felt herself gently drawn down with
quiet mastery, and laid on the stone floor close by the trap-door that led to
the ladder.


The next thing of which she could
feel sure was the voice of the Oxford undergraduate. He was distinctly
frightened and not a little tremulous. "I think," he said very
softly, laying her head on his lap, "you had better rest a while, Miss
Llewelyn, before you try to get down again. I hope I didn't catch you and
disturb you too hastily. But one step more, and you would have been over the
edge. I really couldn't help it."


"Let me go," Maisie
moaned, trying to raise herself again, but feeling too faint and ill to make
the necessary effort to recover the power of motion. "I want to go with
them! I want to join them!"


"Some of the others will be
up before long," the undergraduate said, supporting her head in his hands;
"and they'll help me to get you down again. Mr. Yates is in the belfry.
Meanwhile, if I were you, I'd lie quite still, and take a drop or two of this
brandy."


He held it to her lips. Maisie
drank a mouthful, hardly knowing what she did. Then she lay quiet where he
placed her for some minutes. How they lifted her down and conveyed her to her
bed she scarcely knew. She was dazed and terrified. She could only remember
afterward that three or four gentlemen in roughly huddled clothes had carried
or handed her down the ladder between them. The spiral stair and all the rest
were a blank to her.
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WHEN SHE NEXT AWOKE she was lying
in her bed in the same room at the Hall, with Mrs. West by her side, leaning
over her tenderly.


Maisie looked up through her
closed eyes and just saw the motherly face and grey hair bending above her.
Then voices came to her from the mist, vaguely: "Yesterday was so hot for
the time of year, you see!" "Very unusual weather, of course, for
Christmas." "But a thunderstorm! So strange! I put it down to that.
The electrical disturbance must have affected the poor child's head." Then
it dawned upon her that the conversation she heard was passing between Mrs.
West and a doctor.


She raised herself suddenly and
wildly on her arms. The bed faced the windows. She looked out and beheld— the
tower of Wolverden church, rent from top to bottom with a mighty rent, while
half its height lay tossed in fragments on the ground in the churchyard.


"What is it?" she cried
wildly, with a flush as of shame.


"Hush, hush!" the
doctor said. "Don't trouble! Don't look at it!"


"Was it? after I came
down?" Maisie moaned in vague terror.


The doctor nodded. "An hour
after you were brought down," he said, "a thunderstorm broke over it.
The lightning struck and shattered the tower. They had not yet put up the
lightning-conductor. It was to have been done on Boxing Day."


A weird remorse possessed
Maisie's soul. "My fault!" she cried, starting up. "My fault, my
fault! I have neglected my duty!"


"Don't talk," the
doctor answered, looking hard at her. "It is always dangerous to be too
suddenly aroused from these curious overwrought sleeps and trances."


"And old Bessie?"
Maisie exclaimed, trembling with an eerie presentiment.


The doctor glanced at Mrs. West.
"How did she know?" he whispered. Then he turned to Maisie. "You
may as well be told the truth as suspect it," he said slowly. "Old
Bessie must have been watching there. She was crushed and half buried beneath
the falling tower."


"One more question, Mrs.
West," Maisie murmured, growing faint with an access of supernatural fear.
"Those two nice girls who sat on the chairs at each side of me through the
tableaux, are they hurt? Were they in it?"


Mrs. West soothed her hand.
"My dear child," she said gravely, with quiet emphasis, "there
were no other girls. This is mere hallucination. You sat alone by yourself
through the whole of the evening."


_____________
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THE WINTER NIGHTS up at Sault Ste.
Marie are as white and luminous as the Milky Way. The silence that rests
upon the solitude appears to be white also. Nature has included sound in her
arrestment. Save the still white frost, all things are obliterated. The stars
are there, but they seem to belong to heaven and not to earth. They are at an
immeasurable height, and so black is the night that the opaque ether rolls
between them and the observer in great liquid billows.


In such a place it is difficult
to believe that the world is peopled to any great extent. One fancies that Cain
has just killed Abel, and that there is need for the greatest economy in the
matter of human life.


The night Ralph Hagadorn started
out for Echo Bay he felt as if he were the only man in the world, so complete
was the solitude through which he was passing. He was going over to attend the
wedding of his best friend, and was, in fact, to act as the groomsman. Business
had delayed him, and he was compelled to make his journey at night. But he
hadn't gone far before he began to feel the exhilaration of the skater. His
skates were keen, his legs fit for a longer journey than the one he had
undertaken, and the tang of the frost was to him what a spur is to a spirited
horse.


He cut through the air as a sharp
stone cleaves the water. He could feel the tumult of the air as he cleft it. As
he went on he began to have fancies. It seemed to him that he was enormously
tall— a great Viking of the Northland, hastening over icy fiords to his love.
That reminded him that he had a love— though, indeed, that thought was always
present with him as a background for other thoughts. To be sure, he had not
told her she was his love, because he had only seen her a few times and the
opportunity had not presented itself. She lived at Echo Bay, too, and was to be
the maid of honor to his friend's bride— which was another reason why he skated
on almost as swiftly as the wind, and why, now and then, he let out a shout of
exhilaration.


The one drawback in the matter
was that Marie Beaujeu's father had money, and that Marie lived in a fine house
and wore otter skin about her throat and little satin-lined mink boots on her
feet when she went sledding, and that the jacket in which she kept a bit of her
dead mother's hair had a black pearl in it as big as a pea. These things
made it difficult— nay, impossible— for Ralph Hagadorn to say anything more
than "I love you." But that much he meant to have the satisfaction of
saying, no matter what came of it.


With this determination growing
upon him he swept along the ice which gleamed under the starlight. Indeed,
Venus made a glowing path toward the west and seemed to reassure him. He was
sorry he could not skim down that avenue of light from the love star, but he
was forced to turn his back upon it and face toward the northeast.


It came to him with a shock that
he was not alone. His eyelashes were a good deal frosted and his eyeballs
blurred with the cold, and at first he thought it an illusion. But he rubbed
his eyes hard and at length made sure that not very far in front of him was a
long white skater in fluttering garments who sped over the snows fast as ever
werewolf went. He called aloud, but there was no answer, and then he gave
chase, setting his teeth hard and putting a tension on his firm young muscles.
But however fast he might go the white skater went faster. After a time he
became convinced, as he chanced to glance for a second at the North Star, that
the white skater was leading him out of his direct path. For a moment he
hesitated, wondering if he should not keep to his road, but the
strange companion seemed to draw him on irresistibly, and so he followed.


Of course it came to him more
than once that this might be no earthly guide. Up in those latitudes men see
strange things when the hoar frost is on the earth. Hagadorn's father, who
lived up there with the Lake Superior Indians and worked in the copper mines,
had once welcomed a woman at his hut on a bitter night who was gone by morning,
and who left wolf tracks in the snow— yes, it was so, and John Fontanelle, the
half-breed, could tell you about it any day— if he were alive. (Alack, the snow
where the wolf tracks were is melted now!)


Well, Hagadorn followed the white
skater all the night, and when the ice flushed red at dawn and arrows of lovely
light shot up into the cold heavens, she was gone, and Hagadorn was at his
destination. Then, as he took off his skates while the sun climbed arrogantly
up to his place above all other things, Hagadorn chanced to glance lakeward,
and he saw there was a great wind-rift in the ice and that the waves showed
blue as sapphires beside the gleaming ice. Had he swept along his intended
path, watching the stars to guide him, his glance turned upward, all his body
at magnificent momentum, he must certainly have gone into that cold grave. The
white skater had been his guardian angel!


Much impressed, he went up to his
friend's house, expecting to find there the pleasant wedding furore. But
someone met him quietly at the door, and his friend came downstairs to greet
him with a solemn demeanor.


"Is this your wedding face?"
cried Hagadorn. "Why, really, if this is the way you are affected, the
sooner I take warning the better."


"There's no wedding to-day,"
said his friend.


"No wedding? Why, you're
not—"


"Marie Beaujeu died last
night—"


"Marie—"


"Died last night. She had
been skating in the afternoon, and she came home chilled and wandering in her
mind, as if the frost had got in it somehow. She got worse and worse and talked
all the time of you."


"Of me?"


"We wondered what it all
meant. We didn't know you were lovers."


"I didn't know it myself;
more's the pity."


"She said you were on the
ice. She said you didn't know about the big breaking up, and she cried to us
that the wind was off shore. Then she cried that you could come in by the old
French Creek if you only knew—?"


"I came in that way,"
interrupted Hagadorn.


"How did you come to do that?
It's out of your way."


So Hagadorn told him how it came
to pass.


And that day they watched beside
the maiden, who had tapers at her head and feet, and over in the little
church the bride who might have been at her wedding said prayers for her
friend. Then they buried her in her bridesmaid's white, and Hagadorn was there
before the altar with her, as he intended from the first. At midnight the day
of the burial her friends were married in the gloom of the cold church, and
they walked together through the snow to lay their bridal wreaths on her grave.


Three nights later Hagadorn
started back again to his home. They wanted him to go by sunlight, but he had
his way and went when Venus made her bright path on the ice. He hoped for the
companionship of the white skater. But he did not have it. His only companion
was the wind. The only voice he heard was the baying of a wolf on the north
shore. The world was as white as if it had just been created and the sun had
not yet colored nor man defiled it.


_____________
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MRS. MOONEY was a butcher's daughter. She
was a woman who was quite able to keep things to herself: a determined
woman. She had married her father's foreman and opened a butcher's shop near
Spring Gardens. But as soon as his father-in-law was dead Mr. Mooney began to
go to the devil. He drank, plundered the till, ran headlong into debt. It was
no use making him take the pledge: he was sure to break out again a few days
after. By fighting his wife in the presence of customers and by buying bad meat
he ruined his business. One night he went for his wife with the cleaver and she
had to sleep a neighbour's house.


After that they lived apart. She
went to the priest and got a separation from him with care of the children. She
would give him neither money nor food nor house-room; and so he was obliged to
enlist himself as a sheriff's man. He was a shabby stooped little drunkard with
a white face and a white moustache white eyebrows, pencilled above his little
eyes, which were veined and raw; and all day long he sat in the bailiff's room,
waiting to be put on a job. Mrs. Mooney, who had taken what remained of her
money out of the butcher business and set up a boarding house in Hardwicke
Street, was a big imposing woman. Her house had a floating population made up
of tourists from Liverpool and the Isle of Man and, occasionally, artistes
from the music halls. Its resident population was made up of clerks from the
city. She governed the house cunningly and firmly, knew when to give credit,
when to be stern and when to let things pass. All the resident young men spoke
of her as The Madam.


Mrs. Mooney's young men paid
fifteen shillings a week for board and lodgings (beer or stout at dinner
excluded). They shared in common tastes and occupations and for this reason
they were very chummy with one another. They discussed with one another the chances
of favourites and outsiders. Jack Mooney, the Madam's son, who was clerk to a
commission agent in Fleet Street, had the reputation of being a hard case. He
was fond of using soldiers' obscenities: usually he came home in the small
hours. When he met his friends he had always a good one to tell them and he was
always sure to be on to a good thing-that is to say, a likely horse or a likely
artiste. He was also handy with the mits and sang comic songs. On Sunday
nights there would often be a reunion in Mrs. Mooney's front drawing-room. The
music-hall artistes would oblige; and Sheridan played waltzes and polkas
and vamped accompaniments. Polly Mooney, the Madam's daughter, would also sing.
She sang:


 


I'm a...naughty girl.


You needn't sham:


You know I am.


 


Polly was a slim girl of
nineteen; she had light soft hair and a small full mouth. Her eyes, which were
grey with a shade of green through them, had a habit of glancing upwards when
she spoke with anyone, which made her look like a little perverse madonna. Mrs.
Mooney had first sent her daughter to be a typist in a corn-factor's office
but, as a disreputable sheriff's man used to come every other day to the
office, asking to be allowed to say a word to his daughter, she had taken her
daughter home again and set her to do housework. As Polly was very lively the
intention was to give her the run of the young men. Besides young men like to
feel that there is a young woman not very far away. Polly, of course, flirted
with the young men but Mrs. Mooney, who was a shrewd judge, knew that the young
men were only passing the time away: none of them meant business. Things went
on so for a long time and Mrs. Mooney began to think of sending Polly back to
typewriting when she noticed that something was going on between Polly and one
of the young men. She watched the pair and kept her own counsel.


Polly knew that she was being
watched, but still her mother's persistent silence could not be misunderstood.
There had been no open complicity between mother and daughter, no open
understanding but, though people in the house began to talk of the affair,
still Mrs. Mooney did not intervene. Polly began to grow a little strange in
her manner and the young man was evidently perturbed. At last, when she judged
it to be the right moment, Mrs. Mooney intervened. She dealt with moral
problems as a cleaver deals with meat: and in this case she had made up her
mind.


It was a bright Sunday morning of
early summer, promising heat, but with a fresh breeze blowing. All the windows
of the boarding house were open and the lace curtains ballooned gently towards
the street beneath the raised sashes. The belfry of George's Church sent out
constant peals and worshippers, singly or in groups, traversed the little
circus before the church, revealing their purpose by their self-contained
demeanour no less than by the little volumes in their gloved hands. Breakfast
was over in the boarding house and the table of the breakfast-room was covered
with plates on which lay yellow streaks of eggs with morsels of bacon-fat and
bacon-rind. Mrs. Mooney sat in the straw arm-chair and watched the servant Mary
remove the breakfast things. She mad Mary collect the crusts and pieces of
broken bread to help to make Tuesday's bread-pudding. When the table was cleared,
the broken bread collected, the sugar and butter safe under lock and key, she
began to reconstruct the interview which she had had the night before with
Polly. Things were as she had suspected: she had been frank in her questions
and Polly had been frank in her answers. Both had been somewhat awkward, of
course. She had been made awkward by her not wishing to receive the news in too
cavalier a fashion or to seem to have connived and Polly had been made awkward
not merely because allusions of that kind always made her awkward but also
because she did not wish it to be thought that in her wise innocence she had
divined the intention behind her mother's tolerance.


Mrs. Mooney glanced instinctively
at the little gilt clock on the mantelpiece as soon as she had become aware
through her revery that the bells of George's Church had stopped ringing. It
was seventeen minutes past eleven: she would have lots of time to have the
matter out with Mr. Doran and then catch short twelve at Marlborough Street.
She was sure she would win. To begin with she had all the weight of social
opinion on her side: she was an outraged mother. She had allowed him to live
beneath her roof, assuming that he was a man of honour and he had simply abused
her hospitality. He was thirty-four or thirty-five years of age, so that youth
could not be pleaded as his excuse; nor could ignorance be his excuse since he
was a man who had seen something of the world. He had simply taken advantage of
Polly's youth and inexperience: that was evident. The question was: What
reparation would he make?


There must be reparation made in
such case. It is all very well for the man: he can go his ways as if nothing
had happened, having had his moment of pleasure, but the girl has to bear the
brunt. Some mothers would be content to patch up such an affair for a sum of
money; she had known cases of it. But she would not do so. For her only one
reparation could make up for the loss of her daughter's honour: marriage.


She counted all her cards again
before sending Mary up to Doran's room to say that she wished to speak with
him. She felt sure she would win. He was a serious young man, not rakish or
loud-voiced like the others. If it had been Mr. Sheridan or Mr. Meade or Bantam
Lyons her task would have been much harder. She did not think he would face
publicity. All the lodgers in the house knew something of the affair; details
had been invented by some. Besides, he had been employed for thirteen years in
a great Catholic wine-merchant's office and publicity would mean for him,
perhaps, the loss of his job. Whereas if he agreed all might be well. She knew
he had a good screw for one thing and she suspected he had a bit of stuff put
by.


Nearly the half-hour! She stood
up and surveyed herself in the pier-glass. The decisive expression of her great
florid face satisfied her and she thought of some mothers she knew who could
not get their daughters off their hands.


Mr. Doran was very anxious indeed
this Sunday morning. He had made two attempts to shave but his hand had been so
unsteady that he had been obliged to desist. Three days' reddish beard fringed
his jaws and every two or three minutes a mist gathered on his glasses so that
he had to take them off and polish them with his pocket-handkerchief. The
recollection of his confession of the night before was a cause of acute pain to
him; the priest had drawn out every ridiculous detail of the affair and in the
end had so magnified his sin that he was almost thankful at being afforded a
loophole of reparation. The harm was done. What could he do now but marry her
or run away? He could not brazen it out. The affair would be sure to be talked
of and his employer would be certain to hear of it. Dublin is such a small
city: everyone knows everyone else's business. He felt his heart leap warmly in
his throat as he heard in his excited imagination old Mr. Leonard calling out
in his rasping voice: "Send Mr. Doran here, please."


All his long years of service
gone for nothing! All his industry and diligence thrown away! As a young man he
had sown his wild oats, of course; he had boasted of his free-thinking and
denied the existence of God to his companions in public-houses. But that was
all passed and done with...nearly. He still bought a copy of Reynolds's
Newspaper every week but he attended to his religious duties and for
nine-tenths of the year lived a regular life. He had money enough to settle
down on; it was not that. But the family would look down on her. First of all
there was her disreputable father and then her mother's boarding house was
beginning to get a certain fame. He had a notion that he was being had. He
could imagine his friends talking of the affair and laughing. She was a little vulgar;
some times she said "I seen" and "If I had've known." But
what would grammar matter if he really loved her? He could not make up his mind
whether to like her or despise her for what she had done. Of course he had done
it too. His instinct urged him to remain free, not to marry. Once you are
married you are done for, it said.


While he was sitting helplessly
on the side of the bed in shirt and trousers she tapped lightly at his door and
entered. She told him all, that she had made a clean breast of it to her mother
and that her mother would speak with him that morning. She cried and threw her arms
round his neck, saying:


"O Bob! Bob! What am I to
do? What am I to do at all?"


She would put an end to herself,
she said.


He comforted her feebly, telling
her not to cry, that it would be all right, never fear. He felt against his
shirt the agitation of her bosom.


It was not altogether his fault
that it had happened. He remembered well, with the curious patient memory of
the celibate, the first casual caresses her dress, her breath, her fingers had
given him. Then late one night as he was undressing for she had tapped at his
door, timidly. She wanted to relight her candle at his for hers had been blown
out by a gust. It was her bath night. She wore a loose open combing-jacket of
printed flannel. Her white instep shone in the opening of her furry slippers and
the blood glowed warmly behind her perfumed skin. From her hands and wrists too
as she lit and steadied her candle a faint perfume arose.


On nights when he came in very
late it was she who warmed up his dinner. He scarcely knew what he was eating feeling
her beside him alone, at night, in the sleeping house. And her thoughtfulness!
If the night was anyway cold or wet or windy there was sure to be a little
tumbler of punch ready for him. Perhaps they could be happy together...


They used to go upstairs together
on tiptoe, each with a candle, and on the third landing exchange reluctant
goodnights. They used to kiss. He remembered well her eyes, the touch of her
hand and his delirium...


But delirium passes. He echoed
her phrase, applying it to himself: "What am I to do?" The
instinct of the celibate warned him to hold back. But the sin was there; even
his sense of honour told him that reparation must be made for such a sin.


While he was sitting with her on
the side of the bed Mary came to the door and said that the missus wanted to
see him in the parlour. He stood up to put on his coat and waistcoat, more
helpless than ever. When he was dressed he went over to her to comfort her. It
would be all right, never fear. He left her crying on the bed and moaning
softly: "O my God!"


Going down the stairs his glasses
became so dimmed with moisture that he had to take them off and polish them. He
longed to ascend through the roof and fly away to another country where he
would never hear again of his trouble, and yet a force pushed him downstairs
step by step. The implacable faces of his employer and of the Madam stared upon
his discomfiture. On the last flight of stairs he passed Jack Mooney who was
coming up from the pantry nursing two bottles of Bass. They saluted coldly;
and the lover's eyes rested for a second or two on a thick bulldog face and a
pair of thick short arms. When he reached the foot of the staircase he glanced
up and saw Jack regarding him from the door of the return-room.


Suddenly he remembered the night
when one of the music-hall artistes, a little blond Londoner, had made a
rather free allusion to Polly. The reunion had been almost broken up on account
of Jack's violence. Everyone tried to quiet him. The music-hall artiste,
a little paler than usual, kept smiling and saying that there was no harm
meant: but Jack kept shouting at him that if any fellow tried that sort of a
game on with his sister he'd bloody well put his teeth down his throat, so he
would.


 


POLLY SAT for a little time on
the side of the bed, crying. Then she dried her eyes and went over to the
looking-glass. She dipped the end of the towel in the water-jug and refreshed
her eyes with the cool water. She looked at herself in profile and readjusted a
hairpin above her ear. Then she went back to the bed again and sat at the foot.
She regarded the pillows for a long time and the sight of them awakened in her
mind secret, amiable memories. She rested the nape of her neck against the cool
iron bed-rail and fell into a reverie. There was no longer any perturbation
visible on her face.


She waited on patiently, almost
cheerfully, without alarm, her memories gradually giving place to hopes and
visions of the future. Her hopes and visions were so intricate that she no
longer saw the white pillows on which her gaze was fixed or remembered that she
was waiting for anything.


At last she heard her mother
calling. She started to her feet and ran to the banisters.


"Polly! Polly!"


"Yes, mamma?"


"Come down, dear. Mr. Doran
wants to speak to you."


Then she remembered what she had
been waiting for.


________
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THE BAND was in the middle of Liebestraum
when I went into the Calico Cat and to a booth at the side. Dick Haley was making
a nice job of it, with the saxes carrying the melody and with the brass in a
staccato figure above them. Of course the Calico was run for the clientele that
liked that sort of thing... a money crowd that liked to spend it. It was well
over half full, though nobody was dancing.


The reason for
this was in plain sight, sitting in the center of the small dancing floor and
demanding that waiters bring him drinks. It was George Delehanty, my partner,
and he was very drunk and even more disheveled than usual. He was big enough to
be conspicuous under any circumstances, and in that little welllit space he
stood out like a dancing bear. He needed a shave badly, and a haircut even
more. His hands looked as though he'd just changed a tire on a muddy road.
Compared with the dinner-coated Calico Club patrons he stood out like a sore
thumb on a well-manicured hand... and he apparently didn't care a whoop about
it.


Dick Haley was
grinning but keeping right on with "Liebestraum" in spite of
Delehanty's voice roaring through it. Probably the old show must go on idea. :


And then Nick
Pappas, the owner, saw me and came racing over to the booth I'd picked out.


"You got to
get him out of here, Mike," he said, wringing his hands with anguish.
"You got to get him out. No business will I have, with him making monkey
shines like that. My trade will leave. They will not come back to me. Ruin, no
less, I face. You got to get him out."


I said: "To
hell with him. Will you tell the waiter I drink rye and soda?"


"Will
you get him out, Mike? Like a friend, I ask it."


"He's your
probem, Nick," I said. "I've got enough grief with the guy during
office hours. This is my time off. I don't want any part of him now. Why don't
you heave him out?"


Nick admitted:
"We tried. He hit Luigi on the nose. Luigi's the bouncer, Mike, and Luigi
is tough, but he hit Luigi on the nose just the same."


"Where's
Luigi now?"


"He went
home."


It was all part
of the act so I slid out of the booth and went over to the dance floor. I said:
"George! You, George!"


Delehanty looked
up at me and grumbled: "'s a hell of a place, Mike! Won't serve a man a
drink. I'm goin' stay right. here until they serve a drink, Mike, and nobody's
goin' to say me nay. Say me nay... say me nay! Like poetry, hey, Mike?"


Nick Pappas had
followed me over, and I said to him: "Give the big clown a drink and he'll
get away from here. He won't until you do. Of course you can call cops and have
them take him away, but you're taking a chance on that. He's liable to come
back and wreck the spot when they turn him loose."


"No cops,
Mike! No, no! The drinks, yes."


He hurried away,
and I said loudly enough for everybody around to hear it: "You're going to
get your drinks, George. Then why don't you come over and sit with me?
I'll wait for you."


He spoke even
louder and made it sound even more convincing. "You're a louse and a rat
and a no-good heel, Callahan. And I'll be damned if I sit with you. I wouldn't
go to a dog fight with you. I wouldn't go to a lynching with you, unless the
rope was around your neck and I was helping haul on the other end of it. Now
say me nay! Say me nay! Poetry, hey?"


 


I FIGURED that
was good enough and went back to my booth. Nick Pappas, himself, brought
Delehanty the drink he wanted on a tray. Delehanty managed to get the drink down,
knock the tray out of Pappas' hands, and then rise from the floor and bow to
the people around. And then he staggered from the dance floor and weaved to the
door and out of the club. Pappas came over to me again, wiping his forehead and
wailing like a lost child.


"Mike,
Mike, what should I be doing? He comes in like this, so often as not. Always he
is drunk, though never, I think, as drunk as now. Always, he makes the trouble.
What should I be doing?"


"Tell him
he's hurting your business," I suggested. "Of course the reason he's
doing it is because he knows I'm doing some private work for you and some other
guys and he thinks he's getting even about it."


"Tell him!
I tell him that lots. He calls me names, then."


I thought of all
the fun Delehanty must have been having and wanted to grin, but held it to the
thought. I said: "I tell you, Nick. It's simple. You make him a partner.
See? Then it'll be his business he's hurting and he'll keep away and haunt the
other joints. That'll kill your competition."


Pappas shrugged
angrily and left ... and Dick Haley slid in across the booth table in his
place. He was wearing the same professional grin he did on the band stand, and
he said:


"That
partner of yours has got my dizzy boss so steamed up I thought the little guy
would blow his whistle. It'd cost a man at least twenty-seven dollars to get as
drunk as that."


I figured Haley
might help in spreading the news, so I went to town with the story. I said
Delehanty's drunk had been going on for a month and that I was sick and tired
of it. And that as soon as Delehanty sobered up enough to know what was going
on I was going to dissolve partnership with him. That I was doing all the work
and he was spending all the proceeds. I said that I didn't mind a man taking an
occasional drink or even, occasionally, taking too many of them, But that when
a man got and stayed lousy drunk for a month it was carrying things too far.


I made it good.
I made it sound as though Delehanty and I weren't working together on a
thing... and I wanted it that way because of Haley running around with the
crowd he did. I knew he was too good a friend to spread a story against me, and
good enough friend to resent anybody abusing me.


And, because of
that, I relied on him telling the world what a heel Delehanty was and how we
were separated on the work.


It was then he
gave me something to worry about that was personal.


"It's
Madge," he said. "She's quitting me, Mike. She moved out four days
ago. And a guy's following me around all the time. Every place I go."


"What's the
matter with Madge?"


"She claims
I've been cheating. You know I haven't been cheating. Sure! I get chances.
Anybody in this business gets chances, but I've been looking the other way. And
a guy knocked hell out of me the other night... the night before last. He just
came up to me and asked if I was Haley, and when I said I was, he let one go.
You can see."


 


I COULD see all
right, and what I saw didn't look natural on Haley. We were the same age and
we'd grown up together, and because we were both Irish we'd sort of hung
together then and afterward. But I looked Shanty Irish and Haley's dark skin
and little mustache gave him a Spanish air. He fitted a dinner coat and I
didn't, but he was soft and I was hard where it counted, and that's through the
belly. The signs of what he'd be from his soft life and easy living were
already showing on him.


Now he showed
signs of battle. Even the make-up man who'd evidently just worked him over
wouldn't let him stand close scrutiny. One eye was blacked and this showed
through flesh paint. One cheek was swollen, giving him a lop-sided look. He'd
been hit on the nose and showed it by a scratch on the bridge and by reddened
nostrils.


I looked this
evidence of wreckage over and snickered about it. "It isn't like you,
Dickie," I said, "to go cream-puff on me and how! for help. I can
remember one time when you were about eight, and I had to take a brick away
from you to keep you from slugging a kid named Seitz with it. Remember the
Seitz kid? He lived in the next block, two houses from the corner. You'd have
killed the little punk, and that's what you wanted to do. You've gone society,
that's what's the matter with you."


He swore
viciously and not in any society way. "It isn't that, Mike! But I've got
to stand up in front of the band and wave the stick and look pretty for the
customers. I can't do that when I'm carrying a mess of black eyes. All I did
was hurt my hands on the guy; he was too big for me to take without
percentage."


"Why'd the
guy pass at you?"


"He didn't
say. He just started swinging."


"What about
this guy you say is tagging you around?"


"He's here
now. Don't look now, but he's at the third table from the right, past the
booths on the other side of the room. He's got me dizzy. There's no reason why
anybody should be following me."


I looked over at
the table he mentioned and decided that it was my lucky day. I said: "Is
this guy a hairless monkey with eyes and mouth like a fish? Does he all the
time open and close his mouth without saying anything, like a fish does when
it's out of water?"


"That's
him?"


"That's not
the guy that beat you up?"


"Lord, no!
This is the one that's been following me. The other guy was big... plenty
big."


"I know
this guy."


"Who is
he?"


"Never you
mind. I know him and I hate his guts. So does George Delehanty, if it comes to
that. So you just sit tight and I'll take care of everything."


 


2: Knock Down, Drag Out


 


THE man at the
third table was Harry Reims, of REIMS— INVESTIGATIONS. And a heel if there ever
was one. He was thoroughly disliked by the men he occasionally hired to help
him-out with something too big to work out alone. He paid them less than the
going wage and they sometimes had to slap him up to get even that. He was
disliked by his competition, which included me, because he cut rates to get
business. He was disliked by the cops because of his business methods... which
were only bounded by what he thought he could get away with. 


I sat across
from him and he said: "Well, Mike! I see you're stepping out."


He looked
worried and he had a little piping voice that sounded the same.


I reached across
and tipped his full water glass over in his lap. I didn't say anything about
why. He stood up and brushed the water from him and then sat back down and
looked at me as if he wanted to be anyplace else.


He had a full
glass of whiskey waiting by a glass of soda and I got this on the next reach
and smelled of it. It smelled like fairly good hootch, so I drank it and got
the soda. I didn't want that so I snapped it into his face. It wasn't a thing
you do unless you're looking for trouble, but it didn't work out that way. All


Reims did was
mop his face with his napkin and make his fish-like trick with his mouth and
say nothing.


Then I thought
I'd help him out.


"Go ahead
and say it," I told him, trying to devil him into making a crack. "Go
on, you scum ——! Say it, why don't you? Say it and I'll take you apart, right
here and now."


"I don't
want any trouble with you, Mike," he said. "I'm just on a job. After
all, we're in the same racket, ain't we?"


"You
working?"


"Well,
yes."


"Who hired
you and to do what?"


"I can't
tell you that, Mike. You know I can't. It ain't ethical to talk about
clients."


I had a date
with Delehanty and I wanted to keep it. I was already late for it and I figured
this Reims thing would keep. I said: "I'll be up and see you tomorrow,
Reims. Now look! I went to school with Dickie Haley and Dickie's wife. I'm not
going to see him tangled up with any louse outfit like the one you run. Now you
get the hell out of here now. I'Il be up and see you tomorrow."


"Sure,
Mike," he said in a hurried way. He went for the door with his tie
dripping black dye on a shirt front that had lost all starch, and he seemed
glad to go.


 


I WENT back to
Dickie Haley and said: "It's a heel named Reims. I told him to lay off you
and that I'd be up to see him in the morning. He won't bother you any more,
Dickie."


Haley said:
"Thanks, pal!" And then he got red in the face. "Look, Mike!
Will you go and see Madge and find out what's the matter with her? You can tell
her I haven't been cheating... and honest, Mike, I haven't been. I just can't
make her believe me."


"I can talk
to her but that's about all. It's her business and yours. Not mine."


"You always
have stepped in for me, Mike," he said. "I don't know. Maybe she'll
believe you where she won't believe me."


I said it was
worth a try, and then looked up and saw Nathan Feldman bearing down on me. Joe
Morrison was with him, but Morrison hung back. Dickie went back to the
bandstand and Feldman stood alongside and said: "I saw that business you
had with Reims, Callahan. It didn't look good. Are you working for us or are
you in here for a brawl."


I said:
"I'm working for you and so is George Delehanty. I've got a date to meet
him, down the street, and I'm late now. I'll take this up with you and the
others, when I meet you tomorrow. I'm in a hurry now."


And then
somebody said, from behind me: "You certainly are, Callahan. You're ina
hurry to go down the street and see what Delehanty has got himself into. So
come on."


I thought I knew
the voice before I turned and made sure of it. And of course I was right. It
was First-grade Detective Olson, who worked out of the Homicide Office. He
grinned at me and said: "That's right. It's me. White, who's my sidekick
now, is waiting for us with the body."


 


WHITE was there
and Delehanty was there, along with about a dozen cops, but about all I could
see for a minute was the body. I did notice that Delehanty didn't look the
least bit tight, but the body was the main attraction.


In the first
place it was a girl and I had been expecting to see Delehanty dead, instead. In
the next place the girl hadn't been much over sixteen, and you don't expect to
see a kid that age 'shot to death. And she'd been shot to death and no mistake.
The Medical Examiner had her dress cut down to her hip line and you could see
the three little holes in her belly.


It was in an
alley not over half a block down from the Calico Cat. The police had run a car
with extra spot lights on it in there and they were using these to help the
photographer and the M. E. do their stuff. 


I moved over to
Delehanty, who looked sober as a judge but sick.


"This is
hell, Mike," he said. "I went back to see you, the way we'd planned,
and the kid walked along easy, waiting for me to catch up. Look what I caught
up with."


"That the
one you had the date with?"


"Yeah,
sure."


White, who was
another first-grade detective, moved closer and said: "It looks like
you're for it, Delehanty. What I want to know is what you did with the
gun." 


Delehanty said
to me: "The kid was shot with what they think was a twenty-two or maybe a
twenty-five. A little gun. They got mine, but it's a thirty-eight and it ain't
been fired." 


"You could
have had two," White told him. 


"Didn't you
hear it?" I asked. Delehanty looked miserable and said: 


"That's the
hell of it. I guess I did. I guess I saw the guy that did it, but I didn't know
what had happened. I come out of the bar up the street and started down this
way and I thought I heard a gun, but it sounded funny. They're contact wounds,
Mike, they've found that for sure. The gun was held right against her and the
guy pulled the trigger three times. I heard this but I didn't think anything of
it, and I saw a guy walk out of this alley. I came up to it and didn't see the
kid walking ahead of me, down the street, and I just happened to look in. I
could see a flash of white so I went in, and there she was. When she fell she
must have sort of slid, because her clothes were up around her waist, hiding
where she'd been shot. It was her legs I saw... they showed white in what
little light there was." 


"And then
what?" 


"I saw she
was dead, first, and then I went back to the bar where I .was to meet you. I
called the cops and went back to the alley and waited for them." 


"And now
he's going down to the nice jail house and answer questions," said White.
"His story stinks. He was drunk, we found that out. He made a pass at the
kid and she wouldn't go for it and so he went nuts and killed her. What gets me
is that she was nothing but a baby. A check stand girl is what she was. Nothing
but a kid, and why a grown man wants to run around with kids like that for is
something I'll never know. That's something the jury won't understand, either."


 


DELEHANTY was in
a spot, all right, but I wasn't going to crack all I knew until it was
absolutely necessary. He'd have a bad night of it at the station but I couldn't
see where there was enough against him for a charge to stand up. The police
don't charge you with murder just on suspicion, and that's all they had on him
right then. He'd been with the girl and admitted it, but his story about going
back for a bottle was something that could be proved. Going out with a kid that
age looked bad... but he had a reason for it, even if I didn't want it to come
out right then.


"Go along
with him, George," I said. "I'll see that the lawyer's down there
with you, so you won't take it on the chin too much. Get it?"


He said 
"Sure: I'll keep it hushed unless I have to spill it."


"What's
that?" asked White. "You'll keep what hushed?"


Delehanty said:
"It's something private, mister. Why don't you start checking up on me, so
that we both get this over with?"


White snarled
something back, and they were bickering like that when I left. I couldn't see
any reason for sticking around and I could see a reason for getting our lawyer
on the job before they started getting tough with George.


And besides that
I wanted to go home and think up some reason for Nathan Feldman getting himself
all concerned about my little argument with Harry Reims. It hadn't been any
knock down and drag out brawl... and I couldn't see what business of his it was
just what I did for amusement or to help a friend. I was working for him, along
with some others, but I still kept a right to work out my own arguments:


And picking on
Reims was my idea of a fine clean sport.


 


HIS office door
was lettered REIMS—INVESTIGATIONS, and he was waiting for me the next morning.
He opened and closed his little mouth a couple of times without speaking, and
then came out with:


"I been
thinking, Callahan. You got no right to butt in my business. I could go to
court and get a restraining order against you."


"You'd be
right back in court swearing out a warrant against me for assault and
battery," I told him, sitting facing him where he was behind his desk.
"You could just keep right on doing that. They charge you a fine of
twenty-five bucks, and I figure I can pay that much for amusement any
day."


"You're
going to be mean, eh, Mike?"


"That's
right. You hit it right on the nose, you bald headed little ——"


He got up and
went to the wash stand in the corner of the office. He whined out: "Now,
now, now! You know: that aint any way to talk, Mike. A man gets no place,
calling another man names."


He ran a glass
of water, dropped two pills in it and drank the result. He made a face and
explained it all.


"It's
indigestion! It raises hell with me."


"A smack
downstairs might do you a lot of good. Who hired you to tag after Haley?"


"You know
yourself, Callahan, I can't give out information like that. It wouldn't be
playing fair with my client."


I said:
"Make it easy on yourself. I can give out some information and play fair
with the cops, if that's the way you want me to play it with you. I can tell
them about a deal that was made over the stuff taken from the Arlington house.
Stuff that the insurance was paid on after you'd bought it back from the
thieves and returned it to the Arlingtons. Of course it might put you in jail
for helping defraud the insurance company and it might put you in jail for
making a deal with the crooks, instead of turning them in to the cops, but what
the hell. I play it the way it's played with me."


Reims gulped,
and it wasn't from the two pills he'd taken. "A man named Regan hired
me," he said. "A man named Regan. That's all I know about it."


"Go on.
Keep on with it. Regan is Dick Haley's brother-in-law, in case you don't
know."


"It was
just usual," Reims said. "He wanted to know where Haley went and who
he saw. As soon as I got something on it, I took it that Regan was going to
step in and catch Haley cold. Just the usual divorce thing, Callahan. And I'll
lay off it, if you make a point of it."


I said: "I
make a point of it. Haley's a friend of mine. So is his wife. Let 'em settle
their own affairs."


Reims looked
sadly at me and asked: "What you got against me, anyway, Mike? Every time
you get a chance at me you make trouble for me. What have I ever done to
you?"


"Not one
thing. But you caught George Delehanty drunk one night and you took him for
over a hundred bucks, rolling high dice. George was so blind he couldn't tell
whether it came up aces or sixes."


"I thought
you and Delehanty weren't getting along so good."


"Were not.
Were not getting along at all. But he's still my partner, isn't he? You
wouldn't understand that, though, you little heel."


Reims said:
"Again more names. And again it. don't make you a thing."


"Look at
the fun it gives me," I told him. "If I think you're a dirty little
——, why shouldn't I say so?"


He waved a hand
at me as I went out the door, and I swear he looked as though he'd had the best
of the argument. And that gave me more things to think about."


 


3: Murder Doubled


 


I'D CALLED the
lawyer before seeing Reims that morning and he'd told me they'd turned
Delehanty loose, so I expected he'd be at the office when I got there. But not
so... nobody was there but Jo Willets, a girl who worked for us.


I said:
"That dope George! His job is to go out and get himself plastered... or to
drink enough to look that way, at least. So what does he do? He takes a little
girl out and she gets killed, and he doesn't show up here the next day to tell
me about it. He probably started to really get drunk, after the cops turned him
loose this morning."


She wasn't
listening, because she missed what I said about the little girl. She flew up
about George though, like she always does.


"You're
just sore because he got that end of it," she said. "One of you was
supposed to go out and lush around, and you and George cut cards for it and you
lost. Was he very drunk last night?"


"He was
looping. He was so tight they were going to throw him out of the Calico
Club."


"Did
they?"


"Well, no.
But they would have, if he hadn't bounced the bouncer. That was before his date
with this little girl that got killed."


She heard it
then, and got white in the face and put a hand up to her throat. She said:
"Mike! You mean a girl was killed over this business you're working
on?"


"It looks
that way. George had a date with her and he was planning on feeding the girl a
few drinks so she'd open up and talk. She got killed before that
happened." 


"And you
come in here laughing about it! Or just the same as laughing about it!
Complaining because George isn't down yet! That's the most horrible thing I've
ever heard of."


I said:
"I'm trying to take it that way on purpose, kid. If I think how a little
girl that age got killed over this thing, I go nuts. I've got to go out now...
will you tell George, when he comes in, that I've gone to talk to Dick Haley's
wife?"


"Is it
something about this same killing thing?"


I told her I
didn't see how... that it looked like just an ordinary little battle between
mama and papa. But that settling it might help to take my mind away from what
had happened the night before.


But that was
something I didn't believe myself. I knew I wasn't going to forget seeing that
little girl lying dead in that alley for some little time to come.


 


MADGE HALEY
wasn't in the apartment she'd left her husband's bed and board for... so I ate
a quiet little lunch. I had two drinks of rye before it and a quart of ale with
it and the combination made me more than a little sleepy. Probably because of
being awake half the night before, trying to dope out answers to things. So,
for a moment, I thought I was seeing things when I went back to the office and
walked in on Detectives Olson and White, both talking to Jo Willets. I couldn't
see just why they'd be there, because the lawyer had told me George had been
turned loose with a clear bill of health.


The three were
grouped by the typewriter desk with Jo the center of attraction, and I heard
enough while I was going through the door to gather that White was trying to
date her, while his brother officer was trying to show her pictures of the
latest Olson kid.


"Break it
up," I said.


All of them
turned; White with a look of guilt on his face. That wasn't necessary because I
didn't blame him. Jo's a good looking girl or we wouldn't have hired her.


Olson jerked his
head toward the inner office and said: "We got something to tell you,
Mike. Inside, eh?"


I said:
"Sure! That is, if White can manage to tear himself away."


Jo Willets let
out a nice little giggle and White looked as if he wanted to get sore about it.


Inside, Olson
said: "We didn't tell her, Callahan. We just came from George Delehanty's
hotel. We thought of something else. We wanted to ask him about whether this
girl that was killed had any pals that might know something about it."


"If he
wasn't there, he'll be in pretty soon."


"He was
there," White said. "I guess you don't get it. He'd just been
killed."


"That's a
hell of a joke. What did you do... pick him up again?"


"It's no
joke, Mike. It had just happened."


Olson said,
meaningly: "You and Delehanty ain't been getting on so good, lately.
You've been out. It might be a good idea for you to tell us just where you was.
You were out of here about when it happened."


 


I TOLD them
where I'd lunched and waited until they'd phoned and checked it. It was a sure
alibi... it was a place where I spend lots of time and too much money.


And then I
asked: "How'd it happen? It'll tie in with what happened last night, of
course."


Olson said:
"We got a call there was a shooting in the King James, and it was sort of
funny because we was on our way there when it came in on the radio. We went
fast, then and got there just the same time as the dolly car in that district
did. It was a dead heat. We all went in together. George had been shot four
times, and any one of the four would have killed him. Just like the girl last
night it was. Contact wounds. Looked like the same size gun, only we aint sure.
The M. E. was still checking when he left to come down here. George had his gun
in his hand and he'd shot it once. Whoever plugged him went down the back way
in the service elevator... we found somebody that saw a man get out of the
service elevator and go out the back entrance. Nobody at the desk saw the
killer; he wasn't announced or anything like that. He must have known George's
room number and just gone up cold. So that's it."


White said:
"What's the trouble been between you and George? You better tell us, Mike.
We've heard talk. It's common gossip."


At least that
showed that George and I had been doing all right with our act. I said:
"This don't want to go any farther. I'm telling you because it's the
answer to why George and that girl were killed. He was on something...
something the girl was going to tell him... and they got her first and him
today, before he could tell me what it was. This last month George and I have
been working on a racket that's being played in the check rooms. There's a
syndicate that owns nine out of ten of the check rooms in the big places, and
they hired us. There's been a lot of dough knocked down and a lot of funny
business, besides that. Stuff has been lost and stuff has been damaged. There's
been a lot of money paid out to settle the arguments. So George and I figured
to act like we weren't getting along. He was to pretend he was putting on a big
drunk, so he could hang around and act like a dope. We figured he could pick up
stuff that way we couldn't by just asking questions, because people in hat
spots don't pay much attention to just another lush. That's all... we were just
doing a job. We were good friends."


White raised an
eyebrow at Olson, and I said: "Don't believe me. Ask the girl, outside.
She'll tell you the same thing."


White started
for the door, and I called after him: "And ask her what you're supposed to
ask her. Don't ask her what she's doing next Thursday night, for
instance."


He turned and
leered and told me: "I don't have to ask her what she's doing next
Thursday night, Mike. I've already got a date for that night with her."


 


GEORGE DELEHANTY
had lived in the King James for a long time and his room showed it. The walls
were covered with pictures autographed to him. The bulk of them were from show
girls and prize fighters. He had his own bookcase, and this was filled with
books on geology and mining. For some reason I never could understand, this
stuff had always fascinated George, though to my certain knowledge he'd never
done anything but read about it. His closets were filled with clothes, some of
which he hadn't worn during the five years we'd been partners. But his radio
was big and brand new and the portable bar he had looked like a tea wagon and
was jammed with supplies.


They'd taken him
away in the wicker basket they use for that purpose, and the whole room smelled
of flashlight powder burned by the police photographer.


I was there with
White and Olson, and I was by the tea wagon effect and pouring out drinks.


"It would
be all right with George," I said. "George was always one to want his
friends to enjoy themselves. It was always the first thing he'd offer when you
walked in his place."


White and Olson
had been going through George's personal effects and getting exactly nowhere by
the going through. Olson took his drink and said: "It boils down to this
then, you think, Callahan? That he was killed because he found out something
about this check room business you were working on."


"And you
don't know what it was?"


"I do
not."


"Who would
know that?"


"That I
don't know either."


"You said
you had a date with him last night."


"I was
going to talk to him for a minute, down in that same bar he went back to buy
the bottle in. He left the girl to go back there, you see. All it was, he was
going to give me her address and name, so I could check with Nathan Feldman
about her."


"So you
knew he had the date with her?"


"Sure. He'd
made it the night before."


"Why didn't
you ask this Feldman about it before, then?"


 


I SAID:
"Don't be a dope. Feldman is in charge of the syndicate's check rooms. He
isn't above suspicion himself. If the girl had known anything, we figured on
getting her away and keeping her out of sight. I wanted:to ask Feldman about
her in a natural way... you know... like 'who's the kid George took home from
the check room' or something like that. If I'd asked before, and if Feldman was
in on the racket, he might have caught wise and spoiled the date George had."



"Damn' fool
hush-hush stuff," Olson said, sourly. "That's the trouble with you
private guys. You try to do things the hard way. You don't give anybody any
trust. You think everybody's out to do everybody else." 


"Look at it
this way," I said. "This syndicate has three men in it. Pappas, Sam
Rossi, and Joe Morrison. All of them own night spots and all of them are smart
and crooked. And they've got Nathan Feldman running the check rooms for them,
on top of that. It's a going business and runs into plenty of money. Suppose
one of them or two of them try to get control of the whole thing. They'd first
make trouble, so they could buy the others out. Maybe Feldman is in on it... he
could be or he doesn't have to be. It could be worked with him or without him.
One guy could do it alone, with the collusion of some of the check room
attendants. Enough damage suits and enough trouble, and the rest would sell
their shares cheap."


"It could
be somebody from outside, trying to cut in."


I laughed and
said it could be, but the odds were against it. That with the three owners and
the manager all on watch for any signs of muscling in, something would have
turned up. That it was an inside job, on the face of it.


Then Olson said:
"You had a little trouble yourself, last night, we hear. With Harry Reims.
Now would it be that Harry Reims is in the deal?"


"That's.
personal, as far as I know," I said. "He was picking on a friend of
mine who's having wife trouble. I told him to lay off."


"Reims and
George Delehanty weren't friends, either," White said. "Maybe we
could work out an angle there."


"That was
personal, too. Reims took George with high dice, once when George was tight.
That was all it was. George didn't even know about this friend of mine having
wife trouble, so that couldn't have entered into it. I didn't know it myself,
until last night."


"But Reims
left just after Delehanty left? You've made that clear, yourself."


"Sure.
Reims left when I chased him out. It was talking to him that made me late to
see George, in that bar."


Olson said
thoughtfully: "It wouldn't do us any harm to have a talk with Reims,
anyway. I always like to raise hell with the guy and this makes a good excuse.
You want to come along?"


I said: "I
do not. Iye already talked to him. And I've still got an errand to do for this
friend of mine that's having the wife trouble. You know where I live if the
office is closed... why don't you telephone me if anything comes up ?"


Olson said:
"We'll do that!" but White just snorted. I could see that what he'd
do would be to look into the story I'd given him about working on the check
room thing... and I was glad I'd told them the truth about it.


With a double
murder it doesn't pay to tell stories to the police.


 


4: The Right Gun


 


MADGE HALEY, nee
Regan, is brown-eyed and brown-headed and is supposed to be a friend of mine.
She's very pretty, but in a soft shy little way. She listened to what I had to
say about Dickie, and then started telling me her own side of it.


"There's no
use in your lying to me, Mike," she said. "Or in Dickie sending you
to me. I'm all through. If you knew all about it, you wouldn't blame me."


I'd known the
kid since she wore rompers, and I figured she could tell me the truth and
would. I said: "Spit it out, then. If it's something you don't want me to
tell Dick, I promise you I won't."


"I talked
to the girl myself," she said, looking as if she was getting ready to cry.
"There's no mistake. I... I don't believe in divorce .. you know, Mike,
that I'm still in the Church... but I've got to do it. She's... well, she's
going to have a child. Dickie's child."


"There's
some mistake. Dickie's no tramp. And he told me he hadn't been cheating."


"There's no
mistake." She put out her chin then and showed some Irish. It looked as
stubborn as the back end of a mule. "There's no mistake. I tell you I
talked to the girl. So did my brother. He watched there one night and saw
Dickie going in. He was across the street, but he said it was Dickie, for sure.
I'm going to divorce Dickie so he can marry her. I've got to, on account of the
baby that's coming."


"But Dickie
doesn't want a divorce."


That was the
wrong thing to say and I found it out. It put her into a wrath. "What kind
of a girl do you think I am, Mike Callahan? D'ya think I'd let that baby come
into the world with no father? Would that be decent? Would that be right? I
tell you it's the only thing I can do."


"Got this
girl's address?"


"Of course.
Her name is Carlotta Arditi. She's a good girl, only she's just weak, I guess.
She doesn't want to marry Drie but she'll do it on account of the baby that's
coming. That's what's important, Mike, that baby. You can see that for
yourself."


"Where's
she live?"


Madge said at
the Hampstead Apartments.


I couldn't see
where anything would be gained by any more talk, but I was sick about the whole
thing. First, the night before, the little room girl was killed. Then George
Delehanty got it. And then, for a capper, here was a good friend's marriage
going on the rocks, with neither husband or wife wanting it.


"It's been
a hell of a day for me, kid," I said. "My partner just got himself
killed, and I don't know who did it. Then I come up here to make you see a
little sense and you go wacky on me. You start this talk about divorcing Dickie
when you know damn' well you're crazy about the guy. When you know you don't
want a divorce any more than he does."


"I've got
to do it, Mike," Madge said. "I talked it over with the family, and
they think the same thing. My brother says it's the only thing to do."


I said:
"I'll go and talk with this girl tomorrow. And if I meet that
flannel-mouthed brother of yours I'm going to give him a nice sweet punch on
the nose just for minding other people's business."


Madge was
loyal... I'll give her that.


"I bet he
punches you right back," said she, glaring. "And what are you doing,
Mike Callahan, but butting in other people's business, yourself?"


Which was
something I hadn't thought about until then.


 


I WAS in the
bathroom when Reims knocked on the door the next morning. I came out with a
towel draped around me, and opened the door before I'd found out who it was. If
I d known who it was I'd have kept on with the shower I was taking.


"Its a
wonder the house cop let you up," I told him.


Reims said:
"I guess I just sneaked past him without him seeing me. Heard from the
cops yet?"


"What
about?"


"Well,
about Delehanty and this Dick Haley, that's a band leader, I hear he's a friend
of yours."


I got hold of
the front of his coat but had to drop the towel to do it. Some old sister that
lived down the hall from me picked that time to go to the elevator, and when
she saw me standing there sans towel she stopped and looked pleased. I dragged
Reims back into the room and got the door 'closed, and I-knocked him half over
the davenport with the first cuff I gave him. He went the rest of the way by
himself and stood there half crouched, with his hands up in front of his face
and saying "Don't hit me! Don't hit me!" over and over again.


"You little
louse!" I said. "Do you think you can come up here in my own
apartment and give me the run around? I'll beat your brains out."


"I...
thought I'd... I thought I'd do you a favor, Mike," he said, taking his
hands down as soon as he saw I wasn't planning on taking another swing at him.
"I heard something, and thought I'd give it to you."


"Give me
what?"


"Well, the
cops have checked on the slugs they took from that girl that was killed with
Delehanty. From a Twenty-two Colt Woodsman, they were. Delehanty was killed
with the same gun."


"Go
on."


"They tell
me you've got one."


"I have.
With a permit. I shoot targets with it."


"They tell
me Dickie Haley's got one, too. Thats why I started to rib... I thought you'd
see I was doing you and Haley a favor, by tipping you off about what they
think."


"What have
the cops got to do with Haley? Did you tell them you were tagging him?"


"I had to.
They asked me, so I told them. They asked me about Delehanty, so I had to tell
'em about Haley, to clear myself. Then they told me about the gun business.
They called up the permit bureau from my office, and told me about Haley having
the right kind of gun for the killings."


I raised my hand
and he ducked back. "Talk sense, you little ——," I said. "What's
Haley got to do with the killings?"


"The cops
think he was sore at Delehanty, because Delehanty beat him up. You saw Haley,
you saw how he was worked over. Well, Delehanty did it. I saw it. You know how
I was following Haley, because of being hired to tag him, and I saw Delehanty
give him the going over.'


"You
lying—"


He looked sad
and said: "That's what I get for doing you a favor. I knew you and Haley
were friends, because you told me to lay off him. I thought maybe I'd give you
the tip and show you I was trying to get along with you."


I said:
"You get the hell out of here now. And don't you ever come back." 


 


HE SCUTTLED out
the door and I went back to my shower, with something to think about. I knew
that Delehanty hadn't been the one that had taken a swing at Haley. Haley knew
Delchanty well, and if it had been him, Haley would have told me. Delehanty
would have told me about it, for that matter. I had to try and dope out a
reason for Reims laying the blame on poor dead George, and that was hard to do,
with George not being able to tell hts side of it. As far as Haley having the
same kind of gun that had been used against the girl and Delehanty, that didn't
mean a thing. If it was the gun, the cops could prove it when they found it.
Their ballistics department would merely shoot the gun into cotton waste and
compare the markings on the slug they got with those on any of the murder
bullets. That sort of gun is common... it's probably the most popular .22
pistol sold today. Of course Haley could have slipped away from the bandstand
and ducked down the street and killed the girl.


That was
possible. And he knew where Delehanty lived and could have gone up unannounced
and shot him, too. But there'd have to be a reason for all this, and the réason
would have to be mixed up in the checkstand racket. Haley, with his band leader
job, could well have known something about it, of course, but Dickie wasn't the
murdering type. That is, if there's such a thing as that type.


It was all
wrong... and the wrongest thing about it was Reims coming up to me and offering
information. About the time I was through shaving I decided the best thing to
do was see Haley about... and then I thought I'd see the girl he was accused of
having the affair with first, so that I'd have some information for him, in
turn.


And then came
the pay-off. Just as I was getting ready to leave there was a gentle little
knock on the door and I opened it to see the old biddy who lived down the hall
and who'd seen me without the bath towel around me. She stood there simpering,
and when she spoke it was in a coy little voice.


"I'm having
a little party tonight, Mr. Callahan," said she. "I was wondering if
you wouldn't like to drop in?"


I was thinking
about Reims and Haley and my dead partner, and I didn't have my guard up


"Who'll be
there?" i asked,


She said:
"Well... he-he-he ... nobody but you and me, if you like. I'm sure we
could have a lot of fun."


I said:
"Lady, there's a word for that and it don't fit me. But I thank - you for
the compliment."


She tittered
again and went on down the hall... but she kept looking back and smiling. It
was the first funny thing that had happened since we'd taken the check room
business on. :


 


5: Rat Stuff


 


ARLOTTA ARDITI
looked slim and sort of wistful with the first look... and it took at least
another three to realize just how hard boiled she was behind it. I took the
three while she held the door against me and asked me my business. The light
was above her but in spite of that she showed too many years of too hard
drinking, with the lines by her nose and the corners of her eyes giving her
years full value. She had a fretful pouting mouth and a fretful pouting way of
talking... and she wasn't wearing as many clothes as a nice girl should when
she opens the door to a strange man.


At that, I could
see how Madge Haley had been fooled. This girl, dressed quietly, would look
worn and tired and worried. That would go along with her story as well as the
truth, which was that late hours and too many parties were causing the wear and
tear. Madge had never hung around the night clubs where Dickie had his band,
and so she wouldn't know the night club type. This girl was smart and hard,
behind her wistful look, and Madge was soft and sympathetic all through. Madge
was of the believing type... and this smart wench had given her a story easy to
believe.


I said:
"All right, sister! You might as well let me in. It's about the Haley
beef."


"You a
cop?"


"Private.
But I've got friends, if I've got to use them. If you know what I mean."


"You from
him or her?"


"We can
talk about it down at the station, instead of here in the hall," I told
her. "All I'll do is get on the phone and call a friend down there and you
can ride down in the wagon."


"What
charge can you make?"


"I can
start with attempted extortion."


"You'd have
it to prove."


"Witnesses
in my racket come a dime a dozen, if you want to make it tough. Pick your own
shot, sister."


She stepped
back, grudgingly, and I followed her in. She as grudgingly proposed us having a
drink and I said nothing would suit me better.


I said:
"Why sure! Why not? Treat me nice and I'll treat you nice."


She thought this
over and then went out for the drinks. Over the rim of her highball glass she
looked at me and said: "Well, start it, hot shot. Does he want to buy out?
Or does she want to buy out? Or do I go through with it?"


"Can
you?"


She waved her
glass and said: "I can sue Dick Haley from Hell to breakfast and he'll
lose more than I do, even if he wins the case. If I don't get a dime on it,
he'll be where he'll never be able to make one. I can stand the publicity and
he can't."


"Where'd
you meet Haley?"


"Ask
him."


"I have. He
says he never even heard of you, much less met you."


The girl swore
and said: "The lying ——! He was here just night before last, and I can
prove it. I can prove he's been here lots of times. I can prove I met him at a
party at Doll Renner's place, three months ago. I've got friends, too, mister
hot shot. They've been here when Dickie was here. They can tell you plenty
things."


 


I FINISHED my
drink, so I wandered over to where an enlarged snapshot held the place of honor
on a big console radio and phonograph.


"Take a
look at that, mister," she said. "Look at that and then tell me he
never met me. One Monday... that's the night the band don't play... we had a
brawl here and all went down to the beach to sober up on Tuesday morning. Take
a look at it and you'll see Dickie and me right in the center."


I could see a
blurred Dickie Haley with his arm around a blurred Carlotta Arditi, with the
two of them surrounded by half a dozen other blurred figures, none of which I
recognized. I kept looking at it and she got up and went to the kitchen and
came back with more drinks... and I could see where she'd been at 'em before I
came.


"It looks
like Haley, all right," I said. "Well, how much d'ya want? If you
make the guy marry you, you'll end up with what the little boy shot at, and
that's nothing. I'll see to that myself. You'd probably tramp on him, but even
if you did play straight with him I'd frame you tight enough for any jury in
the land. Just between you and me, that's a promise I'm making you."


"You're
that kind of a rat," said Miss Arditi, starting to get a little bit
thick-tongued. "I had you picked for the kind of heel that'd take
advantage of a girl, right from the minute you came in the door. I'd get
something out of it, that way."


"Not
much... maybe child support. If l've got to frame you, I'll do a job. I'll make
damn' well sure you don't get a thing for yourself."


"I want ten
thousand bucks. And don't tell me he can't dig that much up. If he hasn't got
it now, he can borrow it ahead on his band contracts. He's been in the dough
for years... he's probably got more than that in the bank right now."


It was a lousy
blackmailing set-up, but I was tryng to think what was best for Haley and
Madge. I knew he had the money... that he could pay off ten thousand dollars
and not be hurt. I thought of that and how he'd lied to me and decided it would
be okay with me if he did. I thought of Madge, and how it would save her
marriage... and I thought of a safe and sure way to put the thing across. So I
went over and sat down next to the girl.


"Tell take
doing," I said. "It'll take both of us, working together, to put it
across. But you remember what I said awhile ago?"


"What, big
shot?"


She'd already
picked up the working together cue, and was leaning back against my shoulder.


"About you
treat me nice and I'll treat you nice?"


"I
remember," she said, leaning a little harder.


"I'll be in
and out while we're working the thing," I said. "I'll have to
proposition him and make him see it's the thing to do. It's going to take a lot
of work, baby."


She said:
"I'll... I'll make up for it some way, hot shot. You see if I don't."


 


SHE started in
to show me how she planned on making up for the trouble she was going to cause
me, and that went along very nicely. She'd decided I was on her side and going
to help her get the money... and I'd decided the same thing, but for another
reason. It must have been two hours and four drinks later before I put on my
coat and said to her:


"I'll get
hold of Haley and talk to him about it. I'll tell him what I think he'd better
do, and then come back and tell you what goes on. You be good while I'm gone,
honey."


"Just while
you're gone, hot shot," she said, trying to act as if I was the only man
in her life who counted. "I just can't be good while you're here. And
look! We want to make sure, now. When you're talking to him, you'd better
remind him how he always told me he wasn't married. I can prove that, too. I
told that nicey-nicey woman he's married to about that... and she told'me she
didn't think that Dickie would have lied about it. Well, I've got friends that
heard him say it, and if it comes up in court, I will."


She was working
herself into a rage, just talking about it, and this after I thought I had her
all calmed down.


I said:
"Okay, okay, honey."


I left,
wondering why I'd believed Haley. The only answer I could think of was that he
was trying to brazen it out... and that he was a fool to do that with a picture
like Fd seen against him. And with a girl like this Arditi wench, who'd been
around as long as she had. I knew she'd have plenty of friends who'd testify to
anything, for just a little piece of ten thousand dollars, and that Dick Haley
must have known them all and what they were.


All in all, the
Dick Haley stock had dropped in my market.


And then I
thought of something else. I thought of being propositioned by the old sister
in my apartment house about a party that night... and I thought of this Arditi
business I'd just gone through. Of course I'd taken that out because of
Madge... but that was partly excuse and I knew it myself, even if I wouldn't
admit it to myself. It was just that the Arditi wench was better looking than
the old sister and that was the truth.


I ended by
thinking of the word the Greeks had for it... and deciding it fitted me to
perfection.


 


THE rest of the
afternoon went very peacefully, because I didn't go down to the office. I
phoned in, and Jo Willets said:


"Those
policemen were here, just a few minutes ago. They want to see you, I
think."


"What did
they want?"


"They wanted
to know if your twenty-two pistol was here or at your apartment, and when I
showed it to them, they took it away. I told them they shouldn't, but they said
it would be all right with you. They said it was just a routine check-up."


That was all it
was and I knew my little gun was in the clear, but it made me sore. I gave 'em
credit for brains enough to know I wouldn't keep a murder gun around handy like
that, if I'd had one.


I said:
"I'll take it up with them."


"And they
wanted to know why George Delehanty was mad at Dick Haley."


"What did
you tell them about that?"


"I said
George didn't have an enemy in the world, and they asked why it was that he was
killed."


I told her she
might as well close up the office and go on home, and I spent the rest of the
time in a picture show. I didn't think I wanted to talk to Olson and White
until I knew more about what was going on, and I wanted to catch Dick Haley on
the job and not at his place. I didn't want Olson and White thinking I was in
cahoots with Haley on any murder frame... and I had more than a good idea that
Reims might tip them that I was. 


That was one
thing that was making it so tough... I couldn't yet figure Reims in the mess in
any way.


 


THE band was
hushing along on Night and Day, with Mary Miles, the vocalist, singing
it and with Haley holding the stick as though his mind was miles away. Mary was
a pretty little girl with a tiny little voice, but she had so much sex appeal
she could have put over hymns and given them a dirty little edge. One of those
cute little things that everybody wants to make a pet of... and at least half
the town had, if the stories about her were true. The band itself was so well
trained that the head waiter could have led them through any standard number,
so Haley's inattention probably didn't register with anybody but me.


I nodded at him
as I went by the stand, and after the band took a change of pace and swung into
the old Johnson Rag, he stepped down and came over to my table.


He said:
"Well, did you see her?"


"I saw
Madge. Madge gave me this girl's address, and I saw her, too."


"Now d'ya
believe me?"


"I
don't."


Haley looked
startled. He said: "Madge told me the woman's name, and I tell you I never
even talked to anybody named Carlotta Arditi in my life. I swear it on the
Book."


I said: "I
did more than talk to her. Listen, Dickie, I've known you since we were kids.
I've known Madge that long, too. You're giving her a rotten deal and you're
giving me a rotten deal when you sit there and lie to me about this. Come out
with it, why don't you? You stepped out and you're nailed for it, so why don't
you take it on the chin? You're going to take it, anyway, so you might just as
well tell the truth about it."


"I'm
telling the truth, Mike."


"And I'm
telling you I saw a picture of you with this bum."


"You
couldn't have. I don't know her."


"Stick to
it, then," I said. "She wants ten grand or she's going to blow you
out of the music business. I don't know, whether she's going to have a child or
not, like she told Madge she was, but she's probably not bluffing. If it was
me, I'd give her the dough, but I'd do it in such a way you can stick her for
blackmail if there's anything more heard about it.


"You can
work that out... you can have your lawyer make out some kind of an agreement.
I'll see she signs it... I'm working on her side, or so she thinks. I'm not
proud of my part on that, but I played it the way that seemed best at the time
for Madge. I had to make the gal think I was leveling and wanting something for
my cut on it from her, or she wouldn't believe me."


Haley got red in
the face and said: "It sounds a little like rat stuff to me, Mike, even if
you put it like that. Why should I pay a girl I've never seen ten thousand
dollars? Why, I ask you?"


I said:
"You do as you think best. I'd say to hell with you, if it wasn't for the
way Madge feels about it. I don't like to be lied to."


"I haven't
lied to you, Mike."


I got my check
from the waiter and said: "When you get ready to kick loose with the ten
grand, why, call me up. Until then, I won't be seeing you, Dickie."


He was staring
after me when I walked away, and some ways I felt like a heel about it. But I
couldn't see any sense in his lying to me, after what I knew about the mess. I
hadn't even asked him whether the cops had been talking to him... and I figured
he could work out of that mess by himself, too. Right along with the other one.


 


6: Hard Guys


 


THE syndicate
that owned the bulk of the check room concessions in town was composed of three
men, all of them in show business. There was Nick Pappas, who owned the Calico
Club and who had an interest in the Gaucho and the Old Timers. Pappas had a
reputation of being a money maker and a smart club man... and of being as
crooked as a dog's hind leg.


Sam Rossi owned
the Penzance, which required full dress, had a ten dollar cover charge, and not
enough space to accomodate half the people who wanted to be seen in that swank
atmosphere. He was supposed to be a square shooter, but he'd come up during
bootlegging days and I don't trust anybody with that background. They learned
too much and they learned it the hard way.


Joe Morrison was
the other member and he went in for dime-a-dance palaces in all forms and
variations. In some of them Forty-Count-Them- Beautiful-Girls danced with the
customers. In others, genteel instruction in the dance was given by ladies who
were that only in name. He played all angles, did Joe. In others, a sandwich, a
soft drink, and an entire evening of dancing could be acquired for
sixty-not-one-cent-more cents. Of course the customer bought more than soft
drinks before the evening was over. Morrison was the money man in the
syndicate, owning fifty-one of the hundred shares, and I liked him but didn't
trust him any farther than I did the others.


They were just
three crooks in business together.


None of them
appeared as owners, but covered under the name of Check Stands Inc., with a
smart young man named Nathan Feldman as front and manager. Feldman had grown up
in the check stand business and I thought, personally, that he should have been
able' to find out what was going wrong with those in his charge, but he'd
apparently fallen down.


 


THE four of them
were waiting for me at ten the next morning, and I walked in knowing what to
expect.


And I got it
immediately.


Pappas said:
"Well, what you got? It is time, now. Every day it goes from bad to more
bad."


Morrison
grouched: "The take in the Gaucho dropped to less than sixty-five bucks
last night. It should have gone to a hundred and a half. There was a crowd.
Nick should have been there himself, keeping an eye on things."


"I can't be
at the Calico and the Gaucho and the Old Timers all at the once," Pappas
snapped back. "For why do we have the manager?"


Feldman defended
himself with: "I've got forty-two places, no more, no less, to check. I
can't cover 'em all. I step out of one place and we get rooked there the rest
of the night. It goes all right as long as I'm there leaning on the counter,
and it goes all wrong when I turn my back."


"And
Callahan," Rossi said to me, sadly, "Last night, in my own place, the
Penzance, there's a claim made. A fur wrap which the woman claims costs her
twenty-four hundred dollars. It is ruined... acid is spilled on it. The hair on
it comes out when you rub it. We have to pay for it."


"I'd fire
the check room attendants there," Morrison said.


I said: "I
wouldn't. I'd keep 'em on and try to get a line on them."


"I fired
'em already," Feldman told us. "I did it last night. Maybe I
shouldn't have, but when Sam told me about the wrap getting ruined I went
nuts."


"Got their
names and addresses ?"


"Why,
sure."


"I'll go
see 'em," I said. "Now look! Delehanty stumbled onto something about
this and he got killed for it. The girl that was going to tell him something
was killed before she could tell him much but he must have got a hint. He never
had time to tell me what it was, but it was big enough to make somebody think
murder would pay."


"But
what?" Rossi asked, I said I didn't know... but that I had every intention
of finding out.


Morrison said:
"Well, it's big enough for murder. We were taking in near twenty grand a
month and we were clearing a share of it. Now we're taking in less than half of
that and we're not breaking even. We're taking it on the chin, instead of
taking it to the bank."


"You could
fire everybody , and start with all new help," I suggested.


Feldman
explained why they couldn't. He looked pained and said: "Look, Mr.
Callahan. I take my time and I teach the dopes how to make something of the
job, so's we make something out of it. It's more than just taking a cloak, say,
and handing out a tag and then taking the tag back and giving up the cloak.
See? That way works, but it don't work for tips. It takes time to teach 'em to
make something out of the business."


"I still
say youd do better to start all fresh."


"We got
forty-two places. We got more'n five hundred boys and girls working for us.
It'd take too long... it wouldn't work out."


I said:
"Okay, okay. It was just an idea. Now give me the names of the people
working the check room at the Penzance last night, and where they live."


I got two names
and addresses from Feldman, and he said: "It wasn't now maybe the girl's
fault, but, like I say, I let 'em go anyway."


"Maybe they
saw something," I said. "And gentlemen! When I found out what
Delehanty knew, I'll probably have the answer to everything."


Morrison looked
at Pappas, who said: "You'd better, maybe. And fast, you'd better find
out. Joe and I have been talking this-over. You're not the only man in your
business."


"Been
talking to Reims, eh? He's been cutting in?"


"Well, yes.
It's no secret."


I said:
"Someday I'm going to slap that little heel into the middle of next week,
and I've got a notion that that sometime ain't so far away."


That put Reims
into the thing some more, and it made me like it even less.


 


7: A Murder Too Late


 


I COMPARED the
number on the card Feldman had given me with the number on the house and then
knocked. The sign that said FURNISHED ROOMS was shabby as was the front of the
place, and the woman that opened the door fitted right in with the sign and the
place itself.


"I'd like
to see Miss Mary Allen," I said.


"I run a
decent place."


"So-o-o-o."


"A girl
that stays in my place don't have company in her, room, Not unless the door's
left open."


I said:
"Look, lady! I want to talk to the girl on business."


"And I know
what kind of business."


I folded a
dollar bill lengthwise and held it within her reach and she took it like a dog
does a bone. 


"And
mister!"


"Yeah?"


"No noise,
now, mind."


The lights in
the stairwell were dim, but still bright enough to show the dirty dingy carpet
covering the stair treads. I caught a heel in a tear in this and almost went on
my nose, and the banister that saved me felt dirty and sticky. Somebody was
boiling cabbage for lunch and somebody else was frying onions, and the two
smells fought each other viciously. Two radios cut through this, both turned
too loud and on different stages.


I decided that
if I ever took up romance via furnished rooms, that I'd wait until an indecent
hour at night for it, and turned down toward the third floor front. The door to
this was slightly ajar and it was so warped it swung open when I knocked.


And then I said:
"My good God!"


It had to be the
Allen girl. She had on a faded wrapper, and she was on her side, curled like a
kitten with her head on one arm. She might have been sleeping. There wasn't a
mark of violence on her except for a bruise on the side of her chin, but she
was dead and no question about it. The color had faded from her cheeks and the
rouge there stood out in spots. Her mouth was slightly open and it showed a
pinkish gray instead of a healthy tint. Her eyes were open and a little glazed,
and the tip of her tongue showed in the corner of her mouth.


I held the back
of my hand against her cheek and it felt cold and damp. I figured she'd been
dead for probably an hour.


 


A TABLE radio
behind me jingled and I turned my head. Then something tapped me on the
shoulder and the tap left pain behind it. About then I realized what was going
on, and I went down on my hands and knees and scuttled over to the side of the
room out of line with the window. The cloth of my coat had closed over the hole
the bullet had made, but blood was already staining through it.


I let that go
for then but got my own gun out and sneaked to the side of the window and
peered out. I was facing a solid line of brownstone fronts, like the house I
was in, and I had a choice of a dozen windows as the one I'd been fired on
from. I watched. until my coat was soggy with blood and then figured the
shooter had taken the only chance he'd allowed himself, and then I shucked my
coat and shirt and found a crease across the flat of my shoulder about four
inches long, and there still was blood welling from it. I padded a handkerchief
on top of this and went out in the hall in my bloody undershirt and bawled down
the stairwell to the landlady.


"Hey, you!
Where's the phone?"


She shouted back
to me from three floors down. "On the hall wall, where it should be. And I
haven't got any nickels, mister. If you haven't got any change, you got to go
out after it."


I swore at her
and got a nickel from my pocket and then the Central Station and then Homicide.
I asked for either White or Olson, and finally got the latter.


"Look,
Olson," I said. "I've just found another murder. I think maybe
there's going to be another one, too, unless you get there in time to stop it.
Will you send a cruiser to 4926 Mason and have 'em look up a girl named Doris
Williams? In a hurry?"


"Why does
somebody want to kill a girl named Doris Williams?"


"I haven't
got time to tell you. Get action on that or it'll be too late."


"Sure. Are
you ribbing about having a murder? Where are you?"


I said:
"I'm not ribbing. And I'm not ribbing about this Williams girl. Hurry man,
or you'll be too late."


He said, in an
altered tone: "Okay, okay. I'll put it on the air for the car in that
Mason Street district and go and sce about it myself. You going to stay where
you are now? And where is it?"


I gave him the
address and said: "If I'm not here, I'll be across the street from here.
And hurry, Olson."


He said he'd
hurry and I turned away from the phone to find the landlady glaring at me. She
said: "You can't use such language to me in my own place, mister, and you
can't run around the hall in your underclothes, either. You—" And then she
saw the bloody handkerchief I was holding to my shoulder and squealed:
"Why, it's blood!"


 


THEN she fainted
and I left her there on the floor and went back in Mary Allen's room and put on
my coat, leaving the handkerchief in place, padded on my shoulder. I didn't
bother with a shirt, but went downstairs and across the street with my gun and
one hand hidden under the coat and holding it closed with the other. I rang the
bell of the house directly across and when this didn't get me action as soon as
I thought it should, I rapped the glass on the door with the muzzle of my gun.
I was excited, I guess, and rapped too hard, because the glass in the door crashed
into the hall inside just as a woman who might have been a twin to the one
across the street came in sight.


She said
shrilly: "You broke my door."


I said:
"Yeah, lady! I'll pay for it. What about your front rooms on the third
floor?"


"What about
'em?"


"They
rented?"


"Certainly.
You pay me for that glass or I'll call the police. Right now."


"I'm a cop.
Who's got those rooms?"


"Mr.
Corbin's got one and Mr. Sills has got the other. What about them?"


"They
in?"


"They are
not. They work."


I started to turn
away and she saw the bloody shoulder of my coat and the gun that was still in
sight.


"You a
cop?" she asked.


"I said I
was."


"Then maybe
it's after the two men that I just chased from my place you're here for?"


I'd planned on
making inquiries up and down the street, but here was pay dirt.


"What's
that?" I said.


"I was
making up a room on the second floor and I heard a noise on the third and here
was two guys just coming out of Mr. Sills' room. I asked 'em what they were
doing there and they said for me to mind my business and I told them to get out
before I called the police. They went downstairs."


"You got a
back way?"


"Of course.
And. I've got fire escapes, just like the law says. They're approved, young
man, so you can't make me any trouble over that."


I started away
and she screamed: "I want my money for that glass you broke."


I paid her and
went back across the street to wait for Olson. Too much time had elapsed
between then and the time the shots had been fired at me to make a back alley
agarch effective.


And also, for
the first time I wondered whether the original landlady was still in a faint. I
hoped she would be but I was afraid she'd be on her feet and asking questions
and giving me the answers.


She was waiting
for me as I climbed the steps and either seeing her or my torn shoulder started
me feeling a little sick. Anyway, I went on past her and up to the third
floor... and I had trouble making that last flight of stairs.


 


8: New Kill


 


OLSON stared
accusingly and said: "She was dead, Callahan. She'd been dead for at least
an hour, the surgeon said. Why didn't you tell us about it before?"


White was
swabbing at my shoulder with cotton and iodine from the police car's first aid
kit. He hurt me and that didn't make me feel any happier than Olson's talk did.
I said: "I didn't know anything about it, I tell you. Not until I found
this girl dead."


White padded the
cotton into place and taped it there. He said: "What gets me is what
killed this girl here. There's not a mark on her, except on her chin, and that
ain't nothing at all. That was just a, smack on the chops, I'd say, for getting
out of line. Maybe she died from heart failure, or something."


"Maybe,"
I said. "But she's dead, ain't she? And the other one's dead, too. I
didn't even see the other one."


"Her head
was bashed in," Olson told me. "Done with a milk bottle. It was the
same kind of light house keeping place this one is." He waved an arm
around. "You know. A sink and a cupboard and a shelf for dishes and a
two-burner plate."


I got into my
bloody shirt and said: "Thanks, Whitey, that'll do until I get it fixed by
a regular doctor. It means one thing, anyway. I mean these two killings."


"What?"
asked Olson.


"It means
these two girl's weren't in the crooked business in the check rooms."


"How d'ya figure?"


I said: "If
they were, they wouldn't have had to live in dumps like these. They'd have been
getting a little cut in the gravy and they'd have been spending some of
it."


"You don't
know that's the reason they were killed."


"What other
reason could there be? This ties up with that other girl and Delehanty getting
it. She was. killed so she couldn't talk and Delehanty was killed for the same
reason. These girls were killed before they could tell me anything."


Olson looked
troubled. "I didn't want to tell you, Mike," he said, "but when
I was down talking to this landlady here, while Whitey was patching you up, I
got the same story I got where the Williams girl was killed. That is, it's
something the same.


"A guy
called on the Williams girl this morning. Just one guy... that'd be the guy
that killed her. I got a fair description of him there. Downstairs, now, I hear
there was two guys called here. A guy that fits the description of the guy that
called on the Williams girl. Right to the dot... this old girl downstairs did
everything but call him by name. And the guy that was with him... well, Mike,
I'm sorry to say it sounded like Haley. She had him to a T. And furthermore,
this last guy's been here before. Several times."


"It
couldn't have been Haley."


"The
description fits him. If you've got to know, I sent one of the boys down to the
Calico Cat for a press picture of him. When I get it back, I'll show it to her
and we'll know for sure."


"It
couldn't be Dickie."


"Why
not?"


"Well, you
asked and I'll tell you," I said. "Dickie's wife has left him over
another girl. Now I ask you? Would he be playing around that one and this one,
too?"


 


WHITE said:
"Why not? And the next thing you'll be telling us is that the orchestra
boys don't go out with the check stand girls. We've been going into that angle,
too, Mike, and we've found out plenty."


I said: "I
don't give a damn what the orchestra boys do or don't do. I'm just telling you
what Dick Haley does."


Olson said:
"Let's wait for the picture and sce what the old girl downstairs says
about it. And while we're waiting, Mike, you might think about this. We asked
Haley to give us a look at that twenty-two pistol he's got a permit for. He
told us it was stolen, and he didn't know just when it had happened. We let it
slide for then but we put a tag on him. Right after you talked to him at the
Calico Cat he ditched the tag and he's out of sight since then. It wouldn't be,
now would it, Mike, that you told him to disappear for awhile? Now would it? It
wouldn't be that Haley owned the twentytwo that killed that first little girl
and that killed Delehanty, now would it? And that slit across your shoulder
looks like something a twenty-two would do... and it wasn't a gun much bigger
than that or there'd been enough noise that somebody would have heard it and
called in about it. That could be the same gun. Mike, and Haley could have been
on the business end of it."


"You guys
are crazy."


Olson said:
"Sure, like all cops. But you figure it. He had a chance to do all this
and his description fits a guy that's been around this last girl here, and he
was handy to where that first girl was killed there by the Calico Cat. And we
know that he and Delehanty had trouble."


"All you've
got is Harry Reims' word for that."


"Reims
hasn't lied to us yet, as far as we know. Or maybe you know something we don't
about it."


I said I didn't
know anything about it.


 


I GOT to the
Calico Cat during intermission and I was glooming over a glass of whiskey when
I heard the scream. It came from Mary Miles, and if she had a little baby
singing voice her scream had the tone and power of a fire siren. I was halfway
down the stairs that led to the dressing rooms before her first shriek was over
and I fell down the rest of the way as she started into her second.


And even so the
aisle between the dressing rooms was jammed.


Nick Pappas used
four acts in his show and he provided six dressing rooms for them, as well as
the big musician's room at the end of the corridor. Dick Haley's dressing room,
where I'd often been, was at the right and the first at the foot of the stairs,
and Mary Miles was at the door of this. She looked as though she was in the
middle of changing her costume, because she had on a make-up slip. She was into
her second scream, but she wasn't making so much noise with it because of
having a muffling hand up to her mouth.


The acts were
out of their rooms and in the hall, and the orchestra boys were boiling out of
their own place at the end and trying to force through them.


I said:
"What the hell's the matter?"


Mary Miles said:
"L-l-l-look! I don't mean look at me, you fool. I mean look inside."


Then she picked
up her screaming, right where she'd left off.


I looked and for
a moment thought I was seeing Dick Haley. This in spite of knowing Haley
couldn't possibly be there. It was because of the way the body I was seeing was
contorted and because of a resemblance to Haley that I noticed for the first
time. It was Dell Walters, the first sax man in the band and the guy that waved
the stick when Haley took a rest. He had a knife jammed in his throat and he
had both hands clutching it. Both of his knees were brought up into his middle,
and his white shirt was covered with blood from the hole in his neck and from
his mouth. His eyes were wide open and they held a staring pop-eyed look that
might have been funny under other circumstances. He was half under the dressing
table Haley ordinarily used, as if he'd tried to get under this to get away
from the guy who'd used the knife, but I figured involuntary » muscular reaction
had put him there after the wound had been received.


 


I GOT a hand on
Mary Miles' shoulder and spun her away, and her slip spun with her. She was
built like a grown woman, all right, but just tiny. What she had on didn't
cover her any. I got in the door so nobody could get past me and said:


"Anybody
hear anything?"


Willie Morris,
who played first trumpet and who I knew, said: "We had a heart game going
and the boys were clowning some, besides that. There was a lot of noise. Dell
went in to get an arrangement for Mary... she wanted to switch her second
number."


Mary Miles said:
"Ugh... that's right. That Moonlight thing I've been doing stinks
in spades. I was going back to an oldie... to Love For Sale.


"Did the
title have anything to do with you following Walters in here?"


She got red in
the face and didn't answer. She was a bum and I knew it and she knew I knew it.
I figured she'd tagged Walters during the intermission.


A girl I faintly
remembered as secing in the floor show, said: "I... I heard a funny noise
but I didn't think anything about it. About five minutes ago, I guess. I was
changing and I didn't bother to look."


She looked like
a high yellow to me and I saw her glance over toward one of the other boys in
the trumpet section, so I figured maybe she'd been changing the guy's luck.


"I... I
thought I'd come in and help Dell find the orchestration," Mary Miles
said. "We hada... Dell and I had a date tonight. I knocked and then opened
the door and there he was. I guess I just screamed."


"I guess
you did," I said.


Nick Pappas came
down the stairs then, with his voice preceding him.


He was talking
about noise coming up from the dressing rooms and declaring he'd have a new
band and new acts unless it was stopped. He was a fat and nervous little guy,
anyway, who acted as if the cares of the world rested on his shoulders at all
times, and he was famous for crying real tears any time he was forced to
discuss salary raises with anybody in his organization. He saw me in the door
of the dressing room and blinked his near-sighted eyes at me, and complained:


"You,
Callahan! Ain't it enough that it sounds like it is wild Indians, maybe, that I
got in my basement, without I find you? Ain't it enough that Haley takes a
powder on me, and mind you, without one word to me, he takes a powder, that you
come down and help these dopes make noise that my customers hear all the way
upstairs? You, Callahan! You ain't drunk now, Callahan, and down here in one of
the rooms with Mary Miles, now? Is it why she screamed, now? If she says she
don't want you, why don't you leave your hands off her?"


Mary Miles
looked startled at this new thought, and I wondered what would have happened if
Nick had made a good guess instead of a bad one. This seeing her with the
make-up slip loose had given me some thoughts I hadn't ever had before.


I said:
"You'd better call the cops, Nick! You'd better ask for White and Olson,
because they know what it's all about. Somebody just killed Dell Walters."


 


HE WAS keeping
on with what amounted to a monologue and paying no attention to what I was
saying. It seemed he'd long suspected me of an interest in Mary Miles, but all
of a sudden it dawned on him what I'd said. He dropped his lower jaw and almost
screamed.


"You say
what?"


"Somebody
just killed Dell Walters. He's right here."


He screamed a
bunch of Greek oaths that sounded like fire crackers and finished with:
"But why! But why? Who done it? I ask you, Callahan?"


"Probably
somebody thought he was Haley," I said. "He was in Haley's room and I
just noticed he looked something like Haley. He's got a little mustache like
Dickie's, and he's about the same size and coloring. You'd better get the cops
and in a hurry, Nick, and you'd better tell the customers the band will be a
little late. Because I'm certainly holding everybody that's here now right here
where they are, until the cops take over. I can't do anything else."


"But the
customers! I advertise the band."


"To hell
with the customers."


"But,
Callahan! Who is it that tells who? Do you work for me or do I work for
you?"


I said: "Go
on and telephone, Nick, before I get sore and cut you down. I've taken just
about all that I'm going to stand." I turned to the crowd in the hall and
told them: "You folks had better go back in your rooms and stay there until
the cops take charge. They'll most likely let the band go on to save fuss, but
theyll have a cop there to see that nobody skips. Same for the acts."


"But,
Callahan!" said Pappas, making motions with his hands. "These are all
good boys and girls. They never done this thing. Let 'em go up and go on, so's
the customers don't get mad at me."


I said:
"Nick, one more crack out of you and I'II slap it back down your neck. I
mean it. Get the hell to a phone and call the station and ask for White and
Olson. I'm the nearest thing there is to a law officer here, and I say that
everybody waits for.the cops. I'm in bad enough already."


"What's the
matter? Is 'it more stuff now?" 


"The cops
think I told Haley to duck," I said. "I didn't, but it looks like he
saved himself something by ducking."


"He was
smart," said Pappas, scuttling up the stairs and proving he was no fool
himself for doing it. If he'd stayed there and chattered at me for another
minute, I'd have swung on him just out of wanting to do something. This last
killing made five, and all over something I wasn't getting even to first base
toward an answer. I was going slightly nuts over the mess.


 


9: Too Much Why


 


OLSON had
authority behind him and the will to use it. He got on the telephone in Pappas'
office and he had fifty plainclothes men looking for Dick Haley within five
minutes after he walked into the Calico Cat. He talked over the phone but he
held it in such a way he could glare at me.


"You!"
he said. "You tip off Haley to get out of the way, and this happens. A guy
that ain't done a thing gets it by mistake. It's a hell of a note."


"I didn't
say I tipped off Haley. He just took a night off, as far as I know."


"Yeah! It's
funny that he took this night of. And that he hasn't been home, or anyplace
else that we can lay hands on him. I'm telling you, Callahan! I was going to
ask him questions. That was all. Now I'm going to charge him with suspicion of
murder. I'm going to sign the complaint myself. When I get my hands on him PII
keep him. I'm telling you."


"Why tell
me?"


"You know
where he is. You can tell him what I say. If he comes in fast, maybe PII change
my mind."


"If I see
him, I'll certainly tell him," I said. I'd been expecting pressure over
Haley's disappearance and wasn t particularly worried about Olson's stand on
the thing. I went from Pappas' office and there, directly outside the door,
were Nathan Feldman and Harry Reims. Reims was his usual unpleasant grinning
little self and Feldman started playing his big executive part for Reims'
benefit.


"Whats
doing now, Callahan?" he asked.


I said:
"They're trying to solve a murder. Or maybe it's three or four or five
murders, all in a bunch. They don't know."


Reims said
blankly: "Five!" and then started opening and closing his fish mouth
while he waited for an answer.


"You count
'em," I said, ticking them off on my fingers. "First, there's the
little girl my partner, Delehanty, was taking home. Then there was Delehanty.
Then there were two more hat check girls. And now there's Dell Walters. That
makes five. You can count 'em."


"Walters
was running along with the Allen girl," Feldman offered. "That's the
one you found today. I saw 'em together a couple of times. This morning, when I
saw him, I told him the kid had been fired."


"When was
this?"


Feldman waved a
hand. "Oh, after we talked to you in the office, this morning. I just
happened to run into him."


"Where?"


"What's the
idea where? What the hell is it to you? Whose business is it where? Is it! your
business?"


Reims said:
"Keep your shirts on, boys."


He was grinning.
Any trouble between Feldman and me made it that much better for his chances for
a job, and he was loving this.


I said to
Feldman: "If I was you, I'd tell the cops about seeing Walters this
morning. It might make a difference to them."


"Why should
it?"


"Its just
an idea I've got. But let it go... they'll find it out for themselves."


He said, in an
easier tone: "It don't make any difference about him seeing the Allen
girl, anyway, Callahan. He was running around with plenty more. She didn't make
but another notch on his stick. He was out with a different one all the time.
All the time he wasn't on the stand he was chasing women. Any of the orchestra
boys can tell you that."


"You seem
to know a lot about him." 


"Why
shouldn't I?" he said, showing signs of temper again. "My business
takes me around the clubs, don't it? If Walters was running around, and I
happened to see him running around, why, what about it?"


Reims said:
"You going my way, Callahan? I just happened to be going by and ran into
Nat and he told me about this new trouble. So I just stopped in."


"Which way
you going?" I asked.


He pointed and
said: "Down the street that way. Why?"


I said:
"Because that's the reason I'm picking the other way. Catch on, you
——"


 


HALEY was
wearing a top coat and a hat pulled far enough down to shade his face. He slid
into the seat alongside of me without speaking and I put the car in gear and
coasted along until I was well away from the meeting place.


I said:
"The cops had a tag on me but I lost it. They want to talk to you bad,
Dick. They want to know why you ducked out and they want to know why somebody
is gunning for you. I had a notion that you'd tell Madge where she could get in
touch with you and I was right."


"She called
me," Haley said. "I told her where I was, so she wouldn't worry if
she heard anything. I got panicky, Mike. First, it was the cops, asking me
about the gun and telling me it was Delehanty that had smacked me around. I
told 'em the gun had been stolen but I could see they didn't believe me. Then
there was another guy following me, and I got scared and decided I'd better
duck until this mess is over."


"That was a
cop on your tail."


"Well, how
did I know that? I thought maybe it was somebody else like that Reims."


"Why would
somebody be trying to kill you?"


"It's got
me," he said. "I couldn't see his face, but he sounded like he was
telling the truth. "I haven't been in any trouble, outside of this
business with Madge. And, outside of her family, I can't see it's anybody
else's business."


"The cops
think it's a phony about this strange man smacking you. They think it was
Delehanty."


"It wasn't
George. It was a guy that I never saw before."


"What about
this Dell Walters?"


Haley thought
about this and answered slowly. "The guy was all right, as far as I know.
He was a good sax man and I used him for a leader when I wanted time off. He
wasn't a bad looking guy and he'd had a louse band of his own once, so he knew
how to hold the stick. That's all. I never pal with the boys, like you know,
Mike. You can't tell 'em what to do and have 'em do it, if you do."


"Don't know
anything about him, then?"


"I remember
I loaned him a hundred bucks. But that was three or four months ago and I
haven't heard any more about it. I took a bite out of each week's check until I
got it back. Where we going?"


I settled back
and told him: "Just driving."


 


THE Hampstead
Apartments were small but noisy, and a good part of the last was coming from
Carlotta Arditi's apartment. I knocked, watching Haley,. and he was staring around
the hall as if he'd never seen the place before. And then some man opened the
door and held it against us. He wore a happy beaming smile and he was in shirt
sleeves and acted right at home.


"What you
boys want?" he asked.


"In,"
I said.


"You been
asked?"


"Nope."


He considered
this, beaming the while. And then said: "I guess you ain't coming in then,
are you?"


I stiffened my
fingers and pushed him in the chest with the ends of them and I got an
immediate reaction. The guy was holding a half full highball glass in his hand
and he threw glass and all at my face. I expected it and ducked and slammed at
his jaw, and he sat down, saying nothing and rubbing his face where I'd landed.


I said: "I
guess we are going in, friend. You made a mistake on that. Any time you heave a
glass like that you want to follow it up fast. If you don't, the other guy's
liable to."


"I'll
remember that," he said, acting as though he wasn't sore about a thing. So
I told Dickie to come along and stepped around him and went on in.


It was a honey
of a party, I could see that right away. Carlotta Arditi was in the middle of
the front room, with her skirts held up daintily and with her very pretty knees
showing. Somebody was playing the piano and she was doing a solo dance like
nothing I'd ever seen. She looked up and saw me and said, "Hiya, sugar
pie!" but didn't stop.


I said:
"Hiya, honey! We came to your party."


She gave a last
little wiggle that was out of place in the middle of the floor and let her
skirt fall in place. She came over, took a look at Haley and passed him up to
say to me:


"Look, hot
shot! Like I told you, you hadn't ought to come until late and not then until
you phone first. Suppose you'd walked in on something. You'd have wrecked the
detail."


"Its in the
line of business, this time, honey," I said. "Know this guy with
me?"


"My God,
no, hot shot, and will you get him out of here. Suppose my ten thousand dollar
baby walks in and sees you and a pal? He'll know youre double-crossing
him."


"Know
her?" I asked Haley.


Haley shook his
head.


I pointed to the
picture I'd noticed on my first visit and said: "Go take a look at
that."


And then got
ready to repel boarders.


 


THE man I'd
upset in the hall was back in the room, still wearing his broad smile and still
uncowed. There were two other men, both of them now on their feet, and two
other girls. Even as I looked over the force opposed to us, another man came
from the kitchen, saying:


"What
gives?"


This last man
was wearing a little tiny kitchen apron, like maids wear, and he was carrying a
tray covered with glasses, ice, and water.


I backed up
until I could reach an empty beer bottle that was standing on an end table, and
said: "Know who that is, Dickie?"


Haley said:
"Sure! Dell Walters. It's funny; I never noticed before that he looked
like me. He does, in this picture."


Carlotta Arditi
was drunk but not too drunk not to catch the thought.


She said,
tentatively: "Dickie! Dickie! Now what the hell does that mean, Dickie?
What d'ya mean about the picture?"


The man who'd
opened the door to us said to the man in the apron:


"They're
crashing the party, Bud. 'Ats what they're doing. Crashing the party."


I said:
"This is Dick Haley, honey. The guy you thought was Dick Haley wasn't. He
was a guy named Dell Walters. He was just trying to big time you... he was
telling you he was Dick Haley so you'd think he was something he wasn't. Get
it?"


Miss Arditi
said: "You ——"


The first man
said: "Let's take 'em, Bud. You with me?"


I saw it coming
and said to him: "You'll never learn, will you?"


It happened
fast, then. I decided I wouldn't need the beer bottle and I didn't want to
crack anybody's head, anyway, so I reached out and took the tray from the man
named Bud. Bud plainly didn't know what it was all about, as yet. I took the
tray, glasses, ice, water and all, and heaved it at the man in the doorway, and
then shouted:


"Come on,
Dickie!"


 


ONE of the men
by Haley reached out to stop him but he straight-armed him and came after me. I
was already in the hall and past the man who'd been there, and the poor guy was
again on the floor, and still with his smile, though this was now a little
dazed.


I called:
"Goodby, folks! Be seeing you, honey!" and then we were in the
outside hall, with Haley starting to get the picture.


"I think
I'm beginning to get it, Mike," Haley said, panting along after me.
"Dell Walters put on an act with the girl and said he was me. She thought
she saw a chance for heavy money and went to town on it. And on me, only it
wasn't me. And Madge thought it was me in the mess."


"That's right.
Now all you've got to do is tell Madge what happened, and I'm there to back up
the story."


"I never
noticed Walters looked like me before."


I admitted:
"Neither did I. Not until I saw him dead, there in your dressing room. He
was about the same size and he was dark, like you are. And he wore the same
sort of a mustache. That's about all... but it was enough. The picture was so
dim I didn't see the difference."


"I'll
always have you to thank for clearing it up for me, Mike. Now I'm okay."


"Like hell
you are," I said. "The cops are looking for you and if they don't
find you damn' quick they'll charge you. With obstructing justice, at the
least... and they may tack a murder charge on-you, even if it won't hold up.
You've got a lot of things to explain, Dickie boy, and you are going to have
one hell of a time explaining them. Like why this strange guy took a pass at
you and why Walters was killed in your dressing room. They want to talk to you
about whether this strange man wasn't Delehanty... they still believe Reims'
story that it was him instead of a stranger. Like hell you're not in
trouble."


Haley said:
"You'll clear me on it," and sounded confident.


I told him I
could try, but that it was going to take more than just a try to help him.


 


10: Back to the Racket


 


JO WILLETS came
in the inner office and I looked up from the morning batch of bills and said:


"Whoever it
is, tell 'em I'll try and pay something on it before the end of the month. Tell
'em I'm waiting for a check, toots. Go on now."


"It's that
Reims man," said Jo, softly. "He's right outside. I told him you were
busy." 


"That was
right. I'm always busy, when it's Reims."


"He said
he'd wait."


"Let him.
I'll go out the back way."


Reims said, from
the doorway: "No, Mike!; No, no! That ain't being friendly."


He was leaning
against the casing, having opened the door just enough to slip through it. Jo
had depended on the hall between the two rooms for privacy and hadn't latched
the door between her office and the hall.


I mentioned
this. I said: "Look, Jo! See what I've been telling you. You leave that
door open-and rats get in here at me. Here's one of the rats right now, in
person."


And then I said
to Reims: "And you, you bald-headed little ——, I mean you. You get out.
You smell up the place."


"Names,
names, names," said Reims. "I've told you, Mike, before, that it
don't do any good to call names. A man gets no place calling another man
names."


"Get
out."


"We're all
getting out," he said. He raised his voice a little and said: "Billy!
Hal!"


And then he
brought a gun out of his pocket, and he was the last man in the world I'd have
ever figured for gunplay.


It startled me
so I didn't say anything, but Jo Willets made up for it. She giggled, from
hysteria I think, and said: "My, my! Like Wild Wests!"


I said:
"Shut up, kid! The dope means it. He's blown his cork."


Reims was
sweating and I figured that meant he was serious. He used the back of his free
hand to mop at his forehead, then stepped to the side to let two other men past
him. The first 'was tall and thin, with a beak of a nose set in a lop-sided way
in a long sad face. The nose had been badly broken and badly set, and pointed
toward one corner of his thin mouth. His eyes were soft, and sad like his face,
but he pulled a blackjack out of his pocket as he sidled past Reims and to the
side and out of the line of possible fire. The second one was hardly more than
a boy and a fat boy at that. He had a complexion like a girl's and a silly
vacuous expression on his face, but he stopped besides Reims and asked:


"We cool
'em off here?"


I said to Jo
Willets: "I told you that bald-headed little —— wasn't fooling."
Reims said: "Names, names, names!" and the fat boy said: "Let's
get it done with."


"No, no,
Hal," said Reims. "Not here. Not any place near here and not now. We
just hold 'em for now. Just in case."


"Just in
case of what?"


"Never
mind. We just hold 'em for now."


"Where?"


 


THE man with the
trick nose said:


"Now, Hal!
Not all the time questions, Hal." His voice was as sad as his face and
eyes. "When the time comes they get it, Hal. Not until then do they get
it. See."


Hal said:
"Okay, okay, Billy! But it's a hell of a way to handle any kind of stuff
like this. I say it right out."


"But you're
just screwy, Hal," said Billy. "That's all. You're not the
brains."


I said, and I
made it sound as nasty as I could make it: "As soon as you boys get
through with your tea party, maybe you'll tell me what it's all about."


Reims said:
"Look, Callahan. Call names. I don't care if you call me names, Only be
nice, outside of that. That's all I ask you. You be nice and I promise you
there'll be no trouble. You just come along nice. You and the pretty young
lady."


"Come along
where?"


"I got a
place all picked."


"What if we
don't want to go?"


The man with the
funny nose hefted his sap, thoughtfully, and Reims raised the tip of his gun
barrel. Hal, the fat boy, started to breathe a little noisily, and I noticed
one arm was tightening to where he had a hand in his side coat pocket.


I said to Reims:
"You baldheaded ——! You haven't got the guts to shoot and you know
it." I started to stand up, and the fat boy whipped a gun from that side
pocket and lined it on me with the same motion.


Billy cried out:
"No! No! Hal!"


Reims said:
"Maybe I ain't got the nerve, but Hal has."


I sat back down
again and said: "He hasn't got better sense. Give it to'me slow, you heel.
What's it about?"


 


REIMS picked his
words carefully. "You're in somebody's hair, Mike. It's nothing to do with
me, you understand. It's just a j I'm supposed to take you out of town for a
few days. I got a nice place all fixed for you and the young lady. Nice. On a
little lake, up country. It'll be just like a little vacation."


"With that
guy guarding us?" I asked, nodding toward Hal.


"With him
and Billy both. Billy can take care of Hal."


"Why lie
about it? Why not come out with it? Why not say you intend to get us out of
here to some place it's quiet and then knock us off?"


"Now,
Mike."


"And why
drag the girl in it? Why couldn't you have picked me off the street?"


Reims said:
"Now, Mike! Maybe you might have been, well now, intimate with this girl,
and maybe you could have told her things. What must be, must be."


I said:
"Sure!" and tipped my desk over.


It landed level
with the fat boy's knees and slid down his shins before he could step back. As
it hit him, I started grabbing for the gun I had under my coat. The fat boy
shot at me once, point blank like that, but the desk had knocked him off center
and he missed some way. I shot him three times in the belly, as fast as I could
shoot. I was really afraid of him.


He went down in
a heap and I'll always think he was dead before he hit the floor, and then I
swung the gun to cover the one called Billy. He was on one side of me and Reims
was on the other, and I took a chance on Reims being as yellow as I thought
him.


Then Jo Willets
screamed out: "Mike! He's running!"


The four shots
had blended into one roaring echo and I could barely hear her through this. I
turned my head away from Billy long enough to see that Reims was gone from the
doorway... and turned it back just in time to stop Billy and his blackjack.


"Keep
away," I said. "Or so help me, I'll do it again."


Billy dropped
the blackjack and said, in a calm flat voice: "I knew this was a louse
job. I told Hal it was a louse job."


Jo Willets just
realized sie d seen a man shot down in front of her. She quavered: "Oh,
Mike! You killed him."


"Yeah!"


"And Mr.
Reims ran away."


"He won't
run far."


She said, in a
tiny voice: "I think I'm going to faint!" and I turned toward her, thinking
that Billy, without his blackjack, would be safe. This was a mistake, because
he stooped and got a desk set that held two pens and a built-in inkwell, and
swung this at me. I dodged most of it but it caught me a glancing blow on my
already hurt shoulder, but I was swinging with the gun at Billy's head and his
dodge didn't work at all. The gun barrel landed with a crunching sound, just as
Jo Willets made a little moan and. collapsed on the floor, and I looked at her
and then at Billy.


I decided I'd better
call a doctor for Jo, but that it would take more than a doctor to do any good
for Billy. I'd caught him on the temple where the bone is thin, and he was all
through.


 


OLSON sat on his
heels between Hal and Billy. Jo Willets was in the outside office with the
police doctor looking after her and with Detective White in close attendance.
And Olson recognized this last.


"That damn'
Whitey," he said, in a complaining voice. "Put him next to a girl and
he goes nuts. He's just like a banty rooster with a bunch of hens. He can't
keep his mind on his business, that's all. Though I don't blame him for backing
away on this.... It don't make sense."


"It makes
sense to me," I said. "I've got it figured out, now."


Olson laughed
sourly. "Sure! You tell me Reims came in and made a play... and if that
ties in with the rest of the hell that's been going on, I fail to see it."


"It ties
in. Haley's out of it, for one thing."


"Like
hell."


"You can't
hold him long and you know it, Olson."


"He ain't
clear, even if he does play dummy with us. I'll let him go when I'm sure he's
clear and not before. You just made some money, Callahan."


I said that was
nice and wanted to knows why."


"One of
these guys is Billy Wise. From St. Louis. So is his pal from there. Hal Orion.
Orion was bad... he was nuts. He was ina goofy house, some place out there, and
he broke out. He killed a guard. There'll be a reward on both of them, for
sure."


"I can use
the money. I haven't got anything out of this so far except trouble. And I
won't get anything out of it, either."


"Why
not?"


"There's
reasons."


Olson stared up
at me and tried to figure that out. He said: "The whole thing's screwy. I
don't see how the check stand racket ties in with that saxaphone player getting
killed by mistake for Haley. Though I don't see why it should be against the
law for anybody killing saxaphone players.... I'm in favor of it and always
have been. I don't see how Reims comes into the thing. I don't see Haley's
part, though for two cents, right now, I'd charge him with killing Delehanty
and take a chance on getting proof later. We know from what Reims said that
they had trouble. Also Haley might have killed that saxaphone player. You tell
us the guy was impersonating him, and that might have been the reason."


"I suppose
you figure Haley killed the girls, too?"


"We know he
was with the guy that killed 'em, anyway. At least he was at the place where
the Allen girl was killed. The landlady there identified his press pictures,
didn't she?"


 


I SAID:
"Now look, Olson, and use your head. I've got proof that Walters, that sax
player, was impersonating Haley at one place. So here's how it figures for me.
Walters was the guy with the killer, instead of it being Haley. That's why
Walters was killed. The killer knew we'd eventually find that out and he took
Walters out of the way to keep him quiet. Haley's out of it... he's been out of
it right along. He was just unlucky enough to be dragged into something he knew
nothing about. If it hadn't been for him having trouble with his wife, and if
it hadn't been for that goofy sax player claiming to be him, he'd never have
been in it."


"What about
that beating up he took from somebody he claimed was a stranger?"


"That'll be
more of Walters' impersonating gone wrong. The guy'll turn out to be the sweetie
of some girl Walters lied to. He took a pass at Haley because of something
Walters did."


"Haley
claims the same thing," Olson admitted. "But I don't see the answers
to anything yet. Maybe it'll be different when we find Reims and get Reims to
talk... but we ain't got him yet. And outside of this dizzy story of yours,
Mike, we've got no reason to be looking for him. We've got nothing to show he's
tied in with these killings, have we? Show me, Mike, if we have."


"Look,
Olson," I said. "Reims was around after Haley, trying to dig up
divorce evidence against him. He was in the Calico Cat a lot. He must've seen
something. So did Delehanty. The killer knocked off the girl Delehanty was with
and then knocked off Delehanty. Now maybe Reims saw something that gave him a
line on the killer, and those killings were tied in with this check stand
racket. That runs into big money, so Reims probably figured to cut in on it.
That's the only answer. Reims got wise to something and tried to dish up some
of the gravy... and he's on the side that's doing all this killing. Those two
little girls that got fired from the Penzance saw something crooked, and they
got killed because of it. It all goes back to the racket."


"Then why
did this saxaphone player get killed?" Olson asked stubbornly.
"You've got the rest all figured, but the thing that throws it all out of
line is Walters getting killed. That puts Haley i in the reap and you've left
him out."


 


"IT'S more
impersonation trouble that came home to roost," I said. "It has to
be. You and I both figured Walters was killed by mistake. I don't, now. I think
the guy was killed by somebody that meant to do it. Now look! Put a couple of
the boys at checking the Allen girl's other friends. It'll be a job, because I
think the kid was doing a little hustling on the side. But she might have had a
steady boy friend. Put another couple men checking on the friends of this
Carlotta Arditi... and if they find out anything about me, you tell 'em to keep
it quiet. It was business with me, or Pll always claim it was. She was a mean
wench... she might have had something to do with Walters getting killed. You'll
probably find something at one of those two places, and that'll take the
Walters thing out of it. That'll leave just the check stand racket standing
alone, with Reims and who he's working with." 


Olson said:
"I can try it, Mike. By myself. That way, I can depend on what I find
out." 


"You can't
do it."


"And why
can't I? That is, if I can get that damn' Whitey away from your office girl
long enough to give me a hand."


I said:
"I'm going to need you to help me get Reims. He's going to be out of town,
and I'm going to need you to fix it with the local cops about the arrest."


"What local
cops?"


"I don't
know 'em yet," I admitted. "I've got to find them. But Reims will
head out of town, and he'll have to get in touch with who he's been working
with. He has to... he's got to have help, as hot as he is now, and the only
place he'll get it is from who he's been working with. And there we'll be. All ready
to step in and take 'em."


Olson said:
"The way Whitey's going, it'll be just you and me there. Whitey'll stay
here and nurse this girl of yours."


But I noticed he
didn't argue about anything... and that meant he believed the same as I did.


 


11: Burning Rap


 


I HAD to search
the tax records for four hours before I dug up what I wanted... and then I
didn't believe it. I looked for a property listed under the name of Reims, in
the upper part of the state, basing this search because Reims had mentioned 'a
little lake up country'. There was nothing there, and for that matter, Harry
Reims had never struck me as being the kind who'd spend money for a country
place.


Joe Morrison, of
Check Stands Inc., was my next bet, and I drew another blank. As I did with
Nick Pappas. Then I looked for something under the name of Sam Rossi, not
expecting to find it. I figured Rossi as the best one of the three partners,
though that wasn't giving him any compliment.


And there it
was. Rossi owned one hundred and eighty acres and improvements on Bell Lake, a
hundred miles upstate. I called Olson and said:


"I got it.
All you've got to do is get authority to make an arrest in Chester County. Then
were through."


"We've got
something down here," Olson said. "I've been calling your office for
you. I sent a couple of the boys where you said and we got the Arditi woman
down here and talked to her. She told us all about it. She had a party at her
house and she got on a crying jag and told all about Dick Haley doing her
wrong.


"One brave
boy there offered to go down and beat hell out of Haley. That was the last
she'd seen of him, but she remembered his name and we sent out and got him. He
says he went down there and saw who he thought was Haley and started to beat
him up. He says that Haley, only we know it was Walters, picked up a knife and
made for him with it. He says he took it away and stuck Walters with it. He
kept calling Walters Haley. Then he went home and prayed the whole thing hadn't
happened, I guess.


"He's still
too drunk to know he killed the right man by mistake, or how you'd say it. It
puts the Arditi girl out of it... her story checks. The guy was there with a
party and trying to make a one night stand with Arditi, and he thought he might
get over if he played hero for her. Walters' playing around came back at
him."


"Then that
clears the Walters thing and clears Haley?"


"Right."


"Then we go
up to Chester County?"


"We do. Who
do I get warrants for?"


"Reims and
for Sam Rossi."


"You're
wrong, Mike," Olson said firmly. "It isn't Rossi. It could be Pappas
or it could be Morrison, but it couldn't be Rossi. I know the guy."


"I'm
telling you," I said. "I didn't think so, either, but that's the way
it is."


"I'll get
'em in blank," said Olson. "We'll pick you up in a few minues at your
office."


The Rossi place
was named Idlewild and was very nice for anybody that liked the country in a
city way. It was past a little resort town, sitting by itself, and there was a
gate over the road turning in and a sign reading KEEP OUT — THIS MEANS YOU.
Olson said, to the deputy-sheriff we'd commandeered:


"Know
anything about the place?"


The deputy was a
long thin man who chewed tobacco like a school girl chews gum. He spat
solemnly.at a rock, scoring a hit, and nodded and said:


"She's a
hotsy-totsy place, mister. See, the main house is by itself. Then, there's a
caretaker's place, right down at the edge of the lake by the boathouse."


"Any chance
of anybody making a break out of it as we go up?"


"Not if one
of us sort of stays behind, mister. So's they can watch the back door, sort
of."


Olson made plans
as we walked down the road. He and I went up to the front of the house, leaving
White and the deputy at the back and out of sight. Olson knocked, with me
standing out of line of the door... and nothing happened and he knocked again.


Then there was a
racketing roar from the edge of the lake and we both spun around, and Olson
cried out:


"Its them!
In a boat! They're getting away on the lake."


There were three
men in a small boat powered with an outboard motor and this last was popping
away merrily with the three men crouched low in the boat. We couldn't see
anything but their backs. Olson shouted at them once and then pulled his gun, I
said: "They're too far. They'll get away."


Olson snapped:
"Watch this, dope! What d'ya think I go to the police range twice a month
for?"


He leaned
against the porch rail, left side against it for steadiness, and he brought the
gun up in his other hand and shot almost as it came in line. Water splashed by
the boat and so close to it I barely saw it was a miss.


Olson said:
"Lousy! I pulled to the right on that one.."


He tried again
and scored another miss, but on the third shot the beat of the kicker stopped
and one of the men in the boat screamed out against the sudden silence. White
and the deputy came storming around the house, and the deputy said:


"They
must've been in the caretaker's. They must've ducked next door into the
boathouse, when they seen us. Hey! They're starting to row."


Olson said:
"The damn' fools!" and shouted"Drop those oars or I'll
shoot!"


The three in the
boat, still with their backs to us, stopped paddling and let the oars drop.
White and the deputy started running toward the water's edge, with Olson and me
behind them. It didn't look right to me, and I called to White:


"Hold up!
You're running into something."   


 


THEN the three
in the boat turned as if by plan, and the man in the back by the motor threw up
a rifle that had been concealed below the gunwale. His first shot put White on
the ground and, with the second one, the deputy started running to the side,
putting a hand up to his shoulder. I was shooting, aiming my shots but not sure
of them at that distance, but Olson was standing by me as calmly as if he was
on a target range and taking as much time about firing. His gun roared in my
ear and the man with the rifle dropped it and tried, unsuccessfully, to pick it
up. The man past him reached for it and got it, and Olson's second bullet took
him out of the boat and into the water. The third man stood, holding his hands
at shoulder height, and he managed to keep this pose until the man in the water
got a hand on the edge of the boat and rocked it, whereupon he joined the man
in the water.


Olson said to
me: "Bring 'em in, Callahan, but watch 'em. I got to see about Whitey. I
think he took a bad one."


"I called
out: 'Keep hold of the boat and paddle it into shore. And you in the boat
there, keep your hands where I can see them.' "


The man in the
boat was Harry Reims but I still couldn't see who the two in the water were.
They were in the shadow of the boat.


 


WHITE was shot
through the hip, a bad wound but not fatal. The deputy had a shoulder touched
by the rifle slug, but it was hardly more than a scratch. Though to hear him
talk, he was teetering on the edge of the grave. The two men with Reims were
Joe Morrison and Nathan Feldman, and Morrison had a slug from Olson's service
gun still in his shoulder and Reims had a broken arm from where the bullet that
had hit the motor had glanced up.


Feldman was the
third man in the boat, the one who'd fallen overside, and he was hurt. And Joe
Morrison was speaking bitterly of this.


"Look!"
he said to Olson. "I'll admit I had something to do with it. Feldman told
me he could dynamite the business and make it look so bad that Rossi and Pappas
would be glad to sell out cheap. I told him to go ahead. I admit I did. But
that's all I did. I didn't tell him to do what he did. He started out killing
people that found out what he was doing, and he dragged me into his damn'
killings. And I get shot and he gets out without a scratch. It ain't
right."


"It was
Feldman's idea, eh?" asked Olson.


Morrison said:
"Yeah! Of course, he propositioned me and I went for it, but that was just
business. It was just running the business down so I could buy out my partners
cheap. I knew I'd have to cut Feldman in, but just for a little bite. The thing
was making money... plenty of money. Then he went nuts when that girl Delehanty
had a date with saw him working over a coat. He shot her with a gun he'd swiped
out of Haley's dressing room. He had a notion she might have told Delehanty
what she'd seen, so he went up to Delehanty's room and killed him, too. He was
in deep by that time... he was just about nuts."


"He told
you about this, eh?"


"Well,
sure. He didn't tell' me until after he'd done it, though. Then he fired those
two girls and got Reims to kill first one and then the other, so Callahan
couldn't talk to them. They'd seen something, too. He'd told them he'd look
after the check room while they went to the ladies' room, but they got back in
time to see him putting acid on that coat."


"How'd
Reims do the job?"


 


"WELL,
Reims had seen Feldman kill the girl that Delehanty was out with, and he
figured that Feldman had killed Delehanty. So he cut in on the thing. He'd been
following Haley and he'd spotted that something was wrong with the check rooms,
and he knew there was a lot of dough mixed up in the deal. Feldman figured he'd
better be doing something to pay his way, so he made him kill the two little girls
for it. Walters was just leaving the Allen girl's place when Reims got there,
and Reims gave him a song and dance and got him to go back inside with him.
Reims knew that the cops thought Haley was mixed up in the thing because he'd
already given them a bum steer about Delehanty beating up Haley."


"Why was
that?" I asked.


"Well, he
knew that they were already suspicious of Haley, and he figured they'd think it
was Haley


that did for
Delehanty and take the heat off Feldman. See?"


"I figured
it that way," I said.


"And Reims
knew that Walters was passing himself off as Haley, so he thought that taking
Walters back into the Allen girl's place would mix things up more and make it
look worse for Haley. It did, too."


"Then he
killed Walters, eh?"


"He did
not. Somebody else did that. We.don't know who."


Olson said to
me: "That checks. That checks with what we know."


"And then
what?" I asked Morrison.


"And then
that's all. Reims and Feldman got goofy, because they figured you were getting
too close to them, and Reims hired a couple of thugs and planned on getting you
out of the way. Another two killings on top of what already had happened didn't
make any difference, they thought. Then it backfired. Reims knew Rossi had this
place up here so he came up here and phoned Feldman, and like a fool I came up
with Feldman to see what we could figure out. You can see it was Feldman that
was back of it... that it wasn't me."


I said:
"You damn' fool! D'ya think that'll hold? D'ya think that'll stand up in
front of a jury?"


"Why not?
It's the truth. What makes me sore is that I get shot and Feldman don't get a
scratch, and it's him that's responsible."


 


I SAID:
"Well, don't let it fret you. When you sit in the chair, you'll forget all
about being shot. Your story sounds all right except for one thing, and that'll
burn you. You tell us that Reims cut in. Well, it was your business and Reims
couldn't cut in unless you cut him in. Feldman couldn't cut him in... it wasn't
Feldman's business. So that puts you in the mess as one of the leaders. You and
Reims and Feldman can all go to the chair together and be company for each
other."


Olson said:
"Shall we let the doctor have him now? He's told us all we need. We can
get enough stuff from Reims and Feldman to cinch it up." 


I said we might
as well, and then we could see that White was comfortable in the hospital and
then go back to town. And then I thought of something else.


"Look,
Olson," I said. "It's all explained but one thing. Who the devil was
it that took the swing at Haley? The guy he said he didn't know."


Olson laughed
and said: "That came out, too. That was another boy friend of the Arditi
gal. That was from another crying jag she was on. She told us about it... she
thought it was funny, Haley getting smacked for something Walters had
done."


That cleared
everything up and I was glad of it. And the way it cleared meant that I'd get a
fee from Rossi and Pappas, for clearing it... and that didn't make me feel any
the worse.


I said:
"Let's get going," and Olson asked me why all the rush.


There was a
reason, all right, and by that time we were good enough friends for me to tell
him.


"I've got a
date to go to dinner with the Haleys," I said. "And Dickie's supposed
to have been trying to make a date for me with little Mary Miles, his singer.
She'll be there, too. I'm interested there, ever since—"


Then I stopped.
I couldn't very well tell him just when I began to take that interest.


He said:
"You dope! You don't think she'd have anything to do with a clown like
you, do you?"


I said that if
report was right, she'd gone for both better and worse. And then I gave him my
ace in the hole.


I said:
"And if the little devil can't see me, I've still got Carlotta Arditi's
apartment number and phone number."


"You
wouldn't go for that, after all that's happened, would you?" he asked.


He was being
silly, then, and I told him so. What did I have to lose that I hadn't already
lost?


 


 


End
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