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1: Bachelor Girls


Louis Esson


1878 -1943


The Australian Woman's Mirror, 4 Jan 1927


 


Scottish-born Australian poet, journalist, critic and playwright.
Short stories by this author are very rare.


 


HELEN had a logical mind.


That had saved
her, she thought, from making a hasty decision. She might have said
"Yes" or she might have said "No."


Instinct
prompted her one way and reason the other. For most girls, when they receive an
offer of marriage, it is an easy matter to come to a positive decision. But
Helen was a school-mistress and a student of psychology, and she knew that
often these quick decisions were wrong. A human personality is made up of so
many conflicting elements, conscious and unconscious, that few people really
know what they want. Such is the scientific explanation of the failure of many
marriages.


To Helen
marriage was not such a simple affair as it superficially appeared. She had
made a study of the subject, and under stood its various complications. It was
all very well for Dick to laugh and say that it was natural and had to be, as
if we were still living in a natural state of society. But modern society was
complex and artificial, and man and woman had left the Age of Innocence in
which the instincts could be safely trusted. Something seemed to have gone
wrong with the instincts. As a school-mistress she knew they often led young
people into trouble and had to be suppressed. In her own case, if she had
simply trusted her instincts, she would have said "Yes" to Dick and
sent him into a romantic transport. 


There was an
extraordinarily romantic strain in Dick, which seemed an anachronism in an
electrical engineer. Helen liked Dick, liked him much better than any other man
she had ever known. He was wonderful and exciting as a lover, full of dash and
irresponsibility; but, unfortunately, marriage was more than a matter of
love-making, and Dick, after all, was only a man, and all men, or, rather, all
husbands, are the same. She was glad she had not yet given an answer before
consulting her reason.


It was pleasant
in her little flat when the day's work was over. Her occupation was interesting
and, she liked to think, important, for she was passionately fond of children.
Anyway, when she had finished her work at the school, her time was her own. She
could have a quiet evening with a book and a cigarette, or go to the best
concerts or sometimes have a gay little party with her girl friends. It was all
nonsense to suppose that girls were unable to amuse themselves without men.


They had many
jolly evenings among themselves, and now that the holidays were near three or
four of them, bachelor girls, had arranged to take a little cottage in the
hills and to live a gypsy life for a few weeks— a feminine gypsy life!


What would be
her fate in a domestic menage? She might have to give up both her work
and her independence. There would be little free time, day or night. She would
be tied to the house. She was not a good cook, and she would have to learn
cooking, for men were greedy and particular about food. And then there was the
washing-up, the constant dusting, an eternal round of trivial details. No
wonder women soon became frayed and weary and old-looking! And what was her
reward for all this labor and self-sacrifice? She lost her charm for her
husband, who found every excuse for leaving her alone and going off to his
club.


But Helen was
angry that there should be such an internal conflict between her instinct and
reason. Why should they suggest different answers to Dick's straightforward
offer? If they had only been in harmony she could have given him her answer at
once. Now she was so bewildered she felt it would be unfair to both of them to
decide anything before the holidays. The free days would soon come round and,
whatever her decision might be, she would have a glorious time with her
girl-friends in the Bush.


 


A COTTAGE in the
hills, the bush all round, sunshine, bird-calls, wild-flowers everywhere,
lively walks, creeks and gullies, space and joyousness and freedom— what more
could the heart desire? Four bachelor girls held the camp, but no one seemed
responsible for anything. It didn't really matter what happened, for everything
was equally delightful and amusing and turned into some kind of adventure to be
hailed with hilarious laughter.


It was great fun
getting the wood, chips, bark and fallen branches, and boiling the billy in
Bush style. Charlotte was the athlete of the party. She liked swinging an axe,
for she thought it would keep her in form for her tennis. Nancy was the most
adventurous spirit. Helen and Madge, the latter a law student, were content to
walk to the village, about a mile away, for stores and the mail. Helen soon
explored the country-side, and one day she returned in triumph with a billy of
cream and a whole bucket of strawberries. She had found a pretty little farm on
the other side of the creek. It was advisable, she thought, to get now as many
strawberries as possible, for the farmer's wife was taking in boarders and
expected a big party from town.


"Noisy
trippers, probably," said Madge; "I hope we won't see them."


"We don't
want any men about," Charlotte agreed. "We can do very well without
men."


How jolly it all
was, thought Helen. Everything was a joke. She had never laughed so much in her
life.


She would never
forget Madge's boiled rice. Madge put a pound of rice in a small saucepan, but
it soon swelled and swelled, and she was kept busy removing it from one larger
pot to another till it ended up in the copper.


All Charlotte
would essay to cook was gravy. "I'm not sure," she said, "but I think
I can cook gravy." She threw masses of flour into the pan, stirred in some
water and finally handed up a thick, lumpy concoction of a pale-buff color and
the consistency of glue.


These
experiments were hailed with paeans of laughter. Nancy made a curry one day but
it was so hot it had to be thrown out. Suddenly there was a shriek from Madge,
who called the attention of the girls to a stray dog, with the remains of the
curry on his whiskers, holding his tongue under the tap.


Helen came to
the rescue. She had prepared herself for Bohemian life by learning to cook
macaroni cheese. Macaroni became the staple diet of the party, for Charlotte on
principle objected to anything in a tin. "It has no vitamines," she
explained.


Helen wondered
how long Dick's affection would last on macaroni.


There were fresh
delights every day, wandering along the creek, gathering wildflowers or reading
a romance under the trees. But perhaps the pleasantest time of all was night,
when the girls sprawled on the little verandah and smoked cigarettes as the sun
sank behind the hills.


They usually
discussed the disadvantages of married life.


Charlotte's
sister had been married recently. "Do you know," said Charlotte,
"Fred had the cheek to present her with a cookery-book because she had
been giving him poached eggs. It was called 500 Ways of Cooking Eggs, by
a French chef. 'Take this,' he said; 'there are 500 ways of fixing eggs.
Now see if you can find out two of them'."


"Isn't it
funny," said Nancy, "we always seem to be talking about men and
matrimony."


"We should
be ashamed of ourselves," said Madge, curling herself comfortably into her
deck chair.


'Let's talk
about something sensible," Nancy sugg ested. "I'm reading
Tolstoi."


"Brain
food," said Charlotte.


"Now,
listen, girls, to what Tolstoi says. He says we should all work, and that
everyone should eat the fruits of his own labor."


"Not for
mine," cried Madge, stretching herself like a big, handsome cat. "I
believe in the simple life."


"Everything
would be supreme," said Charlotte, if I could get a game of tennis.


And, as luck
would have it, next day she did. At the post-office she met Leslie, an old
friend of the family. He was in camp with a party of students. But he knew
there was a tennis court at one of the big boarding-houses He would lend
Charlotte a racquet. Charlotte stayed for lunch and had a great game in the
afternoon— singles and mixed doubles. She was tired but in high spirits when
she arrived just in time for tea-macaroni cheese as usual.


But she was not
the only one who had had an adventure. The bold Nancy had taken Madge with her
to the farm over the creek to buy another bucket of strawberries. The party
from town had arrived at the farm. But all the farms in the district seemed to
have taken in boarders. Nancy was surprised at the number of young men there
were about. You couldn't get away from them and they were in holiday mood. Tom
insisted on carrying the bucket. But Madge preferred George He was doing his
fifth year medicine and he was able to tell Madge the names of all the birds
and trees when they walked through the gully. She admitted frankly she enjoyed
that little walk. It was very instructive, for George was a great naturalist.


Heleli 116
bachelor B irl V3'ow are!" laughed


But she was
perturbed a few nights later when she learned that a dance had been arranged in
the Mechanics' Institute, and that the girls were going to it. This was too
much altogether. Still, protests and arguments were all in vain. How could they
be expected to resist a dance? They were all going—all except Helen. She
thought it was a confession of weakness.


"Not at
all," said Madge, "we're only amusing ourselves with the men."


Charlotte agreed
with her. "Come on Helen," she cried, "be a sport!"


But Helen
refused to budge. "Go on, girls, she said; "have a good time. I'd


rather stay at
home and read Mencken. "


The girls gaily
departed and Helen was left alone.


She stood at the
little window and saw the moon rising above the tall trees. It was a beautiful
night, clear and soft and magical, and the Bush, that she thought she knew so
well, had become a land of enchantment. She heard the girls' light voices
ringing down the track. "They may be wise, after all," she thought;
"but this is the end of the camp."


She drew the
curtains and lit the lamp. It was wonderfully still and a trifle lonely in the
little room. And now she had time to reflect.... Girls were not loyal to
themselves, but neither were men. It must be human nature. Dick was quite right
about it. Marriage was natural and had to be. Life was like that; every form of
life, trees and birds and flowers and animals— nothing in this world was
single....


It was
wonderfully still and a trifle lonely in the little room...


Helen smiled to
herself. It was all clear now. She knew what she wanted.


She would write
to Dick.


She took out her
fountain-pen. She might have said "Yes" or she might have said
"No." But it was simpler than a referendum. She knew she would put
the X in the right place.


____________











 


2: Runaway Cargo


Nat Schachner


1895-1955


Astounding Science-Fiction, Oct 1940


 


MOON STATION 2X hummed with activity. The
great lucent dome was alive with lights and the bustle that presaged the
departure of a great cargo craft. The pitted surface of Tycho cast eerie
shadows, and the fierce Sun filtered through the artificial air within the
huge, overarching span. Mighty derricks lifted giant fingers and scooped the
precious Tycho dust into the hold of the waiting cargo ship. Orders crackled
and men scurried like gnomes delving deep in the bowels of a planet. Every
second counted; every extra moment's exposure of the dust to the disintegrating
influence of the atmosphere increased the chances of blowing the Moon to
kingdom come a hundredfold. 


Shep Low tried
to keep his eyes on the screen that registered incoming calls from New York, but
they insisted on straying nervously to the ovoid ship that thrust its blunt
nose, like an upended egg, through the sheathing dome and into the airlessness
of the Moon. His short, chunky body was rigid, and his wide, generous mouth was
clamped tight. Finally he could stand it no longer. He jumped up from his post,
glared openly through the control-room window. 


"Damn it,
Neal!" he exploded. "Won't they ever get through loading that
blasted, triple-blank stuff? I never saw such a bunch of slow-moving guys in my
life!" 


Neal Cass did
not immediately answer. Carefully, and with exasperating calm, he kept on
checking the readings of the cylindrical beam of force that surged through
space between Moon Station 2X and Port New York. Amperage, voltage, magnetic
sidesway, countervailing fields, hysteresis. Everything was right, and tight to
the hairline. Everything was set for the quick, hurtling flight across the
void. 


Shep whirled on
him. "How the blazes can you sit there like a mummified fish?" he
said violently, "Those fellows out there are way behind schedule. That
Tycho dust's liable to go popping on us any second." 


"Keep your
shirt on," Neal advised. "It disintegrates pretty fast; but not that
fast. The rate follows a definite curve, and we know exactly how long it takes
to reach the limiting point. Once it slides into the vacuum hold of the ship
it's safe enough. As for the loading crew being behind schedule"—he looked
at the moving time signal—"they're exactly five minutes ahead of it, my
jittery friend." 


Shep groaned and
wiped his forehead with an old-fashioned handkerchief. "I'd have sworn it
was noon of next month. I can take almost anything, but just sitting on my
hands, waiting for some highly unstable dust to blast us out of the Galaxy, is
more than should be expected of a reasonable man." 


"Meaning you?"



"Yes,
me!" Shep retorted inelegantly. "I wish to Hannah that first Moon
expedition never discovered the dust in the old slag vents of Tycho." 


"I'm with
you there, Shep. But it was discovered, and by some miracle of chance a
sample was brought back to Earth without exploding. Packed in vacuum shells, it
makes the most terrible weapon civilized man has ever had. Doesn't even have to
be detonated. As the shell strikes, contact releases a spring. The shell opens,
the dust flies in all directions. The oxygen in the air does the rest."
Neal's face grew grim. "I've heard of the tests. One shell wiped out an
area five miles square and dug a hole a hundred feet deep." 


"Yeah, I've
heard, too." Shep glanced apprehensively out at the feverish workers.
"I still say they should have left the dust here in Tycho where it
belongs." 


Neal nodded.
"That was the original intention when our chemists laid the results before
the North American Union. But the other unions got wind of it. They sent over
their own expeditions. We claimed Tycho by right of discovery; they searched
the other craters and set up their own Moon stations. Unfortunately they found
the dust, too. So in self-defense, we've got to keep on mining and shipping."



Shep wiped his
face again. "That's the hell of it! Everyone afraid to stop because of the
others. Now if I had my way—" 


The warning
signal flashed red and buzzed sharply. Neal turned the screen switch. The
round, serious face of Bruce Hopper blinked owlishly at ham from the silver
surface. He was the New York operator. 


"Hello,
Neal!" he greeted, "Everything's set at this end. Landing beam's
tight and ready. When does the Thunderbolt blast off?" 


Neal glanced up
at the time signal. "In about five minutes, Bruce, The loading's a bit
ahead of schedule. I'll transmit the starting units as soon as she lifts."



"Good
enough!" Bruce approved. Then his round, businesslike face took on a
worried look. He glanced furtively around the deserted control chamber as
though he were afraid of eavesdroppers. He lowered his voice. "You can't
hurry the stuff over fast enough to suit Their Nibs." 


"What's
up?" 


"Plenty!
That is, nothing definite; nothing you could put a handle to. But Their Nibs
are nervous. Been holding a lot of secret meetings. In fact, the great William
Pruyn just contacted me to find out when that load of Tycho dust was coming
through. Himself in person, too; not a stereo." 


Neal whistled.
"Their Nibs"—irreverently so-called by the control men—was the august
Council of Experts who governed the North American Union; and Pruyn was its
president. "That sounds bad," he agreed. "But hell, we've
already delivered two cargoes. That dust's pretty deep down the vents. Takes at
least a month to load up a ship. Besides, what are Their Nibs nervous about?
The World Treaty's got another six months to run." 


Bruce laughed mirthlessly.
"You fellows have been on the Moon too long. Earth's become a vast
whispering gallery of rumors. The way things are now, no union's going to pay
much attention to a treaty. And the first two shipments are already past
history. The detonating plants are clamoring for more." 


"We've sent
as much as any other Moon station," Neal protested. "And now that
we've installed the new Shipman process we'll double the output." 


"That's the
trouble. The other unions got wind of it. That's why they're liable to strike
before we get the edge on them." He stopped suddenly, flung his head
around toward the rear of his chamber. "Signing off, Neal. Someone's
coming. Send me the elements when the Thunderbolt blasts." 


Then the screen
wiped clean into a featureless blank. 


"Holy
cats!" breathed Shep, his dark face screwed up into little knots. "So
that's the way it is! Maybe we'd better tell Gautry to put some guards
around the station. No telling what might happen." 


Neal grinned.
"The only thing that'll happen will be a swell case of lunar madness for
you if you don't take hold of yourself. They say the lesser gravity has a lot
to do with it. Makes lesions in the brain cells, and the victim sees wimpuses
and thinks he's a floating moonbeam." 


"Shut
up!" Shep yelled indignantly. "I'm serious." 


"So am I.
What do you want to guard against? Any flight from Earth would be seen by us in
ample time." 


"I'm not
talking about Earth. How about the half dozen Moon stations? There's Gassendi,
worked by the East Europe Union; Proclus with a heavy staff of Central Asians;
Eratosthenes and so on. Any one of them could launch a swift attack against us
without our having a chance." 


Neal frowned and
looked thoughtful. "There's something in that," he admitted.
"Perhaps you're right. At any rate it wouldn't hurt. I'll talk it over
with Gautry after the Thunderbolt clears." Everett Gautry was
supervising chief of the station. "Ah! She's ready now. They've battened
down the hatches; they're waving everyone out of range." 


The huge orange
light beam swung frantically outside. The annunciators blared warning.
"Back, everyone! The ship's blasting off." 


The men scurried
for their lives, dropping into specially prepared shelter chambers, bounding
with fantastic jumps for the rock-hewn central quarters. Ev Gautry, feet
straddled, powerful frame leaning slightly forward, flashed a hand signal
across the pumicelike ground toward the control chamber. 


Neal stared
tensely at the time signal, ready for readings. 


There was a
sudden blast of sound. The deep cavity underneath the ship was filled with
belching flame. A lurid blaze flicked over the station. The Thunderbolt whooshed
out through the skin-tight vent, streaked upward so fast the human eye could
barely follow its flight. Already it was a tiny speck of shimmering metal
against a cold, black sky, heading at a slight angle to the half Earth that
glowed palely green overhead. 


"Boy! She
travels fast!" Shep said admiringly. Then he took a deep breath of relief.
"Can't say's I'm sorry she left. It's Earth's headache now. I'll sleep
easy for another month now." 


Neal flung
figures into the calculator, watched the shining mechanism spin and gyrate.
Within seconds the plotted elements of the ship's course spewed out on flexible
steel tape. He glanced at them with expert eye. "Everything's right and
tight. The beam's holding it like a vise. A neat job, if I do pat myself on the
back." 


"You ought
to," said Shop. "It's your idea—I mean the crewless cargo ship and
the force beam to guide it. Come to think of it, why isn't it applied to other
types as well?" 


"Not enough
flexibility of motion," explained Neal. "Can't swerve off the beam in
case of necessity. The occasion might arise in one out of a billion cases—not
enough to bother about with cargoes, but with passengers on board it's another
matter. Besides, passengers need attention. Got to wipe their noses, furnish an
audience for their 'ohs' and 'ahs' when they hit space for the first time, and
answer a lot of fool questions." 


"You've
left out the real reason you got busy and worked out the beam, Neal. They
couldn't get a crew for a dust boat since the first one went out like a nova
halfway to Earth." 


"Can't say
as I blame them. The slightest amount of residual air in the hold—a leak from
crew quarters—and the dust explodes. But I'd better send Bruce the flight
elements. She's due to come sliding down the beam at Port New York in three
hours and thirty-five minutes." 


He tripped the
visor into action; set it on the New York length. 


The screen
remained blank. 


"That's
funny! Bruce must've stepped out a moment. But the automatic reflex should have
buzzed back." 


He waited a
minute; tried it again. 


Still the screen
showed no signs of life. 


Neal said
"Damn!" Little puckers appeared in his forehead. 


"Maybe his
screen's blown," suggested Shep. 


"He's got
an auxiliary, on an independent circuit. And he knows I was due to
transmit." 


Shep's dark face
began to look white. "Gosh, Neal! Suppose they've started." 


Neal swung on
him fast. "Who's started?" There was an edge to his voice. 


Shep gulped.
"One of the other unions." 


"You're
crazy!" Neal made it harsh, explosive, to hide his own unease. 


"Maybe, but
it makes sense. This is a swell time to start what back in the Second World War
they called a 'blitzkrieg.' In another month we go into double production,
thanks to the Shipman process. Then it would be too late. Now they've got the
jump on us. Their own cargo comes through, and ours gets bypassed in space. The
opportunity would never come up again." 


Neal got up. His
tall, lean body, flat-muscled, lithe like that of a dancer, overtopped Shep by
a head. "If it isn't the Moon madness that's got you, you don't know the
half of it." 


He stopped
abruptly, tried New York feverishly again and again. 


The screen did
not even flicker. 


Then he set the
length for Washington, where the Council of Experts sat. His mouth, was a hard,
tight gash, and his eyes burned like neon bulbs. 


So intent was he
on the controls, so intent was Shep Low on Neal, that neither one heard the
stealthy opening of the exit slide behind them. Five men moved soundlessly into
the room, their feet padded with noiseless arbo sheaths. 


Neal half turned
from the still-blank screen. "Look, Shep!" he started. "While
I'm raising Washington, you go get Gautry and tell him—" Then he saw the
men, and he jerked upward with a cry of warning, his right hand streaking to
the belt where his thermo unit hung. 


Fast as he was,
the men were faster. Two sprang for him, short dural clubs upraised. Two others
sprang for the startled assistant, The fifth flung for the screen control, sent
his club crashing over the tangle of cables and thin-walled tubes. The face of
the Washington operator was humming into life when a blast of shorted wires and
tubes sent crisping flares over the entire outfit. 


Neal tugged
desperately at his thermo unit and started a second shout for help. Then two
clubs slammed simultaneously down on his skull. Moon and stars and galaxies
whirled dizzyingly around. As he went toppling he heard as from a great
distance the smothered outcry of Shep Low: then everything slid away from him. 


The five men
paid no further attention to the slumped victims. They worked efficiently and
fast. No words were uttered. Their alien eyes and olive-stained faces were
impassive. Their lank, black hair was plastered greasily over sloping
foreheads. Silently on their arbo sheaths they padded around the chamber,
methodically smashing every instrument, every panel, every auxiliary set that
might take over in an emergency. The dural clubs, specially alloyed, made
small, squishing sounds as they thudded into the apparatus. 


The whole thing
look but a few seconds. The leader's pale eyes flicked over the holocaust; then
he lifted his hand and twisted his wrist in a peculiar gesture. It was a
salute! 


As silent as
they had come, the five men slid out of the place they had wrecked. Like
shadows, they hugged the tumbled rocks to one of the emergency locks. Still
without a word, they slipped inside, where a small, dull-gray scooter waited.
They tumbled in, slid the port into place, and went out of the automatic lock
like a gray ghost. Quietly the electro-powered scooter vanished toward the
east, its gray sheath merging with the pumice-gray surface of the Moon. 


Behind them lay
the unwitting Moon station, cut off from all outside communication or warning
for at least a day of intensive repairs, The leader's olive-tinted face
permitted itself a flitting grin. A day? All that was required was a mere three
hours and a half of silence! 


Everett Gautry
splashed the sweat off his broad-beamed forehead with a weary gesture. The
lean, pumice-smudged man leaning against the wall of central quarters looked
down at his gnarled hands and spat thoughtfully. He was Joe Banks, the mining
foreman. 


"Another
load gone, Mr. Gautry," he said, "and I wish to Saturn it'd be the
last. My men are getting pretty leery 'bout that there dust. Ever' time they
shove a dipper into that old vent they jump like it's already exploded." 


"She's a
hell hole, all right," Gautry agreed, "but we got our orders. 'Get it
out,' they tell me, and I get it out according. Ain't much chance o' trouble
down there in the vents, though. Been lying there for millions of years,
vacuum-sealed, so to speak." 


Joe Banks spat
again. "Lucky there ain't any atmosphere on the Moon, or else—" 


"The
scientists back home worried around with that for a while. Claim the discovery
of the Tycho dust solved what was puzzling them ever since they turned an eye
on the Moon." 


"How do you
mean?" 


"About, the
Moon's surface looking like an old-fashioned battlefield," Gautry
explained, "and the total absence of air an' water. They figure long ago
there must've been both. But the dust was gradually forming underground, under
pressure, from some chemicals that we been fortunate back on Earth in not
having. Some pockets close to the surface got exposed. A moonquake, mebbe; a
big meteor; or mebbe just plain erosion. The contact with oxygen set off the
dust. The whole surface of the Moon went off in one grand smack. Everything
went—atmosphere, seas, soil, mebbe a whole race o' people. Where the pockets
were there was extra-deep explosions—that's your craters now, like Tycho
here." 


Joe shivered,
looked apprehensively down the deep vent almost at their feet. It ran for miles
into the bowels of the dead Moon, and was capped with vacuum locks to keep the
artificial air within the dome from seeping down into the workings. "I
suppose the stuff we're mining lay too deep for the big blow tuh get at
it." 


"That's the
way they figure it," nodded Gantry. He yawned, flexed his powerful arms.
"Might's well go in an' chin with Cass an' Low for a while. We all deserve
a rest." 


"Me,
too," agreed Joe. "'Sides, I wanna hear what's goin' on back on
Earth." He grinned shamefacedly. "There oughta be a message for
me." 


Gautry chuckled
and poked him in the ribs. "Nancy, eh?" 


"Yeah! I
tol' her the company don't like so many personal messages, but she says either
she talks tuh me ever' other day or she's a-comin' out here tuh see what's
what. Claims she got a sneakin' suspicion there's some yaller-haired gals up
here on th' Moon." 


The boss
grinned. "I wish tuh Mike there was, Joe. Me, I'm a single man, and this
here life gets kinda hard. You're lucky, fella. But come on." 


They threaded
their way over the porous surface toward the control chamber. 


"'S
funny!" Gautry remarked. "Everything's quiet's the Moon itself in
there. Usually those two babies come boilin' out when the cargo ship blasts
off. Like tuh raise hell when there's a chance." 


Joe Banks
nodded. "'Specially Neal Cass. Bet he could fight his weight in meteors.
Good guy, though." 


"They don't
come any better." Gautry stepped in through the open slide door. Banks was
right on his tail. 


"Hello, you
two space eaters!" greeted Gautry; then went suddenly quiet. Banks made a
little choking sound. 


The control room
was a shambles of twisted wires and smoldering tubes. It looked as though some
Moon giant had torn through it in a murderous rage. And on the floor, limp,
unstirring, lay the two control men! 


Ev Gautry was a
big man, but he moved now with the celerity of a cat. He shoved clear across
the chamber in a single move, ripped open the emergency medical kit, tumbled
out supplies—water, bandages, hypos already filled with powerful stimulants. 


"See if
they're alive, Joe," he said hoarsely. He did not recognize his own voice.



Banks knelt
swiftly. There was a huge lump in his throat that almost suffocated him. He put
his ear to Neal's chest; then he did the same with Shep Low. 


"They're
alive!" he yelped joyfully. "Gawd, Mr. Gautry, they must be made o'
dural! Lookit them there lumps on their skulls." 


But the boss
shoved him aside and began to swab and paint the wounds. He injected the hypos
expertly into the big arteries of the arm. There was an almost instantaneous
reaction. Color flowed into their faces, breathing grew stertorous, then
subsided into regularity. Neal opened his eyes first. 


"Wh-what—"
he gasped. 


"Take it
easy, old chap," Gautry advised. "Look, Shep's comin' around." 


But Neal's
bleary eyes took in the wreckage of his pet instruments, and he jerked off the
restraining hand and came wabbling to his feet. 


"Those
men," he gasped. "Did you get them?" 


"Whoa!"
said Gautry. "What men?" 


"The five
who attacked us and wrecked the works." 


Joe Banks shook
his head. "Never seen hide nor hair o' anyone." 


Shep painfully
struggled up. His face was pale and the blood streamed still from the cut on his
forehead. "They got away clean," he groaned. 


Gautry's eyes
narrowed. "What's this all about?" 


Neal explained
swiftly. "They looked like one of the tribes of the Northeast Asiatic
Union," he ended. "You know the type—dark-olive faces; curious,
slitted eyes, and damp black hair plastered down." 


Gautry swore.
"Their station's the other side o' the Moon. Damn their filthy hides! I'll
break out every gun and scooter we have and blast them to hell and gone off the
Moon!" 


"But why
should they 'a' done it?" asked Joe. 


Neal started to
shake his head, then suddenly galvanized into life. Alarm flooded his bruised
face. "Migosh!" he exploded. "Shep was right." 


Shep held his
head. "I wish to hell I wasn't," he moaned. 


The boss felt a
quivering premonition. "Stop talking riddles, you two!" he snapped. 


But Neal
disregarded him. Frantically his eyes sought the time signal. It was broken. 


"Quick!"
he shouted. "What time is it?" 


Joe stared down
at his wrist. "Eleven—fifty-six." 


"We were
out then about fifteen minutes." Neal's voice was flat, emotionless.
"In three hours and twenty minutes the Thunderbolt will crash
headlong into Port New York." 


"You're
crazy!" yelled Gautry. "That slap on the head knocked you dizzy. Just
because our plant is wrecked don't mean New York can't hold her on the beam and
set 'er down easy." 


"He's not
crazy!" Shep shouted almost, hysterically. "He's talking God's truth.
Just before they jumped us we were trying to raise Bruce Hopper at New York.
He's out; and his station's out, same as us. It was a deliberate set-up, I tell
you. Both ends of the beam were smashed." 


Shep's voice
stopped abruptly, and for a long moment only the deep breathing of the four men
could be heard. In each man's mind flashed the same panoramic vision. Of a
great cargo boat hurtling crewless through space. Of a control beam that was
haywire. Of frantic ground crews at Port New York trying desperately to rig up
emergency controls and knowing that it could not possibly be done in time. Of
twenty million people cramming all roads, all available crafts in panic terror
to evacuate a hundred miles square and knowing that millions of them would not
make it. Of hope against hope that somehow the ship would swerve and go
careening safely out into space. Of blasphemy and imprecations and prayers all
intermingled as every telescope trained on the approaching disaster. Of the
moment of contact! 


Here, every one
of the four in that smashed control room felt his heart held in a vise and all
blood squeezed from his veins. They knew what would happen. They knew exactly
the terrific energies imprisoned in the Tycho dust that required only contact
with air for a short space of time to explode. 


Cautious
experimentation had blasted miles of desert sky-high with a single shell load.
Here there was a thousand tons! The imagination reeled and rocked. Half the
eastern coast would detonate out of existence. No similar holocaust had taken
place in all Earth's history since the time when the glaciers marched inexorably
down from the pole. 


"We've got
to stop it!" Neal's voice was hard, brittle as he broke the terrible
silence. 


"But
how?" Gautry spread his hands helplessly. For the first time in his
hard-bitten career he did not know what to do. 


"There
isn't a chance," wailed Shep. "The Northeast Union knew what was
what. Damn their hides! They must have thousands of fighting detonators crammed
to the brim with their own Moon dust waiting for the Thunderbolt to
crash." He shook his fist up at the pale-green disk of the Earth.
"They'll come in slamming and blasting to mop up our union, to bring the
terrified remnants under the tyranny. Damn 'em!" 


Joe Banks
swayed. The gray pumice smudges made black streaks on the sudden pallor
beneath. "Nancy!" he whispered. "Nancy! She's in New York!"



"Shut up,
all of you!" snapped Neal. "Let me think." 


They fell
silent. Only their feverish eyes followed his jerky, abrupt pacings around the
control chamber. He seemed like a caged lion. His eyes blazed, his brow was a
corrugated board, and his mouth was tight with furious thought. 


"If anyone
can think of a way, it's Neal," Shep said huskily. 


Gautry shook his
head despairingly. "Correct. But there ain't any way." 


Neal came to a
swift halt. "It's a million-to-one shot, but it's the only chance." 


Joe Banks looked
up like a man reprieved from death, "Wh-what is?" 


"No time
for details, Joe," said Neal. His voice crackled. "Every second
counts. Get the Flying Meteor fueled at once. She's the fastest boat
we've got. And put the following equipment on board. Hurry, Gantry, if you've
ever hurried in your life." 


Gautry was the
boss of Moon Station 2X, but like all good men he knew when to take orders as
well as when to issue them. This was an occasion for taking orders. He didn't
have the slightest idea what Neal Cass had in mind; but he knew Neal, and that
was enough for him. 


"Right,
Neal. You'll have 'er r'aring to go in five minutes flat. C'mon, Joe, we got
lots to do, an' pronto." 


 


MOON STATION 2X
within five seconds was a seething, ordered inferno of shouted orders and
toiling, sweating men. The little speedster was trundled into its lock, rocket
fuel jetting into its tanks from flexible hoses even as it moved. Grim
mechanics swarmed over its surface, spied through its innards, tightening,
tuning, making sure every rocket valve, every jet was functioning like a
precision watch. Equipment poured into it in endless stream. 


In four minutes
and ten seconds Gautry shouted: "She's ready to blast, Neal. I don't know
what you're up to, but we're all praying." 


Neal lay in his
cushioned rebound straps at the controls. Shep, darkly haggard, lay in his own
supports. The ports slid noiselessly into place. 


"Hold
tight, Shep! I'm giving her maximum acceleration." 


Neal shifted the
lever all the way over. There was a rushing, roaring sound; a huge jerk out
into space that thrust them back against the straps like bouncing marionettes.
A crushing weight slammed against their limbs. A wall of blackness overcame
them. 


It was only
seconds, but it seemed like eternities. Then they fought out of their daze. The
crushing load lifted. 


Shep said:
"Whah ... hah! That's the fastest take-off I've ever been in." 


Neal's eyes
focused on his sights. "Had to, Shep. Every split second counts. We've got
to catch up with the Thunderbolt before she gets too close to
Earth." 


"Hm-m-m!
The Thunderbolt's bowling along pretty fast. About thirty miles a
second." 


"Thirty-two
and a half, to be exact. And she's got a head start on us of a whole
hour." 


Shep groaned.
"Sounds pretty hopeless. We're geared to about forty, and you know what
they say about stern chases." 


Neal's jaw
hardened. "I'm not going to run the usual way." 


"What do
you mean?" 


"I mean,
building up acceleration to maximum speed for which the ship is planned, and
then letting her coast. I'm going to keep on accelerating." 


Shep sat up
quickly, "Wh-what?" he gasped. 


"Only
chance to catch up," Neal explained. "If I can push her up to sixty
and keep accelerating her against the Moon's gravity to keep her at that, we
may overhaul the Thunderbolt in about an hour and three quarters. Don't
forget, the Thunderbolt's practically hit the Earth's sphere of gravity
by now. Instead of fighting the Moon pull, as we are now, she's accelerating
without rockets." 


Shep cleared his
head with a vigorous shake. "We'll start every strut and every seam,"
he protested. "You know these speedsters can't stand constant acceleration
like that." 


"She'll
have to," Neal declared grimly. "Otherwise we might as well write
'finis' to home and country and two hundred million swell human beings." 


Shep digested
that. "O.K.!" he said finally. "Give her the gun. We
don't matter in this worth a cent. Only—" 


"Only
what?" 


"If I only
knew what you had up your sleeve to stop the Thunderbolt, Neal." 


Neal turned
around to his assistant. "I've only a glimmering yet," he said.
"I'm trying to work it out while we're traveling. That's why I had Gantry
shove in every type of apparatus I could think of." 


The Moon was
already only a huge silver disk beneath them, and shrinking visibly with the
passing minutes. Neal held the Flying Meteor grimly at constant acceleration.
Their limbs were heavy and their blood pumped sluggishly. Their bodies seemed
to weigh tons. The gravity pull within the ship was of the order of two Earth
gravities. 


Behind them
blazed the steady trail of rocket flame, spreading fanwise into space. The
stout metal struts shook and vibrated and complained at the punishment they
were taking. 


But Neal kept
his eye glued to the scanner for sight of the runaway Thunderbolt. They
flung past the sphere of Moon attraction and Earth swung slowly underneath, and
the Moon described a tedious arc to the zenith, but still the Thunderbolt
was too far ahead for sight. 


"Look,"
Shep said hopefully. "I just thought of it. If both control stations were
wrecked, wouldn't the force beam that holds the Thunderbolt to her destination
disappear with it? That would mean that the slightest deviation would send the
runaway smacking into some other part of Earth." A small grin illuminated
his wan face. "Maybe she might act like a museum boomerang and let the
Northeast Union have it kerplunk." 


"Sorry,
Shep, it won't happen. She'll crash at Port New York just the same. You forget
a very simple principle. Though the power's cut off, there remains a tremendous
magnetic lag. A thing by the name of hysteresis, in case you've forgotten. On
the power we were using, the beam can last for days. The only thing that
happened with the destruction of the controls is that there's no way of
cushioning its fall with directive nose rockets." 


"Damn!"
muttered Shep, and fell silent again. 


But a moment
later he broke out once more. "Maybe you expect to do it, Neal; but
couldn't we send a shell crashing into her when we overhaul her, and explode
her in space?" 


Neal looked at
his assistant queerly. "You know what that would mean, don't you?" 


Shep reddened
with embarrassment. "Yes," he admitted. Then, almost belligerently:
"After all, it's two lives against the whole union. I know I shouldn't
have talked. I'd have felt a whole lot better if you had stayed back oh the
Moon." 


"You old
son!" Neal told him affectionately. "I knew I could count on you.
Sure, I was thinking of that. But it's too late now. By the time we overtake
the Thunderbolt she'll be so close to Earth that the explosion of the
dust would sear the face of the union as though the Sun had plopped right down
on it." 


"Oh-h-h!"
Again Shep subsided into glum silence. 


 


THEY ROARED ON,
jets blasting, combining gravity fall with maximum acceleration. The pressure
on them grew almost unbearable. The lifting of an arm was a torture. Neal grew
cold with fear. Even if the Flying Meteor didn't shake herself apart,
they'd catch up with the cargo boat too late. Already Earth was a vast panorama
beneath and spreading out with frightening rapidity. 


"There she
is!" yelled Shep suddenly. Neal tried to turn his head fast toward the
scanner and almost wrenched it off. 


There she was,
certainly. 


A distant, ovoid
body, glittering with reflected Sun, falling fast toward the looming Earth. 


"Can we
make it?" husked Shep. 


Neal forced his
lead-heavy fingers to the calculators. Slowly the integrations moved. He
fetched a deep, painful breath. "She's 4,500 miles ahead of us and about
60,000 miles from Earth. At her present rate of speed she's due to smack in
about half an hour." His fingers held the acceleration lever over to the
extreme right. "We'll catch up in eight minutes." 


"And
then?" 


Neal shook his
head wearily. "I don't know," he confessed with tragic despair.
"My brains logy with the double gravity. I haven't been able to think of a
single thing yet." 


Shep groaned.
"Look!" he exclaimed. "There are battle liners rising out of
Port New York. A dozen of them! By the ten moons of Neptune, I think they're
going to blast the Thunderbolt." 


Neal's face grew
gray. "Quick, Shep, get them on the visor! Tell them for God's sake not to
try it. They'll rip the whole face of the Earth to pieces." 


Shep's hand
moved like a slow-motion stereo to the switch, stopped halfway. Excitement
blazed suddenly in his eyes. "Neal! Neal!" he almost screamed.
"We've been fools! They're right and we're wrong. We forgot
completely." 


"What?"



"That the
dust won't explode unless there's oxygen. There's no air in space, and the Thunderbolt
is a practical vacuum. When they smash her up, all that'll happen is that the
dust spatters out into space, harmless." 


"Yeah! And
then drift down to Earth, contact with Earth's stratosphere—and then
what?" 


Shep collapsed.
The luster died in his eyes. "I might have known you'd have thought of it
already. Hereafter I'll keep my brilliant ideas to myself." 


The grim, gray
warships were coming up fast as Shep spat out his warning over the screen.
"But, damn it, man!" exploded Squadron Commander Dakin of the
flagship, Abraham Lincoln. "We can't just stand back and watch
everything go up in smoke." 


"Nothing
else to do, sir," Shep reported heavily. "Unless Neal here can—"



Neal was pacing
feverishly up and down the narrow limits of the chamber, picking up pieces of
apparatus, studying them with fiercely narrowed eyes, setting them down again
with an impatient groan. 


"There must
be a way!" he kept on repeating. "There must—" 


He stopped
short, stared at a small, shining tube of magneton, mounted on a swinging pivot
and looking for all the world like an old-fashioned machine gun. The difference
was that its slender arm and solid base were wound with fine strands of
spider-thin wires that made a sheath of open mesh about two inches equidistant
around the magneton and capable of whirling revolution at the turn of a switch.



Shep turned
anxiously, and Dakin was fixed on the screen. "Got anything?" asked
Shep. 


Neal furrowed
his scalp with a swift movement of his hand. "Something's beginning to
glimmer. Let me think." He was talking half incoherently to himself.
"The beam of force ... pure magnetism ... tremendous lag ... hysteresis
... but it's cut off from both bases ... floating in space, so to speak." 


"What about
it?" demanded Dakin from his uprushing flagship. 


Neal looked
vacantly at the pale, drawn features of the space fighter. His brain was moving
furiously. 


"Means it
shouldn't take much power to move it. If the beam moves, the Thunderbolt
goes with it." 


Shep whooped.
"You mean you can do it?" 


"I can try.
But not what you think. I couldn't possibly shunt it out into space." 


"Oh!"
groaned Dakin. "You mean you might be able to shunt it onto some other
land." His voice hardened. "Sorry, Cass. As commander of the space
fleet of the North American Union, I'll have to forbid that. The Council of
Experts will never permit the sacrifice of millions of innocent lives to save
our own." 


"Wasn't
thinking of that," snapped Neal. "Shut up a moment; I'm groping
around." 


Dakin shut up.
Neal Cass had a certain reputation. 


"Let's see
now. The floating force beam's at right angles to the magnetic lines of force
of the Earth, The lines run north and south through the magnetic poles. A
regular mesh work. The dangling end of the beam is in contact. Suppose ...
suppose—" 


Shep kept his
eyes glued straight ahead on the falling Thunderbolt. They were
overhauling it fast, but Earth was barely 40,000 miles below. Soon it would be
too late to do any thing. 


Neal's eyes
cleared. He pounded balled fist into open palm. "I've got it!" he
shouted. 


"Thank
God!" breathed Shep. "I knew you would." 


A hopeful yet
half-skeptical flicker played over Dakin's tight-drawn countenance. "Then
hurry, man! You've barely got twenty minutes to do your stuff." 


Neal was already
at the magneton tube, his hands like blurred lightning. He hooked up tubes in
series, he attached wires, he plugged the whole thing into the power circuit of
their generators, and spun the magneton on its pivots until it pointed at right
angles to their line of flight and tangential to the outspread Earth beneath. 


As he worked he
spoke rapidly. "It's a gigantic gamble. I haven't time to work the thing
out mathematically on the integrator. But this magneton instrument is a
refinement on the usual thing. When the power goes on it develops a negative
magnetic beam. A sort of hole in space. Along its cylindrical stream of action
it clears out of its path every type of electro-magnetic wave, every light
wave, even the gravitational warp itself." 


He spun sharply.
"What are you dawdling for, Shep? Get going! Blast on every rocket. Pull
in front of the Thunderbolt, turn the nose of the Flying Meteor
directly down along the force beam. Hurry!" 


Shep gulped,
obeyed. He wasn't resentful, though Neal should have known he wasn't a mind
reader. Neat's nerves were on the ragged edge, that was all. 


"Hold on to
your hat!" he yelled back. "Here we go." 


The ship was no
longer a flying meteor; it was a blazing, portentous comet. All space behind
was a flame of dazzling spray. The Thunderbolt seemed to reverse its
gait, to rush back upon them at an alarming speed. 


They fled past,
swerved, barely missing the frantically maneuvering battle liners. Into the
stream of the force beam they swung, held. Not more than fifty miles behind,
along the same magnetic flow, shot the Thunderbolt. 


Shep drew a deep
breath. In fifteen minutes more they'd hit the stratosphere. "Here you
are, Neal," he said. "Now what are you going to do?" 


Neal worked on
furiously, talking fast. "At the ten-thousand-mile level above Earth,
start swinging obliquely, Shep. At one thousand fall into a closed-orbit
parallel to the equator, and directly along the line of the sixtieth parallel
of latitude. Do you understand?" 


Shep looked
blank. "I can follow orders," he grumbled, "but that doesn't
mean I understand what you're driving at." 


Neal readjusted
the angle of sight of the magneton cylinder, threw the first of the step-up
power switches. The tubes began to glow, and the hurtling craft was filled with
the humming of innumerable bees. 


"It's
simple enough—if it works!" he declared. "I'm starting to cut a
negative cylinder of force through space. As the ship swings into an orbit
around the Earth, the anti-magnetic stream will follow and form a closed path.
It will shear straight through the longitudinal magnetic lines of Earth, so
that all around it, completely enveloping the sheath, there will be,
practically, a solid wall of incasing magnetic waves. 


"We're now
on the Earth-Moon force beam. The dangling end, which stops at ten thousand miles
above Port New York, will contact our negative, or antimagnetic hole. Instead
of continuing to buck the strong resistance of the Earth's magnetic lines, it
will slip easily into the magnetic vacuum." 


"And follow
us into a closed orbit around Earth," Shep broke in excitedly. "Which
means that the Thunderbolt will follow, too, like a flying chip in the
wake of a cyclone." 


"Exactly."



"By the
shining rings of Saturn!" crowed Shep. "I knew you'd get it. But why
must I place her along the sixtieth parallel?" 


Neal grinned,
said quickly: "Start angling, Shep. We're hitting the ten-thousand-mile
level." 


Shep's stubby
fingers raced over the controls. Neal caught hold of a strap, clung grimly
against the side sway. Earth reeled beneath them. The magneton glowed with a
curious luster. The tubes whined with bluish fires. 


Neal's eyes were
riveted on the rear screen, where the Thunderbolt made a shining,
hurtling ovoid. 


It had not
swerved from its original path! 


Shep froze at
the controls, his face a tragic mask. 


"Your
scheme didn't work," he said. 


But even as he
spoke, the Thunderbolt began to turn. Slowly at first; then with
increasing speed. Following the angling path of the Flying Meteor,
following like an obedient duckling in the wake of its watchful mother. 


Neal expelled
his bursting lungs with a gusty whoosh. He had not even known that the
taut muscles of his throat had withheld all breathing. 


"You spoke
too soon, Shep." Strange how calm his voice was, now that victory perched
in the offing. "Don't forget—at one thousand miles, swing into a closed
orbit on the sixtieth parallel." 


"Aye, aye,
sir!" Shep grinned delightedly. 


On the visor
screen were crowding faces. A dozen bewildered countenances of the captains of
the battle fleet, crowding each other, masking, obliterating, clamoring, all
discipline or ordered precedence forgotten. 


Space Commander
Dakin's sharp-visaged face ducked from side to side to gain clear vision.
"By God, Cass!" he swore. "You've done it! You've saved the
union! But why the sixtieth parallel?" 


"You'll
see," Neal retorted with a cryptic smile.. To Shep he said: "Got her
set properly?" 


"Right!"



Shep was a
skillful pilot. Earth was perilously near, a great, panoramic, swift-rushing
ball beneath. Continents fled past like blurs, oceans tumbled green and blue.
And still they dived in a long, straightening slant. Behind them rushed the Thunderbolt,
and after it, in disciplined array, flung the battle fleet of the union. 


"Now!"
said Neal sharply. 


Shep pointed
slightly toward the north pole, made a wide arc, and pushed the Flying
Meteor into an orbit. Around and around the Earth they swung, once, twice,
three times, turning from west to east with the turning globe underneath. North
Europe, North Asia, Atlantic, Canada. 


"I want
you," said Neal slowly, "to slacken speed so that we revolve in the
same period of revolution as Earth. Come to a relative position directly over
Bering Strait." 


Shep looked
startled. "Oh!" he gasped, and obeyed. 


Meanwhile Neal
swung a parabolic repeller ray on the oncoming Thunderbolt. As the Flying
Meteor slowed, the cargo boat with its load of Tycho dust slowed also under
the impact of the ray. 


Fifty miles
behind, motionless with respect to them, motionless with respect to the capital
city of the Northeast Asiatic Union. The Bering Straits was a thin, shining
hairline beneath, the vast stretch of land on either side blinked back at them.



The Thunderbolt's
channel of force, ruptured at both ends by the destruction of the two plants on
Earth and Moon, had reknit in the tunnel Neal had carved out of Earth's
magnetic field for it. Firmly held in that channel, revolving about Earth at
such a speed and at such a distance as to be in a stable, twenty-four-hour
orbit, the Thunderbolt would seemingly hang permanently motionless just
where it was. 


Magically the
visor screen cleared of its crowding faces. Only Dakin's remained. 


"I know now
what you have in mind, Cass," he said harshly. "There's no doubt they
deserve it. They wanted to wipe us out with the detonation of that load of
dust. It's poetic justice. But I can't permit you to do it. Not until I
communicate with Washington." 


"I had no
such intention, Commander Dakin," Neal quietly replied. "Trust me
just this little further. Put one of your scout ships in position at a safe
distance, but within firing range. Have her train all her armament on the Thunderbolt
and keep it fixed. Meanwhile, I'll call Washington." 


Dakin hesitated,
then saluted briefly. "All right, Cass. I'll take your word for it." 


He rapped out
orders and a ship dissociated itself from the main fleet, raced upward and took
its position. 


Neal put in his
call. 


William Pruyn,
hawk-faced, gaunt, with imperious air tempered now by grave anxiety, flashed on
the screen. 


"Great
heavens, Cass!" he greeted abruptly. "We don't know what it's all
about, but you seem to have saved us all from a horrible disaster. Explain,
man; explain!" 


Neal saluted.
"The Northeast Asiatic Union plotted to destroy our union, sir," he
said. "The smash of the Thunderbolt would have been their opening
gun." 


Pruyn said
"Ah-h-h!" His face grew hard as granite. "No wonder their
ambassador has been clamoring for an audience." 


"Is he with
you now?" 


"In the
anteroom. I was just admitting him when you called." 


"Please ask
him in, sir. And ... uh ... may I be permitted to speak for you to him?" 


Pruyn permitted
himself a rare smile. "You seem to have done pretty well so far, young
man. You might as well continue." 


"Thank you,
sir." 


The olive-tinted
ambassador hurried into the room, stared impassively at the screen. All his
race were well schooled against betraying emotions. 


Neal wasted no
verbiage. "You know," he started abruptly, "that your plans have
miscarried." 


The ambassador's
face did not change. "I do not know," he said politely. 


"Then
look." Neal switched the rear screen in to contact with the main visor. 


The ambassador's
eyes took in the picture but betrayed nothing. 


"Yes?"
he said. 


"The Thunderbolt
that you expected to explode with its cargo on Port New York is now motionless
over Ir-tuan, the capital city of your country. It stays there, Mr. Ambassador.
I've placed it into a closed orbit that will occupy that position forever.
Forever, do you understand?" 


The
Northeasterner looked contemptuous. "We have a powerful fleet," he
said softly. "At a word from our Great Lord it will rise up and wipe out
your puny squadron. Then it will take in tow your Thunderbolt—straight
for your country." 


Neal laughed.
"You sure give us little credit for intelligence. At this moment a scout
cruiser lies overhead, all guns trained on the cargo boat. At the slightest
sign of hostility on your part, she blasts her with shells. The Thunderbolt
explodes, the dust falls into the stratosphere, and—well, you know the rest.
You thought of it before I did." 


The envoy did
not change his smile. "How many years can your guardian cruiser stay in
position?" 


"Not
long," Neal retorted. "But long enough for me to board the Thunderbolt
and place a certain little mechanism of my invention into its hold. It is so
delicate that the slightest tampering with the ship, the slightest shift from
its present orbit, and it detonates the works. Laugh that off." 


The ambassador
began to sweat. "What do you want?" 


"Nothing!
I'm keeping the dust over your heads as a sort of peace insurance. As long as
you fellows watch your steps and mind your own business, the Thunderbolt
is harmless. If you make the slightest wrong move, though, I'm having a
long-range finder set up in our own country, tuned to the wave length of the
detonator within the ship. You act out of turn and, strangely enough,
the ship explodes. What's your answer?" 


The ambassador
bowed. He was dignified in defeat. "I shall communicate with the Great
Lord and explain the situation. I am certain he will follow my advice. Our
union has no intention of troubling the peaceful waters of Earth." 


"I thought
as much," grinned Neal. He stared affectionately at the shining, ovoid
surface of the Thunderbolt. "A little dust sure goes a long
way." 


___________________
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HERE, boy. Here! There's a bit of steak for you with a slice
of liver thrown in and a whale of a bone to bury if your stomach gets
overloaded this night. A healthy appetite you have for a ghost,  Rory boy,
for ghost you are whether it suits you or not. Wag your tail, you heathen, for
it's adventures you've been having this day. Adventures such as no other dog in
the universe has set down to his credit.


But it's careful you must be,
it's careful we must both be-and it's nothing you know of the poor creature
that lay so still and stiff in his coffin an hour or so sinoe, and who now
rests on the bleak hillside with the wind moaning about him and a spot of
poison in his tum-tum. Oh, it's all very well to be looking so innocent, but
conspirators we are. Rory boy, and kindly remember I never set eyes on you till
this blessed day. though you are as like as a twin to the poor dog I poisoned
with my own hand and carried away to his lonely restin' place on the far
hillside...


Do you get me, ye spalpeen? I
never set eyes on you till this day when I was returnin' from the funeral of my
late pup. and glory be, there's a stranger passin' with a dog on a string.


"What's his name?" says
I, and "Rory it is.'' says he, and "Sure, it's a ghost I'm
seein'." says I, "for the dog you have on a lead, stranger, is the
livin' spit of a dog I poisoned with my own hands and have this moment committed
to Mother Earth."


"You don't say," the
stranger says, "You don't say now? It's a mighty strange coincidence and
it's lucky it is that you met me, for I was wonderin' what I would do with the
dog I have here since he is almost a stranger to me and was left me in the will
of my uncle, and my old woman, you must know, cannot bear the sight of
dogs."


"I can see you have a mind
to get rid of the dog," I says to the stranger, "and seein' that he
is about the same age and appearance of the poor creature I was forced to
poison, I will buy him off you if you care to sell."


"Ten shillings and he's
yours," he says, "and I give the rope in."


"Five," I says,
"and you can keep the rope, for I've a notion that this dog of yours is so
much like the poor animal I had to poison all on account of the law, that he
will follow me home without any coaxin'."


So we came to terms at last, me
and the stranger, and off he goes with his bit of rope, and I come home with
you. Rory, ye spalpeen. And that's our story and we stick to it. for if we
don't there'll be the devil to pay, and even as it is I'm wonderin' what Father
Mulcahey will have to say about the matter...


Lucky I am I have a good excuse
for callin' you Rory and it will not cause suspicion, for is it not the custom
of the country for a man to have a succession of dogs by the same name?


But it will be well, spalpeen, if
you don't obey me too well in the days that are comm . till the hue and cry
have died down and Mother Moriarty has begun to forget the things that
happened, for the dog that now he's with the wind moanin' about him on the far
hillside I had trained from a pup, while you, as I have told you and I beg you
to remember. I bought this day from a stranger for the matter of five
shillin's, no less. Folk will look at you and they will say, "Sure, you
are the livin' spit of the dog the law took away from poor Callaghan and 'tis a
miracle entirely that he should be comforted by the sudden appearance in the
village of a stranger with a dog that might be the twin brother of the poor
animal that is dead and gone."


Oh, it's a comfort to an old man
to have you, little dog, for lt's lonely I'd be if I was sittin' here with only
my sad thoughts for company 


It would be a hard life for a man
of my years to be without a dog after bein' accustomed to one for such a length
of time, and, had I not come across the stranger comin' from his uncle's will
and leadin' you by the bit of a string, I'd as lief be lyin' with the wooden
coffin on the hillside. 


You look at me with a whimsical
eye, Rory boy. It's winkin' you are Well, wink away, wink away so long as you
wink in private, but when we're in public you must keep your winks to yourself,
especially in the presence of Mother Moriarty, and don't take it to heart if I
speak evil of you nor if I sigh and carry on. 


"Sure," I'll say,
sheddin' a tear or two, "the new dog's the livin' spit of the poor dog you
made me poison, but it's only in appearance is he like the unhappy creature
that now lies with the cruel wind howlin' about his coffin, for this new pup
has none of the nice ways of the one whose place he's taken. Still it's a
consolation to an old man to have a dog that looks like the one he's lost, even
if he don't act like the one " 


There! You've put your velvet
muzzle into the palm of my hand and you're lookin' up at me with your soft eyes
as if you don't quite understand, and it's a blow or two to your heart maybe
I'll be givin you, little dog, in the days that are 

to come when I go about, for both our sakes, treatin' you as a stranger more or
less 


It's ashamed I'll be because of
the trust you out in me. but it will be better for both of us, for law is the
law, and by all the regulations you have no right to be alive and kickin'. Did
I not stand up in the court o' law and hear my name called? 


"Dennis Michael
Callaghan." 


"Here I be," says I. 


"You are charged with bein'
the owner of an animal, to wit a dog, that is a danger to the public at
large," says the clerk. "What have you to say?" 


"What have I to say?" I
says. "Just this, your Honor, it's four years or more," I says,
"since they laid my dear wife to rest," I says, "and lonely I
was with the years comin' thick upon me and no kith nor kin, and one night I am
walkin' beside the river, and heavy is the heart within me knowin' that, by and
by. I must turn from the lonely river and go back to the lonelier cottage. 


"I put my two hands together
your Honor, and I pray, Holy Mother, give me somethin' to All the hole that's
been drilled into my heart,' and at that I hear a sound-just a little sound―
and it comes from the edge of the river where the thick reeds grow. And it is
not the lap, lap of the water that I hear, nor the croak of the little frogs,
but a tiny, helpless sound that carries with it the spirit of despair. 


"I climb closer to the
stream, and there, among the reeds, is a black object, and I drag it to the
bank and I open it, your Honor, and it's a shameful sight thal meets my eye,
for within there is a mother dog and her litter that some foul fiend has thrown
into the black water to drown an' die 


"Dead entirely is the poor
mother and dead entirely are three of the litter, but alive is one of the tiny
pups, and I take him into the palm of my hand and warm him in the shelter of my
coat, and I go down on my knees, your Honor, and 'Mary, Mother of God, I say,
'you have answered my prayer and given me this small mite of a creature to love
and cherish and ease the ache that is in my heart.' 


"And I walked away from the
darksome river, your Honor, with the cold little creature snugglin' against my
heart, and carryin' the bag with its poor mother and the three little dead
ones; and, by and by, the one that is livin' I have fed, and, by and by, the
ones that are dead I have buried decent at the end of my garden, where they lie
to this day 


"And to the small creature
that was sent to me like a miracle from heaven I give the name of Rory. Rory, I
calls it, and a fine pup it was, and a finer dog it grew into, without the
semblance of vanity nor the sign of deceit. 


"A sweet nature it has, with
its soft eyes and gentle ways. Obedient it is and beloved by all, and divil a
word will I believe of any evidence that is tendered to your Honor that says it
would bite man or beast. It's a pack of lies this Mother Moriarty is makin'
up." 


"Order! Order!" cries
the clerk of the court. 


"Order," they says,
when I sticks up for the character of my dog. And very prim and proper is His
Lordship on the bench, pursin' his lips, an' pressin' his fingertips together
as he says: 


"We have listened very
patiently, Mr. Callaghan, and we sympathise with you. But unfortunately, there
is evidence that your dog bit Mrs. Moriarty's little boy." 


Ah, there it was, Rory, given in
evidence. The dog flew at Mrs Moriarty's little boy and bit a small chunk out
of a necessary part of him. But only Mrs. Moriarty spyin' out of her window and
the boy himself give evidence. There is none to speak for the dog. And the dog
can't speak for himself... 


"The order of the court is
that the defendant's dog, being proved a dangerous animal, shall be destroyed
within twenty-four hours," says His Lordship. 


And I can't see for the tears in
my eyes nor speak for the choke in my throat as I hear him. 


"Constable O'Shannessy, you
will please see that the order is obeyed." 


It's sorry I am for poor
O'Shannessy that he should have it put on him to see the shameful sentence is
carried out, and a word in my ear he has when the magistrate has strutted off
for his lunch. 


"Listen, Callaghan," he
says, "never a stomach have I for the job that lies ahead of me, but the
law is the law, and I have me sworn duty to see that your dog shuffles off this
mortal coil within twenty four hours." He sighs. 


"So to-morrow," he goes
on, "I'll be callin' on you, and, if you haven't had the heart to dispose
of the poor creature by then, I'll have to be doin' it for you, bad cess to the
Moriarty woman and her monkey faced son, for never a more mischievous young
varmint have I known, and it's my firm conviction, Callaghan, that he was
teasin' the dog beyond endurance that the gentle creature should fly at
him." 


And it's that same thing I am
thinkin' myself. I thank the constable kindly for his opinion and, "I'll
go along," I tell him, "and make a wee coffin for the poor
creature." 


And I make me way to the shop of
Mulligan the chemist, and there, by all the saints, is the Moriarty woman,
sittin' In a chair waitin' for a prescription to be made up for this same
monkey-faced son of hers. 


I say to Mulligan, "I have
had word from the court that my dog Rory is to be done away with, and there is
no more than twenty-four hours to do the deed; and I haven't the heart to drown
him like his poor mother before him, neither have I the courage to hit him on
the head, and so, Mulligan," I says, "have you 

a bottle of poison I could give the poor creature so that he'd lap it up and
none the wiser and wake up with the angels?" 


Mulligan looked at me with anger
in his eye and says he with indignation, "Divil a drop of poison have I in
the entire shop, Callaghan." He speaks in a loud voice and I know it's the
kind heart he has, for has not this same Mulligan, on many a night, sat up with
me and watched over this same pup. Rory, when he had the collywobbles? 


"Divil a bit of poison have
I in the shop," he says, the grand liar that he is, and, "It's a
shame," he says, "that such a gentle creature should have to be put
out of the world when it's doin' no manner of harm," and he glares at the
Moriarty woman and she glares back. 


"The law is the law,"
says she. 


And Mulligan says: "The
law's arn ass, Mrs. Moriarty. To think that such a fine animal should be sent
to glory before its time. Why, think of the tricks Callaghan here has taught
the creature! To sit up and beg he has taught it, to fetch and carry, to lie
down and pretend to be dead, and such as that." 


"And to bite the bairns, has
he taught it that?" asks the old witch 


I don't fly back at her; for why?
Because a fine thought has just come to me head because of something the
chemist Mulligan has said 


I wink at him behind the woman's
back and says I, in a firm voice, "The law's the law, Mulligan, and it's
no use makin' a pother. Dead the poor animal must be within twenty-four hours
no less, and even now I am off to the timber man to buy me the boards for his
coffin. So pretend no further, Mulligan, but bring out a bottle of your fine
poison so that I can put it in the unhappy creature's food." 


 


LIKE a wise man, Mulligan catches
on to what I'm drivin' at and he goes off; and soon he comes back with some
white powder and he puts it in a bottle and he sticks a paper on the bottle
with the word POISON in large letters for all the world to see and Mrs.
Moriarty in particular, and says he: "There you are, Callaghan. Put a
trifle in the poor creature's milk and when he laps it up he will have a
pleasant sensation of goin' to sleep, but never again will he wake up." 


"And will he feel any
pain?" I ask 


with solemnity. 


"Divil a pain," he
says, and then he leans over and whispers to me, 


"It's only sugar," he
says, "and what are you up to, Callaghan?" 


So I say in a loud voice,
"Thank you kindly for the poison for my poor dog, Mulligan, and now I'll
be trottin' along to buy the timber for the poor creature's coffin. Good day to
you, Mrs. Moriarty, and tell your monkey-faced son if he ever comes within
sight of my cottage again, it's the spirit of the dead Rory will come moanin'
from the hillside to haunt his bed." 


"Be off with you, Callaghan,
an' poison your savage cur," the old witch yells back at me. 


So, with the insult ringin' in my
ears, I go to the timber man. 


"Give me some small planks
suitable for a coffin for a dead dog," I says, "for even now have I
come from the chemist's with this bottle of poison to give to the
creature." 


Says the timber man: "It's a
dirty trick entirely for the law to be riddin' the village of such a well
behaved dog, and it's sure I am that he's been condemned on circumstantial
evidence that same as hanged my great-grandfather, though heaven knows he deserved
every inch of the rope they gave him." 


And I went home with my planks
and I begins to work and "Look at the fine coffin I'm makin' for you,
Rory," says I. "A fine coffin it is, fit for the king of all
dogs," and I when I had finished I looked at the casket and I looked at
Rory and, "Glory be," says I, "I wonder have I made it a bit on
the small side?


"Well, since you are the one
to lie in it there's no harm in havin' a little bit of a rehearsal, so hop in,
Rory, and lie down," I says, and like a good dog he hops in and lies down
in a comfortable fashion.  


"But," says I to him,
"it's no place for you to sleep in; ye have got to be dead In lt. So go
dead, boy," I says; "dead," and dead he goes in the manner I've
taught him, and lies still and stiff and he stays like that a till I give him
the office he can get out and enjoy himself. 


And then I set beside the coffin
b the white powder Mulligan has given to me with the label showin' the word
"poison," and I go to the window and soon there comes in sight O'Shannessy,
the constable. 


"Quick now," I says to
the dog, "into your coffin with you, and go dead, boy! Dead, do you hear?
And stay dead till I give you the word to resurrect," and in he hops like
the well-mannered dog he is, and still he lies, and stiff like I've taught him,
and I go to the window again and call O'Shannessy. 


"Come in, Constable,"
says I. "Come in and see what I have done to my poor dog accordin' to the
cruel law," and in he comes. 


"Look at him," says I,
"lyin' there in his coffin," and O'Shannessy looks 

and says he: "It's a shame to see him lyin' there so still
and―" 


"Dead," I say, in a
loud voice. "Dead he is and dead he'll stay." 


"It's no exaggeration what
you're sayin', Callaghan," O'Shannessy says. "It's enough for me who
is but the letter of the law, and not the whole alphabet. Dead I have seen him
in his coffin. Dead and stiff, with a bottle of poison beside him." 


And "Take him away and bury
him," he says, "for it breaks my heart to look at him." 


Off he goes in a hurry, and then I
say softly to the dog, Rory, "You are dead no longer, but don't get
out," I says, "but stretch out in your nice coffin while I put the
lid on the lid with the two nice holes so that you can breathe." 


And he stays there, wonderin' no
doubt, and uneasy in his mind no doubt, but trustin' me with all his big heart.



So I carry the coffin with the
live dog inside on my shoulder, and it's a sorrowful sight I am as I walk
through the village, and the neighbors are weepin' and wailin', and, a colleen
runs out and places a lily on the casket. 


"Ah, me," they cry,
"it's poor Callaghan takin' his little pup to bury him on the far
hillside, his poor little dog that was murdered accordin' to the cruel
law." 


They would have followed after
me, wailin', to show their respect, but Mulligan, bless him, says "No. Let
no man nor woman follow. Let the man be. Leave him alone with his sorrow."



And I see by this that Mulligan
has a farseeing eye, for he carries on with his speech. "Let him bury his
dead on the far hillside, and let us pray this night to the saints that they
will send him another Rory to ;ake the place of the one he has despatched with
the poison I give him." 


So I march on with the lament of
the villagers in my ears, and when I reach the solitary hillside, I open the
casket and let the dog Rory frisk about me while I dig a hole and jury the
empty box. 


Presently I go back to the
village by devious paths with the dog followin' sedately at my heels, and here
is Mulligan waitin' at his shop door, and "Glory be," he cries,
"for see our prayers have been answered." 


And then I tell him about the
stranger I have met straight from readin' the will of his uncle, and
"Glory be," he says again, "it is a miracle no less," and
he repeats the story to Father Mulcahey when he happens along. 


The good Father looks at the dog
and he looks at me with a long look, and he says, "Sure, Callaghan, this
dog you had from the mysterious stranger is as like as two peas to the poor dog
that was taken from you by the law, and a miracle it is indeed, and I endorse
it with all me heart." 


And, by and by when I am at home,
there comes a knockin' at the door, and it's the Constable O'Shannessy. 


"It's a strange thing I have
been told by Father Mulcahey," he says, "concernin' a miracle,"
and then he catches sight of the dog, and he cries, "It's the dead spit
entirely of the poor creature I saw stiff and dead in his coffin. The law has
been vindicated," he says, "for did I not see your dog in his
casket?" 


He walks to the door. "Dead
and stiff he was all right, all right," he says, "with the bottle of
poison alongside him for all to see." And then he looks at me with a queer
look. 


"A miracle it is, Callaghan,"
says he, "and not a doubt in the world about it. For it's the first time
in my life I ever saw a dead dog blink. Good-night to you." 


A nice man is Constable
O'Shannessy, with a keen appreciation of the works of God. 


________________
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MRS. CHAMPNEY was putting the very last
things into her bag, and Mrs. Maxwell and Mrs. Deane sat watching her.
The room in which she had lived for nearly four years was already strange and
unfamiliar. The silver toilet articles were gone from the bureau. The cupboard
door stood open, showing empty hooks and shelves. The little water colors of
Italian scenes had vanished from the walls, and the books from the table. All
those things were gone which had so charmed and interested Mrs. Maxwell and
Mrs. Deane.


They were old ladies, and to them
Jessica Champney at fifty was not old at all. With her gayety, her lively
interest in life, and her dainty clothes, she seemed to them altogether young— girlish,
even, in her enthusiastic moments, and always interesting. They loved and
admired her, and were heavy-hearted at her going.


"You've forgotten the pussy
cat, Jessica," Mrs. Maxwell gravely remarked.


"Oh, so I have!" said
Mrs. Champney.


Hanging beside the bureau was a
black velvet kitten with a strip of sandpaper fastened across its back, and
underneath it the inscription:


 


SCRATCH MY BACK


 


It was intended, of course, for
striking matches. As Mrs. Champney never had occasion to strike a match, this
little object was not remarkably useful. Nor, being a woman of taste, would she
have admitted that it was in the least ornamental; but it was precious to her— so
precious that a sob rose in her throat as she took it down from the wall.


She showed a bright enough face
to the old ladies, however, as she carried the kitten across the room and laid
it in the bag. She had often talked to these old friends about her past— about
her two heavenly winters in Italy, about her girlhood "down East," about
all sorts of lively and amusing things that she had seen and done; but she had
said very, very little about the period to which the velvet kitten belonged.


It had been given to her in the
early days of her married life by a grateful and adoring cook. It had hung on
the wall of her bedroom in that shabby, sunny old house in Connecticut where
her three children had been born. She could not think of that room unmoved, and
she did not care to talk of it to any one.


Not that it was sad to remember
those bygone days. There was no trace of bitterness in the memory. It was all
tender and beautiful, and sometimes she recalled things that made her laugh
through the tears; but even those things she couldn't talk about.


There was, for instance, that
ridiculous morning when grandpa had come to see the baby, the unique and
miraculous first baby. He had sat down in a chair and very gingerly taken the
small bundle in his arms, and the chair had suddenly broken beneath his portly
form. Down he crashed, his blue eyes staring wildly, his great white mustache
fairly bristling with horror, the invaluable infant held aloft in both hands.
If she had begun to tell about that, in the very middle of it another memory
might have come— a recollection of the day when she had sat in that same room,
the door locked, her hands tightly clasped, her eyes staring ahead of her at
the years that must be lived without her husband, her friend and lover.


She had thought she could not
bear that, but she had borne it; and the time had come when the memory of her
husband was no longer an anguish and a futile regret, but a benediction. She
had lived a happy life with her children. They were all married now, and in
homes of their own, and she was glad that it should be so.


These four years alone had been
happy, too. Her children wrote to her and visited her, and their family affairs
were a source of endless interest. She had all sorts of other interests, too.
She made friends readily; she was an energetic parish worker; she loved to
read; she enjoyed a matinée now and then, or a concert, and the conversation of
Mrs. Maxwell and Mrs. Deane.


With all her heart she had
relished her freedom and her dignity. Her children were always asking her to
come and live with one or the other of them, but she had always affectionately
refused. She believed it wasn't wise and wasn't right.


She had stayed on in this
comfortable, old-fashioned boarding house in Stamford, cheerful and busy. It
had been a delight beyond measure to her to send a little check now and then to
one of her children, a present to a grandchild, some pretty thing that she had
embroidered or crocheted to her daughters-in-law. Her elder son's wife had
written once that she was a "real fairy godmother," and Mrs. Champney
never forgot that. It was exactly what she wanted to be to them all— a gay,
sympathetic, gracious fairy godmother.


But she wasn't going to be one
any longer. What her lawyer called a "totally unforeseen contingency"
had arisen, and all her life was changed. He was a young man, that lawyer. His
father had been Mrs. Champney's lawyer and friend in his day, and she had,
almost as a matter of course, given the son charge of her affairs when the
elder man died.


She had not wanted either of her
sons to look after things for her. She didn't like even to mention financial
matters to people she loved. Indeed, she had been a little obstinate about
this. And now this "totally unforeseen contingency" had come, to
sweep away almost all of her income, and with it the independence, the dignity,
that were to her the very breath of life.


If it had been possible, she
would not have told her children. She had said nothing when she had received
that letter from the lawyer— such an absurd and pitiful letter, full of a sort
of angry resentment, as if she had been unjustly reproaching him. She had gone
to see him at once. She had been very quiet, very patient with him, and had
asked very few questions about what had happened. She simply wanted to know
exactly what there was left for her, and she learned that she would have
fifteen dollars a month.


So she had been obliged to write
to her children, and they had all wanted her immediately; but she chose her
second son, because he lived nearest, and she hadn't enough money for a longer
journey. Now she was ready to go to his house.


She locked the bag and gave one
more glance around the empty room.


"Well!" she said
cheerfully. "That seems to be all!"


Mrs. Maxwell rose heavily from
her chair.


"Jessica," she said,
not very steadily, "we're going to miss you!"


Mrs. Deane also rose.


"Whoever else takes this
room," she added sternly, "it won't be you— and I don't care what any
one says, either!"


Mrs. Champney put an arm about
each of them and smiled at them affectionately. She was, in their old eyes,
quite a young woman, full of energy and courage, trim and smart in her dark
suit and her debonair little hat; but she had never before felt so terribly old
and discouraged.


She couldn't even tell these dear
old friends that she would see them again soon, for in order to see them she
would have either to get the money for the railway ticket from her son, or else
to invite them to her daughter-in-law's house. It hurt her to leave them like
this— and it was only the beginning.


At this point the landlady came
toiling up the stairs.


"The taxi's here, Mrs.
Champney," she said, with a sigh. "My, how empty the room does look!"


So Mrs. Champney kissed the old
ladies and went downstairs. The two servants were waiting in the hall to say
good-by to her. She smiled at them. Then the landlady opened the front door,
and Mrs. Champney went out of the house, still smiling, went down the steps,
and got into the taxi.


She sat up very straight in the
cab, a valiant little figure, dressed in her best shoes, with spotless white
gloves, and her precious sable stole about her shoulders— and such pain and
dread in her heart! There was no one in the world who could quite understand
what she felt in this hour. To other people she was simply leaving a boarding
house where she had lived all by herself, and going to a good home where she
was heartily welcome, to a son whom she loved, a daughter-in-law of whom she
was very fond, and a grandchild who was almost the very best of all her
grandchildren; but to Mrs. Champney the journey was bitter almost beyond endurance.


She loved her children with all
the strength of her soul, but she had been wise in her love. She had tried
always to be a little aloof from them, never to be too familiar, never to be
tiresome. She had given them all she had, all her love and care and sympathy,
and she had wanted nothing in return. She wished them to think of her, not as
weak and helpless, but as strong and enduring, and always ready to give. And
now— 


"Now I'm going to be a
mother-in-law," she said to herself. "Oh, please God, help me! Help
me not to be a burden to Molly and Robert! Help me to stand aside and to hold
my tongue! Oh, please God, help me not to be a mother-in-law!"


 


MRS. CHAMPNEY had arranged
matters so as to reach the house just at dinner time. She even hoped that she might
be a little late, so that there wouldn't be any time at all to sit down and
talk. She had never dreaded anything as she dreaded that first moment, the
crossing of that threshold. Her hands and feet were like ice, her thin cheeks
were flushed, anticipating it. She wanted to enter in an agreeable little stir
and bustle, to be cheerful, to be casual; but Robert and Molly were too young
for that. They would be too cordial.


"I don't expect them to want
me," said Mrs. Champney to herself. "They can't want me. If they'd
only just not try— not pretend!"


She did not know Molly very well.
She had seen her a good many times— Molly and the incomparable baby— but that
had been in the days when Mrs. Champney was a fairy godmother, with all sorts
of delightful gifts to bestow. Robert's wife had been a little shy with her. A
kind, honest girl, Mrs. Champney had thought her, good to look at in her
splendid health and vitality, but not very interesting. And now she had to come
into poor Molly's house!


She was pleased to see that her
train was late. She had not told them what train she would take. Perhaps they
wouldn't keep dinner waiting. When she got there, perhaps they would be sitting
at the table. Then she could hurry in, full of cheerful apologies, and sit down
with them, and there wouldn't be that strained, terrible moment she so much
dreaded.


A vain hope! For, as she got out
of the train, her heart sank to see Robert there waiting for her— Robert with
his glummest face, Robert at his worst.


There was no denying that Robert
had a worst. He was never willful and provoking, as his adorable sister could
be upon occasion. He was never stormy and unreasonable, like his elder brother;
but he could be what Mrs. Champney privately called "heavy," and that
was, for her, one of the most dismaying things any one could be. She saw at the
first glance that he was going to be heavy now.


"Mother!" he said, in a
tone almost tragic.


"But, my dear boy, how in
the world did you know I'd get this train?" she asked gayly. "I didn't
write— "


"I've been waiting for an
hour," he answered. "You said 'about dinner time,' and I certainly
wasn't going to let you come from the station alone. This way— there's a taxi
waiting."


Mrs. Champney was ashamed of
herself. Robert was the dearest boy, so stalwart, so trustworthy, so handsome
in his dark and somber fashion, and so touchingly devoted to her! After all,
wasn't it far better to be a little too heavy than too light and insubstantial?
As he got into the cab beside her, she slipped her arm through his and squeezed
it.


"You dear boy, to wait like
that!" she said.


"Mother!" he said
again. "By Heaven, I could wring that fellow's neck! Speculating with your
money— "


"Don't take it like that,
Robert. It's all over and done with now."


"No, it's not!" said
he. "It's— the thing is, you've been used to all sorts of little— little
comforts and so on; and just at the present time I'm not able to give you—
"


"Please don't, Robert!"
she cried. "It hurts me!"


He put his arm about her shoulders.


"You're not going to be
hurt," he said grimly; "not by any one, mother!"


His tone and his words filled her
with dismay.


"Robert," she said
firmly, "I will not be made a martyr of!"


"A victim, then,"
Robert insisted doggedly. "You've been tricked and swindled by that
contemptible fellow; but Frank and I are going to see that it's made right!"


"Oh, Robert! You're not
going to do anything to that poor, miserable, distracted man?"


"Nothing we can do. You gave
the fellow a free hand, and he took advantage of it. No, I mean that Frank and
I are going to make it up to you, mother."


He might as well have added "at
any cost." Mrs. Champney winced in spirit, but at the same time she loved
him for his blundering tenderness, his uncomprehending loyalty. He meant only
to reassure her, but he made it all so hard, so terribly hard! She felt tears
well up in her eyes. How could she go through with this gallantly if he made it
so hard?


Then, suddenly, there came to her
mind the memory of a winter afternoon, long, long ago, when Frank and Robert
had been going out to skate. She had heard alarming reports about the ice, and
she had run after them, bareheaded, into the garden. She could see that dear
garden, bare and brown in the wintry sunshine; she could see her two boys,
stopping and turning toward her as she called.


Frank had laughingly assured her
that there was no danger at all. That was Frank's way. She didn't believe him,
yet his sublime confidence in himself and his inevitable good luck somehow
comforted her; and then Robert had said:


"Well, look here, mother— we'll
promise not to go near the middle of the pond at the same time. Then, whatever
happens, you'll have one of us left anyhow— see?"


And that was Robert's way. The
very thought of it stopped the dreaded invasion of tears and made her smile to
herself in the dark. Such a splendidly honest way— and so devastating!


The taxi had stopped now, and
Robert helped her out in a manner that made her feel very, very old and frail.


"Wait till I pay the driver,
mother," he said. "Don't try to go alone— it's too dark."


So Mrs. Champney waited in the
dark road outside that strange little house. Her son was paying for the cab;
her son was going to assist her up the path; she was old and helpless and
dependent.


Then the front door opened, and
Molly stood there against the light.


"Hello, mother dear!"
she called, in that big, rich, beautiful voice of hers. "Hurry in! It's
cold!"


Mrs. Champney did hurry in, and
Molly caught her in both arms and hugged her tight.


"Just don't mind very much
how things are, will you?" she whispered. "My housekeeping's pretty
awful, you know!"


Tears came to Mrs. Champney's
eyes again, because this was such a blessed sort of welcome.


"As if I'd care!" she
said.


"Let me show your room— and
Bobbetty," said Molly.


She took the bag from Robert, who
had just come in, and ran up the stairs. Mrs. Champney followed her. All the
little house seemed warm and bright with Molly's beautiful, careless spirit. It
wasn't strange or awkward. It was like coming home; and the room that Molly had
got ready for her was so pretty!


"Dinner's all ready,"
said Molly; "but— if you'll just take one look at Bobbetty. He's— when he's
asleep, he's— "


Words failed her.


Mrs. Champney got herself ready
as quickly as she could, and followed Molly down the hall to a closed door.
Molly turned the handle softly, and they stepped into a little room that was
like another world, all dark and still, with the wind blowing in at an open
window.


"Nothing wakes him up!"
whispered Molly proudly, and turned on a green-shaded electric lamp that stood
on the bureau.


Mrs. Champney went over to the
crib and looked down at the child who lay there— the child who was her child,
flesh of her flesh, and was yet another woman's child. He was beautiful— more beautiful
than any of her children had been. He lay there like a little prince. His face,
olive-skinned and warmly flushed on the cheeks, wore a look of careless
arrogance, his dark brows were level and haughty, his mouth was richly
scornful; and yet, for all this pride of beauty, she could not help seeing the
baby softness and innocence and helplessness of him.


He might lie there like a little
prince, but he was caged in an iron crib, he wore faded old flannel pyjamas,
and beside him, where it had slipped from the hand that still grasped it in
dreams, lay such an unprincely toy! Mrs. Champney, bending over to examine it,
found it to be a rubber ball squeezed into a white sock.


It seemed to Mrs. Champney that
she could never tire of looking at that beautiful baby. She hadn't half
finished when Molly touched her arm and whispered "Robert," and,
turning out the light, led her husband's mother across the dark, windy room out
into the hall again.


"I heard Robert getting
restless downstairs," she explained.


Side by side they descended the
stairs. Mrs. Champney was happy, with that particular happiness which the
companionship of babies brought to her. She had friends who were made unhappy
by the sight of babies. They said that they couldn't help looking ahead and imagining
the sorrows in store for the poor little things. But to Mrs. Champney this
seemed morbid and quite stupid, because, when the sorrows came, the babies
would no longer be babies, but grown people, and as well able as any one else
to deal with them.


No— babies were not melancholy
objects to Mrs. Champney. On the contrary, they filled her with a strong and
tender delight, because of her knowledge that whatever troubles came to them,
she could surely help; because, for babies, a kiss is a cure for so much, and a
song can dry so many baby tears; because love, which must so often stand mute
and helpless before grown-up misery, can work such marvels for little children.


She was happy, then, until she
reached the foot of the stairs— and not again for a long time.


Robert was waiting for them
there. He came forward, with a faint frown, and pushed into place two hairpins
that were slipping out of Molly's hair. It was the most trifling action, yet it
seemed to Mrs. Champney very significant. He didn't like to see those hairpins
falling out, didn't like to see Molly's lovely, shining hair in disorder. He
noticed things of that sort, and he cared. He cared too much. There had been a
look of annoyance and displeasure on his face that distressed Mrs. Champney.


Fussiness, she thought, was one
of the most deplorable traits a man could have. It was only another name for
pettiness, and that was something no member of her family had ever displayed.
Could it be possible that Robert, the most uncompromising and high-minded of
all her children, was developing in that way— and with such a wife as Molly?


She watched her son with growing
uneasiness during the course of the dinner. It was a splendidly cooked dinner.
The roast veal was browned and seasoned to perfection, the mashed potatoes were
smooth and light, there were scalloped tomatoes and a salad of apples and
celery, and a truly admirable lemon meringue pie; but Robert frowned because
the potatoes were in an earthenware bowl, and the plates did not match. When
the splendid pie appeared, in the tin dish in which it had been baked, he
sprang up and carried it out into the kitchen, to return with it damaged, but
lying properly on a respectable dish.


"Oh, I'm awfully sorry,
Robert!" Molly said, each time that Robert found something wrong; and
there was such generous contrition in her honest face that Mrs. Champney wanted
to get up and shake her son.


What did those silly little
things matter? How could he even see them, with Molly before his eyes?


"She's beautiful,"
thought Mrs. Champney. "She wouldn't be beautiful in a photograph. I
suppose she'd look quite plain; but when you're with her— when she smiles— it's
like a blessing!"


 


IT WAS NOT a comfortable meal for
any of them, and Mrs. Champney was glad when it was finished. She offered to
help Molly with the dishes, and she really wanted to do so; but when Molly
refused, and she saw that Robert didn't like the idea, she did not persist. She
went into the little sitting room with Robert, and he settled her in an
armchair, putting behind her shoulders a plump cushion that made her neck ache.
He lit his pipe and began to move about restlessly.


"You know," he began
abruptly, "Molly's not really— slovenly."


"Robert!" cried Mrs.
Champney. "What nonsense!"


"Yes, I know," he said
doggedly; "but I don't want you to think— "


Mrs. Champney did not hear the
rest of his speech. She was vaguely aware that he was making excuses for Molly,
but she did not stop him. He had said enough. He had given her the key, and now
she could understand.


This was not pettiness, and
Robert was not fussy. It was because he loved Molly so much that he could not
endure to have another person see in her what might be construed as faults. If
he had been alone with Molly, he wouldn't have cared, he wouldn't even have
noticed these things. It was because his mother had come, and he was afraid.


It is an old and a deep-rooted
thing, the child's faith in the mother's judgment. If the mother has been
honest and wise, if the child has been never deceived or disappointed by her,
then, no matter how old he grows, or how far he may go from her, that old and
deep-rooted faith lives in him. Robert, at twenty-six, was surer of himself
than he was ever likely to be again. He was certain that all his ideas were his
own, and that no living creature could influence him; yet he was terribly
afraid of what his mother might think of Molly.


For, after all, his mother was
the standard, and the home she had made for him in his boyhood must forever be
the standard of homes. She would see that this home of Molly's was not like
that. She would think— 


"You needn't worry, my dear
boy," said Mrs. Champney gently. "I'm sure I'll understand Molly."


And no more than that. It wouldn't
do to tell him what she really thought of Molly. It would sound exaggerated and
insincere. It would startle him, and it might conceivably make him contrary; so
she held her tongue.


Presently Molly came in from the
kitchen, flushed and smiling, and sank into a chair.


"Take off that apron, old
girl," said Robert.


"Oh, I'm sorry!" said
Molly. "I always forget!"


Robert took it away into the
kitchen.


"Too tired for a song,
Molly?" he asked when he returned.


"Of course I'm not!"
said she, getting up again.


She was tired, though, and a
little nervous, and Mrs. Champney felt sorry for her; but Robert would have it
so. His mother must see what Molly could do. He lay back in his chair, smoking,
with an air of regal indifference, as if he were a young sultan who had
commanded this performance but was not much interested in it; but as a matter
of fact he was twice as nervous as Molly.


He had spoken to his mother
before about Molly's singing, and Mrs. Champney had thought of it as an
agreeable accomplishment for a son's wife, but this performance amazed her.
This was not a parlor accomplishment, this big, glorious voice, true and clear,
effortless because so perfectly managed. This was an art, and Molly was an
artist.


"Molly!" she cried,
when the song was done. "Molly, my dear! I don't know what to say!"


Molly flushed with pleasure.


"I do love music," she
said. "I often hope Bobbetty will care about it."


"That was a darned silly
song, though," observed Robert.


Molly turned away hastily.


"I know it was!" she
said cheerfully.


But Mrs. Champney had seen the
tears come into her eyes. Molly was hurt. She didn't understand, and
unfortunately Mrs. Champney did. She knew that Robert had been trying to tell
his mother that Molly could do even better than this— that she could, if she
chose, sing the most prodigious songs. He was afraid that his mother would
judge and condemn Molly for that darned silly song about "the flowers all
nodding on yonder hill."


"That's what being a
mother-in-law really means," said Mrs. Champney to herself. "It means
being the third person, the one who stands outside and sees everything— all the
poor, pitiful little faults and weaknesses. Love won't help. The more I love
them, the more I can't help seeing, and they'll know— they'll always know. When
Robert is impatient, Molly will know that I've noticed it, and she'll think she
has to notice it, too. When Molly is careless, Robert will imagine that I'm
blaming her, and he'll feel ashamed of her. That's why mothers-in-law make
trouble. It's not because they always interfere, or because they're troublesome
and domineering. It's because they see all the little things that nobody ought
to see— the little things that would never grow important if a third person
wasn't there. I used to feel so sorry for mothers-in-law. I used to think it
was a vulgar, heartless joke about their making trouble. A joke? Oh, it's the
worst, most horrible joke in the world— because it's true!"


 


MRS. CHAMPNEY did not sleep well
that night. When she first turned out the light, a strange sort of panic seized
her. She felt trapped, shut in, here in this unfamiliar room, in this house
where she had no business to be, and yet could not leave. She got up and turned
on the light, and that was better, for she could think more clearly in the
light. She propped herself up on the pillows, pulled the blanket up to her
chin, and sat there, trying to find the way out.


"There always is a way out,"
she thought. "It's never necessary to do a thing that injures other
people. I must not stay here, or with any of my children. If I think quietly
and sensibly, I can— "


There was a knock at the door.


"Are you all right, mother?"
asked Robert's voice. "I saw your light."


"Perfectly all right, dear
boy!" she answered brightly. "I'm very comfortable. Good night!"


"Sure?" he asked.


She wanted to jump up and go to
him and kiss him— her dear, solemn, anxious Robert; but that wouldn't do.
Never, never, while she had a trace of dignity and honor, would she turn to her
children for reassurance. She was the mother. She could not always be strong,
but she could at least hide her weakness from her children. She could endure
her bad moments alone.


"Quite sure!" she
answered, and snapped out the light. "There! I'm going to sleep! Good
night, my own dear, dear boy!"


"Good night, mother!"
he answered.


His voice touched her so! If only
she could let go, and be frail and helpless, and allow her children to take
care of her! They would be so glad to do it— they would be so dear and kind!


"Shame on you, Jessica
Champney!" she said to herself. "You weren't an old lady before you
came here, and you're not going to be one now. You're only fifty, and you're
well and strong. There must be any number of things a healthy woman of fifty
can do. Find them!"


And then, as if by inspiration,
she thought of Emily Lyons.


The next morning, as soon as
Robert had gone, she told Molly that she wanted to "see about something";
and off she went, dressed in her best again, and took the train to a near-by
town. She was going to see Miss Lyons. She had not met this old school friend
for a good many years, but she remembered her with affection and respect, and
perhaps with a little pity, because Emily had never married. She had devoted
her life to charitable work— an admirable existence, but, Mrs. Champney
thought, rather a forlorn one.


Her pity fled in haste, however,
when she saw Emily.


A very earnest young secretary
ushered the caller into a big, quiet, sunny office, and there, behind a large
desk, sat Miss Lyons. She rose at once, and came forward with outstretched
hands. Her blue eyes behind the horn-rimmed spectacles were as friendly and
kind as ever, and yet Mrs. Champney's heart sank. The Emily she wished to
remember was a thin, freckled girl with a long blond pigtail and a shy and
hesitating manner— an Emily who had very much looked up to the debonair and
popular Jessica. This was such a very different Emily— a person of importance,
of grave assurance, a person with a large, impressive office at her command. To
save her life Mrs. Champney couldn't help being impressed by offices and filing
cabinets and typewriters.


She sat down, and she tried to
talk in her usual blithe and amusing way, but she knew that she was not
succeeding at all. In the presence of this new Emily she felt shockingly
frivolous. She was sorry that she had worn her white gloves and her sable
stole. She wished that the heels of her new shoes were not so high.


She told Emily that she wanted
something to do.


"Do you mean charitable
work, Jessica?" asked Miss Lyons.


"I'm afraid I'd have to be
paid," said Mrs. Champney, with a guilty flush. "You see, Emily, I've
had a— a financial disaster. Of course, my children are only too willing, but—"


"They're all married, aren't
they?" asked Emily.


Something in the grave, kindly
tone of her question stung Mrs. Champney into a sort of bitterness.


"Yes," she answered. "All
of them are married. I'm a mother-in-law, Emily."


Miss Lyons did not smile. She was
silent for a time, looking down at her polished desk as if she were consulting
a crystal. Then she looked up.


"We happen to need somebody
in the Needlecraft Shop," she said. "I could give you that, Jessica,
at eighteen dollars a week; but— "


"But what?" asked Mrs.
Champney, after waiting a minute.


"I'm afraid you haven't had
much experience," said Miss Lyons.


"I've done a good deal of
parish work," said Mrs. Champney anxiously.


She had known love, and happiness
with the man she loved. She had endured the anguish of losing him. She had
borne three children and brought them up. She had traveled a little in the
world. She had even known a "financial disaster" at fifty; but in the
presence of Emily Lyons she was ready to admit that she had had no experience— that
her sole qualification for any useful occupation was the parish work she had
done.


"If you'd like to try it,
then," said Emily gently. "I've found, though, that women who have
led a sheltered domestic life are inclined to be a little oversensitive when it
comes to business."


Mrs. Champney, into whose
sheltered domestic life had come only such incidents as birth and death and
illness and accident and so on, said that she hoped she wasn't silly.


"Of course you're not, my
dear!" said her old friend, taking her hand across the desk. "You're
splendid! You always were!"


And Mrs. Champney had to be
satisfied with that. She was to begin at the Needlecraft Shop the next morning.
She was at last to enter the world; but instead of being filled with ambitious
hopes and resolves, she actually could think of nothing but how she was to tell
Robert about it.


The only possible way was to take
a mighty high hand with him from the start, and the trouble was that she didn't
feel high-handed. She felt depressed, and tired and— yes, crushed— that was the
word for it. She was not going to let Robert suspect that, however, or Molly,
either.


She decided to take her time
about getting back. After leaving Emily, she walked for a time through the
streets of the brisk suburban town. Then, seeing a clean little white-tiled
restaurant, she went in there and had her lunch. It was noon, and there were a
good many other business women there. Mrs. Champney tried to feel that she was
one of them now, but somehow she could not. Somehow the whole thing seemed
unreal, and even a little fantastic.


She mustn't think that it was
unreal or fantastic, or how could she convince Robert? She tried to make it
real by doing all sorts of calculations based upon eighteen dollars a week.
With that amount, and with what was left of her income, she could manage to
live by herself, somewhere near Robert and Molly, where she could see them and
the baby often, and yet be independent. Once more she could be a fairy
godmother— with sadly clipped wings, to be sure, but still able to bestow a
little gift now and then.


She thought she would get
something for Bobbetty now, and she bought one of the nicest gray plush animals
imaginable. The saleswoman said it was a cat, but Mrs. Champney privately
believed it to be a dog, because of its drooping ears. Anyhow, it was a lovable
animal, with a frank and kindly expression and a most becoming leather collar.
On the train, going back, she regretfully took out its round yellow eyes, for
they were pins, and unless she forestalled him, Bobbetty would surely do this.


Even then it was a lovable
animal, and Bobbetty received it with warm affection. He was sitting in his
high chair in the kitchen, while Molly cooked the dinner. He was almost
austerely neat and clean after his bath, and he was eating a bowl of Graham
crackers and milk, with a large bib tied under his chin. A model child— yet, in
the sidelong glance of his black eyes in the direction of the new bowwow, who
was not to be touched until supper was finished, Mrs. Champney saw a thoughtful
and alarming gleam. Bobbetty was not quite sure whether he would continue being
good, or whether it would be nicer suddenly and violently to demand the bowwow.


Mrs. Champney helped him to
choose the better course. She entertained him while he ate, and then carried
him off upstairs, with the bowwow, and put him to bed. He became very garrulous
then. He lay in his crib, clasping the bowwow, and he told Mrs. Champney all
sorts of interesting things in such a polite, conversational tone that she felt
quite ashamed of herself for interrupting him and telling him to go to sleep.


He was nice about it, however. He
paid no attention to this rudeness, but pleasantly went on talking. Even when
she went out of the room and closed the door behind her, she heard his bland
little voice continuing the story of a wild horsy who stampled on six
policemen. Bobbetty was not yet three, but he had personality.


She was smiling as she went down
the stairs— until she saw Robert. He came to the foot of the stairs, watching
her as she came toward him. She had to meet his eyes, she had to smile again,
but it was hard beyond all measure.


She had never seen that look on
his face before. He had always been utterly loyal to her, had always loved her,
but it had been after the fashion of a boy. The look she saw on his face now
was not a boy's; it was the profound compassion and tenderness of a man. It
came to her, with a stab of pain, that she had cruelly underrated her son. She
had thought of him as a dear and rather clumsy boy, and he was so much more
than that— so much more!


Her own affair seemed more
fantastic than ever now. Here was Robert, making his valiant battle in the
world for the life and safety of his wife and child. Here was Molly, busy with
the vital needs of life, with food and clothes, with the care of their child;
and she herself was going to work in the Needlecraft Shop.


She had to tell them, of course.
When they were all seated at the table, she did so, in the most casual,
matter-of-fact way.


It was even worse than she had
feared. Robert grew very white.


"You mean— a job?" he
asked.


"It's charitable work,
really," Mrs. Champney explained. "The foreign-born women bring their
needlework to the shop, and we sell it on commission for them. The idea is to
encourage their home industries, and—"


"But you're going to get
paid for it?" asked Robert.


"Why, yes!" said Mrs.
Champney brightly. "I'm sure I'll enjoy the work, too. I've always— "


"You mean you're going off
to work every morning in this shop?" said Robert. "Do you mind
telling me why?"


"Because I consider it very
useful and interesting work, Robert," replied Mrs. Champney, with dignity.


There was a long silence.


"All right!" said Robert
briefly.


She knew how terribly she had
hurt him. He had wanted to do so much for her, to take her into his home and
protect her and care for her, and she would not let him. She had turned away
with a smile from all that he had to offer. She would take nothing.


"I've always led— such an
active life," she said, in a very unsteady voice. "I should think you
could understand, Robert—"


"I do!" he said grimly.


"You don't!" she cried.
"You don't! You—"


She could not go on. She bent her
head and pretended to be cutting up something on her plate, but she could not
see clearly. He never would understand that she was doing this only for love of
him, only so that she might not be here in his home as the sinister third
person who saw everything and— 


She started at the touch of Molly's
hand on her arm.


"If that's your way to be
happy, darling," said Robert's wife, and Mrs. Champney saw tears in her
honest eyes.


 


MRS. CHAMPNEY envisaged her life
as divided into epochs, each one with its own significance and its own memories.
There was her childhood, there was her girlhood. There were the early days of
her married life, when she and her husband had been alone. There were the
crowded and anxious and wonderful years when her children had been little.
There was the beginning of her widowhood, overshadowed with anguish and
loneliness, yet with a dark beauty of its own. There was her tranquil middle
age, and there was her business life.


She had begun it on Tuesday, and
this was Friday. It had lasted four days, yet it seemed to her quite as long as
all the years of her youth. It seemed a lifetime in itself, in which she had
acquired a new and bitter wisdom.


The train stopped at her station,
and, with a crowd of other home-going commuters, Mrs. Champney got out and
hurried up the steps to the street, to catch a trolley car; but she was not
quick enough. By the time she got there the car was full, and she drew back and
let it go. She never was quick enough any more. She seemed to have been
transferred into a world of terrific speed and vigor, where she was hopelessly
outdistanced, hopelessly old and weary and slow.


She had thought, until this week,
that she was a fairly intelligent and energetic woman. She had even had her
innocent little vanities; but now, standing on the corner and looking after the
car— 


"I'm a silly, doddering old
thing!" she said to herself, with a trembling lip.


She remembered all the dreadful
defeats and humiliations of the week. She remembered how slow she had been
about wrapping up things and making change— how curt she had been with some of
the wealthiest and most important customers— how stupid she had been about
understanding the Polish and Italian women who brought in their work. She
remembered the weary patience of Miss Elliott, who managed the shop. Miss
Elliott was not more than twenty-eight, but she had been to Mrs. Champney like
a discouraged but long-suffering teacher with a very trying child.


"Doddering!" Mrs.
Champney repeated.


She was alone on the corner. In
this new world nobody waited for anything. Those who, like herself, had missed
the car, had at once set off on foot; and Mrs. Champney decided to do so
herself. It was less than a mile— a pleasant walk in the soft April dusk.


This walk might have been
specially designed by Miss Elliott to teach Mrs. Champney another lesson; only
it was a lesson that she had already learned. She really needed no further
demonstration of the fact that she was fifty, and utterly tired and miserable.
It was superfluous, it was cruel, and it made her angry. When she reached the
street where Robert's little house stood, her heart was hot and bitter with
resentment.


"If they'd only let me
alone!" she thought. "I don't want any one to speak to me or look at
me. I know I'm unreasonable. I want to be unreasonable. I want to be let alone!"


But of course she couldn't be.
Nobody can be let alone except those who would give all the world for a little
tiresome interference. Molly saw at once how tired she was, and wanted her to
lie down and have dinner brought up to her. Robert, by saying nothing at all,
was still more difficult to endure.


"I'm not particularly tired,
Molly, thank you," said Mrs. Champney, with great politeness.


What she wanted to do was to
stamp her foot and cry:


"Let me alone! Let me alone!
To-morrow is Saturday, and the next day is Sunday. You can talk to me on
Sunday. Let me alone now!"


She sternly repressed all this.
She sat down at the table and tried to eat her dinner. She forced herself to
remain in the sitting room until ten o'clock.


"In a week or two I'll go
away and get a room for myself," she thought, "where I can be as
tired as I like!"


When the clock struck ten, she
sat still and counted up to five hundred, so that she wouldn't seem like a
tired person in a dreadful hurry to get to bed. Then she rose, said good night
to Robert and Molly, and went upstairs.


Even then she would not slight or
omit any detail of her routine. She washed, rubbed cold cream into her hands,
braided her hair, folded her clothes neatly, ready for the morning, and knelt
down to say her prayers. Then she turned out the light, opened the window, and
got into bed; and she was so glad to be there, so glad to lay her tired gray
head on the pillow, that she cried.


She was ashamed of this weakness,
and meant to struggle against it; but sleep came before she had driven it away—
a heavy and sorrowful sleep, colored with the mist of tears.


She slept. Then she sighed, and
stirred in her sleep. Something was coming through into the shadowy world of
dreams— something imperious and menacing. She didn't want to wake up, but
something was forcing her to do so. She heard something calling.


She sat up suddenly. It was a
child's voice calling "Mother!"— a sound which would, she thought,
have reached her even in heaven.


"Mother! Mother! I want you!"
It was Bobbetty screaming that, and no one answered him. "I want you,
mother!"


"What's the matter with
Molly?" thought Mrs. Champney in a blaze of anger.


She got out of bed and hurried
barefooted across the room. That baby voice was filling the whole house, the
whole world, with its heartbreaking cry:


"Mother! Mother!"


Mrs. Champney went out into the
hall, and there she found Robert and Molly standing in the dim light outside
Bobbetty's door— Molly with her magnificent hair hanging loose about her
shoulders, her face quite desperate, tears rolling down her cheeks.


"What's the matter?"
cried Mrs. Champney.


"Hush!" whispered
Robert. "Dr. Pinney said we weren't to take him up— said it was nothing
but temper. I went in to see, and he's perfectly all right. He simply wants
Molly to take him up."


"But he's— so little!"
sobbed Molly, in a smothered voice.


"Mother! I want you, mother!"
shrieked Bobbetty.


Molly made a move forward, but
Robert clutched her arm. He, too, was pale and desperate.


"No, Molly!" he said. "Dr.
Pinney told us definitely—"


"Bah!" cried Mrs.
Champney, in a tone that amazed both of them. "Dr. Pinney, indeed!"


She opened the door of Bobbetty's
room, went in, snatched him out of his crib, and carried him off, past his
speechless parents, and into her own room.


 


BOBBETTY'S HAND was flung out and
fell, soft and limp, across Mrs. Champney's face. She opened her eyes. The dawn
was stealing into the room, coming like music. One drowsy little bird was awake
in the world, piping sweetly. The breeze came, fluttering the window curtain,
and it seemed to her that she could hear the footsteps of the glorious sun
coming up the sky. All creation waited for him— waited breathless, to break
into a great chorus of ecstasy when he appeared.


Bobbetty was waking, too. His
hard little head bumped against her shoulder. His toes moved softly, he
scowled, his great black eyes opened, he looked sternly into her face, and then
he smiled.


"Gramma!" he said
contentedly, and sat up.


"We must be very quiet, not
to wake mother," said Mrs. Champney.


"Why?" asked Bobbetty.


In his superb arrogance he looked
upon his mother somewhat as he looked upon the sun. She existed solely for him.
He adored her and he needed her— that was why she existed. Mrs. Champney did
not trouble to explain. He would learn soon enough how very many other people
there were in this world, and that it was not his own world and his own sun at
all. In the meantime, let him make the most of it. She said that they would
surprise mother, and the idea appealed to Bobbetty. He said he would be as
quiet as a mouse, and so he was.


Mrs. Champney got his ridiculous
little garments and dressed him. She knelt at his feet to put on his stubby
sandals. She even kissed his feet, and his hands, and his warm, olive-tinted
cheeks, and the back of his neck. He smiled upon her, condescendingly but
kindly.


Then she carried him down into
the kitchen. He was a plump and sturdy baby, but he was no burden to her arms.
She wasn't tired now. Indeed, she thought she had never in her life felt so gay
and light and happy.


The sun had come, and the kitchen
was filled with it. The aluminium saucepans glittered like silver, and the
water ran out of the tap in a rainbow spray. She laid the table in the dining
room, and Bobbetty followed her back and forth, carrying the less dangerous
things.


There was a wonderful perfume in
the air— the intangible sweetness of spring— and with it, and no less
wonderful, was the homely fragrance of coffee and oatmeal and bacon. It was a
divine hour, and Bobbetty knew it. Bobbetty could share it with her— he and he
alone.


He dropped a loaf of bread that
he was carrying, and, moved by impulse, kicked it across the room. Mrs.
Champney picked it up, without a word of reproof. She knew how Bobbetty felt.


Then she drew the chairs up to
the table— and made her great discovery.


"There are four chairs!"
she cried aloud. "There are four of us! Why, I'm not the third person at
all!"


She was so overcome by this that
she sat down, and stared before her with a dazed look.


"There were three already— I'm
the fourth, and four's such a nice number! I can't go away and leave Robert and
Molly alone together. They'll never be alone together any more— there's
Bobbetty. I can help so much! They're both so very, very young, and I could do
so much! Molly could have time for music. There are two buttons off Bobbetty's
underwaist. Mother-in-law, indeed!"


She heard the percolator boiling
too hard, and she got up. In the kitchen doorway she met Bobbetty with the
bowwow.


"Bobbetty!" she said. "Do
you know something?"


"Yes, I do!" shouted
the child.


But Mrs. Champney told him,
anyhow.


"Bobbetty," she said, "there's
a Lucy Stone League for women who don't want to use their husbands' names. I
believe I'll start a Jessica Champney League for women who refuse to be called
mothers-in-law. There's really no such thing as a mother-in-law, Bobbetty. It's
just a joke, and a very nasty one. Really and truly, Bobbetty, there are
nothing but mothers-in-nature. I think I'll invent some other word. Why not 'husbandsmother,'
or 'wifesmother,' or— "


Molly appeared before her,
evidently in great distress.


"Oh, mother darling!"
she cried. "You shouldn't have done this! You shouldn't be up so early!
You'll be tired out before you start!"


Mrs. Champney stirred the
oatmeal, which was bubbling and spouting like molten lava.


"I don't believe I will go,"
she said. "It seems— such a waste of time. I think I'll stay home, and
help you, and be a grandmother. I've tried everything else, and I believe I'd
do well at that."


Molly stared for a moment. Then
she ran to the foot of the stairs.


"Robert!" she called,
in her ringing, joyous voice. "Robert! Mother's going to stay home!"


_________
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"DO you see, Mr. Arneston? Isn't it
shocking? Can't we do something— speak to the captain or the purser? Surely
that sort of thing ought not to be allowed."


They had paused
in their promenade up and down the deck of the Cunarder. The night was warm for
the time of the year, and someone had fastened back the door of the
smoking-room. They themselves, the man and the girl, stood in the darkness. The
room into which they looked was ablaze with softly flashing electric lights. At
a little round table four men were seated playing cards. Before each was a
little pile of chips. They played quickly and in silence, after the fashion of
gamblers. Of the four, three were of uninteresting appearance; the fourth was
conspicuous amongst them both for his youth and good looks. It was towards him
that the girl had motioned; it was upon his pale, nervous face that her eyes
were bent now, full of anxiety and concern.


"It seems
such a shame," she whispered, looking up at her companion. "He is so
young, and I know that he cannot afford it. Can't we do something?"


Her arm
tightened a little upon his. Her tone was full of pleading, for, like all women
and most men, she had great faith and much confidence in the man by her side.
Stephen Arneston looked from her to the boy and back again.


"Well, I'm
afraid that's not easy," he said. "Mr. Franklin is not very old, and
not very wise, but he's Britisher enough to hate being interfered with.
Besides, he's a stranger to me. I'm afraid I should only get a snubbing if I
interfered."


"A snubbing
from a boy!" she answered, smiling appealingly up at him. "Why, I
don't think that will hurt you very much, Mr. Arneston. Don't you want to go in
and talk to him?"


How interested
she was! He smothered a sigh, and looked idly in through the open door.


"It would
be so nice of you," she murmured.


"But what
can I do?" he objected. "I have scarcely spoken to any of those men
all the voyage. I can't go in and force myself upon them."


"Mr.
Arneston."


"Well?"


"Suppose
that he was your younger brother?"


"I wish he
were yours."


She laughed
softly, such a delicate, musical little laugh.


"Why?"


"Do you
want to know?" he asked.


A little flush
of colour came into her cheeks. She was wonderfully pretty. A little wisp of
her hair brushed against his cheek. She drew further away from him, but her
fingers remained upon his arm.


"We are
wasting time, and it is so foolish of you," she said. "You know what
I mean, what I want you to do. If Mr. Franklin were your brother you wouldn't
see him sit there night after night and lose, lose, lose all the time. You'd
interfere or something, I know. Please."


He sighed
heavily and withdrew his arm. "Well, let me tuck you up in your chair
first, and make you comfortable," he said, "then I'll see whether I
can send him out to you."


She withdrew
herself with an alacrity which irritated him.


"No, don't
wait," she begged; "go in now; please don't wait. I shall be all
right, and Mrs. Chase is over there in her chair. I shall talk to her for a few
minutes."


Stephen Arneston
stooped low, for he was a tall man, and entered the smoking-room. The little
party at the table glanced up as he entered, but no one addressed him. He lit a
cigarette, and took a seat from where he could overlook the boy's hand.


There were four
in the party playing poker. What the Makes were Arneston had no means of
telling, but they were evidently high, from the curious rapt attention which
each one was giving to his hand. The man sitting on the boy's left hand was an
American, Mortimer Hansom, and he was certainly the coolest of the party.
Opposite to him was an Englishman, who played always with the utmost care, but
who, from his irritated manner, was obviously a loser; and on his left was an
oil merchant from Cincinnati, who spat on the floor and smoked all day and all
night soft, black cigars of appalling strength. Arneston glanced at the other
two and Franklin carelessly, then he fixed his attention upon Hansom. There was
something about the man which puzzled him.


By and by, a
little stir amongst the party attracted him. Franklin was raising the draw.
Hansom was raising back. From where he lounged, Arneston could see the boy's
hand, and his lips resolved themselves into a half-formed whistle. The boy was
in luck. He had been dealt four tens.


"Two
hundred."


"And a hundred,"
Hansom replied, nonchalantly.


"And
another," the boy declared.


"Five
hundred," from Hansom.


The Englishman,
with an exclamation of disgust, threw his cards upon the table. The oil
merchant had gone out at the first raise. The boy's hand was shaking; he could
not control his excitement.


"Six
hundred."


"Make it a
thousand, if you like," Hansom remarked, laying down his hand to light a
cigarette. "Only us two in, so we may as well have a little gamble."


"I'll play
for a thousand," the boy said hoarsely.


The oil
merchant, who was dealing, took up the pack and looked towards the boy. He
hesitated, fingering one of his cards nervously. Then he threw it, face
downwards, upon the table.


"One."


The card dealt
him he scarcely glanced at. The dealer turned to Hansom, who looked his hand
through thoughtfully.


"I guess
I'll play what I've got," he remarked, laying them down and lolling back
in his chair.


"Your bet,
Mr. Franklin."


"Make it
fifteen hundred," the boy said, wetting his lips.


"Two
thousand."


The boy steadied
himself and hesitated.


"I ought to
raise you," he said, "but I've no more money. What have you
got?"


Hansom turned
them over one by one— nine, ten, knave, queen, king of clubs. The boy watched
each card with fascinated eyes and slowly whitening cheeks. As he realised the
truth, the perspiration broke out on his forehead. The other two players looked
at Hansom with awe stricken faces.


"It is the
first straight flush," he remarked pleasantly, "which I have ever
held. Oblige me by touching the bell, sir. We will drink a bottle of wine to
it. I'm sorry to run up against you again." he continued, turning
carelessly to the boy. "I suppose you had something good?"


"I had four
tens," the boy answered.


A little murmur
of sympathy. "Darned hard lines!" from the oil merchant, a chuckle
from the Englishman, who was thanking his stars that he was out of it. Then the
waiter brought in wine. The boy drained his glass, and rose none too steadily.


"You'll
excuse me," he said. "I think I've had about enough poker for
to-night."


A little murmur,
which he ignored. He made his way out on to the deck; Arneston followed a
moment or two later.


She was already
by his side. They were leaning over the rail together as though watching the
phosphorus. Arneston moved into the shadow of the awning, and stood there with
his eyes fixed upon them, and a bitter smile parting his thin lips. Her frank,
sweet face was upturned towards the boy's. There were tears in her eyes; she
was even holding his hand. The boy was looking away. Stephen Arneston turned on
his heel and swore.


 


HE came face to
face with her a few minutes later. Her eyes were still dimmed with tears. She
stopped short in front of him, and he felt instinctively the change in her
attitude. He had been tried and found wanting.


"Mr.
Arneston, will you tell me what has happened?" she demanded.


"I am
afraid," he answered, "that Mr. Franklin has lost a good deal of
money."


"You were
there?" she exclaimed. "You saw it happen? You made no effort to
interfere?"


He looked down
at her coldly.


"Please be
reasonable, Miss Van Decker," he said. "What possible excuse had I
for interfering? Mr. Franklin would have been the first to tell me to mind my
own business. So far as I could see the money was fairly lost and won. I was
quite powerless. I had not even the excuse of being a friend of Mr. Franklin's.
I have not spoken a dozen words to him in my life."


"It seems
to have been no one's business," she said bitterly, "to prevent a
boy's ruining himself. No, I can manage alone, thanks. Good-night, Mr.
Arneston."


She passed him
and went below. Arneston lit a cigar, and leant over the rail. To all
appearance he was enjoying the cool night wind, the moonlit sea, the soft swirl
of the water parted by the bow of the steamer and falling away in little
showers of fire with a thousand phosphorescent lights. But as a matter of fact
he saw none of these things. His eyes were fixed upon vacancy; he was looking
backwards down the long, dreary avenue of a life of disappointments and many
evil things.


He resumed his
walk, for a girl's face had floated up before his eyes, and of her he did not
dare to think. So he walked fast and smoked fiercely for more than an hour.
Then the sound of a laugh, a man's laugh, echoing out from that still open
door, brought him suddenly to a standstill. His whole expression had changed.
He listened again; there was something in the voice too. Then he hesitated no
longer. He entered the smoking-room, and sat for awhile in a dark corner, with
his eyes fixed upon Mr. Mortimer Hansom. For an hour or more he watched him
covertly. Then he yawned, bade a general good-night, and walked out.


Again he
lingered on deck, looking once more seaward with blind eyes. Something of a
struggle held the man. He might save the boy, but at what a cost! After all, if
she cared for Franklin, what did it matter? It was his luck, he muttered
bitterly. The sudden access of good fortune which was taking him back to his
native country with a new lease of life before him had suddenly become a
flavourless thing. It had come to him late in life, this sudden flood of
affection, half passionate, half tender. He was forty years old, and never
until she had stepped on to the steamer at Boston had her sex or any member of
it been to him anything save an object of half cynical, half scornful
indifference. Now he was realising with a vengeance the existence of what he
had always regarded as the folly of weaker men. He faced the problem boldly. In
his new personality as John Arneston of Arneston Court, a great landowner, head
of a family who for hundreds of years had thought themselves greater because
untitled— well, he had a chance. She had welcomed his society, a frank and
pleasant comradeship had existed between them, dating from the first evening
when their sense of humour had been jointly touched and their eyes had met
across the dinner table. Only there was the boy. They were old friends, and
until the poker had been started he had been her constant companion. Now the
boy was ruined.


She was
cherishing, it was true, an unreasonable anger against him, but that must pass
away. In the morning she would see things more fairly. She would recognise the
fact that after all there was nothing which he could have done. A ruined boy
would surely not be a formidable rival. A sense of his folly must, on cool
reflection, outweigh her sympathy. She might pity him, but his plight was not
one to inspire respect, and she was not the woman to love without it. But on
the other side came all those swift, chivalrous impulses which had kept him poor
all his days, but which had left in his wake both men and women who spoke of
him with bated breath, a prodigy, a man on the surface as hard as nails, but
with the great heart of a woman hidden away like a thing to be ashamed of. He
might save the boy yet, and lose her. The one would very likely involve the
other. The boy was nothing to him but an obstacle, yet he never hesitated. Only
he cursed the laugh, the open door, and the favouring wind which had brought it
to his ears.


 


AN hour later,
when Mr. Mortimer Hansom lifted the sheet which hung outside his state-room and
stepped inside, he was surprised to find a man fully dressed sitting upon his
bunk. He was still more surprised to see that the intruder was John Arneston,
and to find himself looking into the dark muzzle of a Colt's revolver. He
uttered a little exclamation of surprise, and threw up his hands with a
familiar gesture. It was quite like old times.


"Don't make
a noise," Arneston said softly. "Sit down opposite to me there. I
want to talk to you; only a few words."


Mr. Mortimer
Hansom was nervous and shaken, but he seated himself as desired and attempted a
little weak bluster.


"What the
deuce do you want with me?" he asked.


"With Mr.
Mortimer Hansom," Arneston said, coolly, "nothing. With Jim Morton— just
a word, that's all."


"Well, I'm—
"


"You can
protest till you're black in the face," Arneston continued. "I can
stand it. This is what I have to say. You have won over a thousand pounds from
young Franklin on this trip. It will have to be refunded."


Hansom, whose
face was white with fury, touched the button of the electric light which was by
his side. He leant forward, peering curiously into Arneston's face, very pale
now in this moment of his danger, but unflinching.


"Who the
deuce are you?" he asked, musingly, half to himself.


Arneston
shrugged his shoulders.


"That has
nothing to do with the matter," he said.


A sudden light
flashed into Hansom's face, triumphant, yet fearful. Arneston set his lips
hard, but his heart sank like lead. He was lost.


"Now I
understand," Hansom exclaimed bitterly. "Too small fish for the
prince himself, eh? I don't care. It's a dirty game to sit by without a word
and then expect to rope in the coin."


"I do not
understand you," Arneston said. "What I require is that you return
that money to young Franklin, nothing more or less."


"Oh, don't
try to bluff me," the other exclaimed, disgusted. "You'll have to
stand in, I suppose, but it's hard lines. How much do you want?"


"What I
want is this, and this only," Arneston said firmly. "That— money— is—
to— be— returned— to— young— Franklin. If it is not done by tomorrow night, I
shall go to the captain. You can guess what the result of that will be."


Hansom was
bewildered.


"What's
your game, then?" he exclaimed. "I don't see what you're driving at.
Do you want to win it from him yourself— to get the lot?"


Arneston rose.


"By ten
o'clock tomorrow evening," he said, "that money is to be returned.
You know the alternative."


Hansom faced him
white and angry.


"How on
earth am I to return it?" he asked. "He won't take it. How could he?
You don't want me to give myself away altogether, I suppose?"


Arneston
hesitated. "There is no necessity for that," he said. "You can
lose it back to him to-morrow."


He lifted the
sheet and stepped outside. Hansom forgot to wish him good-night.


 


ARNESTON was an
early riser. The decks were barely scrubbed before he was on deck, bare-headed,
his face turned to the west wind, which came sweeping across the wilderness of
white-topped waves and deep grey hollows. They were rising and falling heavily,
sailors were busy lashing the chairs, and little fountains of white spray
leaped every moment into the fleeting sunlight. Turning near the gangway, he
came face to face with Helen Van Decker.


She smiled and
held out her hand. They walked side by side.


"Do you
know I wanted to see you early, Mr. Arneston," she said. "I was wrong
last night, and unjust. There was nothing which you could do. Will you forgive
me?"


He bowed his
head. He felt the compulsion of her eyes, but he struggled against it.


"There is
nothing," he said quietly, "to forgive."


She was not
satisfied quite. She stole a sidelong glance at him, and was shocked at the
colourless cheeks and the black lines under his eyes.


"Why, Mr.
Arneston, you are ill," she exclaimed. "I'm so sorry. Isn't there
anything we can do?"


He shook his
head.


"I had
rather a bad night," he said, "but there's nothing the matter."


"I think I
shall have to look after you to-day," she said, laughing. "You were
so nice to me when I wasn't feeling well. Don't you think I'd make a real good
nurse? Come, one more turn, and we must go down for breakfast. I want to tell
you something, Mr. Arneston. Dick has been awfully good and sensible. He has
promised me faithfully not to touch a card again this voyage. It's such a
relief to me."


He stopped
short.


"Not— not
to play again at all?" he asked.


She looked at
him surprised.


"Not even
to touch a card," she declared vigorously. "Don't you think it's real
sensible of him?"


"I don't
know," he said; "he might win back some of his losings."


She dropped his
arm and looked at him in honest amazement.


"Well, I am
surprised to hear you talk like that, Mr. Arneston. Please don't put any such
idea into his head. Now, we've got to amuse him all day. Shall we get up a
shuffle-board tournament or play cricket?"


They drifted
into general conversation, and presently went down to breakfast. Franklin came
disconsolately up to them afterwards and they played shuffleboard with much
energy until nearly luncheon time. Hansom, who had come out of the smoking-room
as though to watch, touched Arneston on the shoulder.


"I'm not
going to wait about all day," he said, shortly. "When are you going
to bring the young cub in?"


"Directly,"
Arneston answered. "Go back and wait."


Hansom moved
sullenly off. A few minutes later Arneston was alone with the boy.


"Miss Van
Decker tells me that you have sworn off poker," he remarked.


The boy nodded.


"I promised
I wouldn't play again this trip."


Arneston smiled.


"I don't
know much about it," he said; "but that seems rather a pity to me.
Winnings and losings, in my experience, generally level themselves up. It's a
mistake to leave off just because you've been hit."


"That's
exactly what I tell Helen," Franklin exclaimed, eagerly. "I feel an
awful ass to have made such a promise. However, I've made it, and there's an
end of it, I suppose. She won't let me off."


Arneston said
nothing at the moment. They stood for a while watching a passing steamer. Then
he touched the boy on the shoulder.


"Let us go
in the smoking-room and have a drink," he said. "I won the pool
yesterday, and I must stand those fellows some champagne."


The boy followed
him with alacrity.


At luncheon the
two seats on either side of Helen Van Decker remained empty. Helen, who was somewhat
of an impatient young woman, waited for a quarter of an hour, and then went up
on deck. Neither Franklin nor Arneston was visible. She was just giving up the
search when a familiar voice from the smoking room brought her to a sudden
standstill. The door was closed, but, after a moment's hesitation, she opened
it. She stood upon the threshold amazed, speechless with disgust and anger;
for, not only was the boy seated there with cards in his hand, a pile of chips
before him, but his opposite neighbour was John Arneston.


"Dick!"
she exclaimed. "Mr. Arneston!"


Arneston rose
respectfully, and turned a pale, sorrowful face towards her, but he did not say
a word. The boy frowned.


"Don't
bother now, please, Helen," he said. "I shall not be down to
luncheon."


She looked at
Arneston once again, and his eyes fell before the withering contempt of her
gaze. Then she came boldly into the room, and laid her hand lightly upon the
boy's shoulder.


"Your
promise, Dick," she said softly.


"Well, I've
broken it," he answered, shortly. "It was a silly promise to make.
The luck has changed to-day. Do, please, go away, Helen. Ladies are not allowed
in here."


She passed out
with never a glance at Arneston, who held back the open door for her. The game
went on in silence.


At four o'clock
Arneston leant back in his chair. "You're a bit in, aren't you,
Franklin?" he asked.


The boy nodded.
"Yes, I'm about straight," he answered, triumphantly.


Arneston took
the cards and tore them deliberately in halves.


"That's
enough," he said. "Let's get out of this cursed atmosphere and have a
blow on deck."


The boy
grumbled.


"My luck
has just turned," he said. "Let's go on a bit."


But Arneston's
words seemed to rule the little party, and they broke up. With flushed cheeks
and bright eyes, the boy went off to find Helen Van Decker.


Every afternoon
during the voyage Helen had given them tea in a quiet corner. Walking
restlessly up and down, Arneston came upon them both. Helen's hand was upon the
teapot. Her eyes met his without a quiver of recognition. The boy looked ill at
ease, but remained speechless; so Arneston passed on imperturbable, without
apparent consciousness of their near presence. He sank into a distant chair,
and half closed his eyes. It was not the first time in his life that he had
saved another at his own expense. Only this time it hurt.


The boy came up
to him an hour or so later, awkward, a little shamefaced.


"I say, I'm
sorry about Miss Van Decker," he began. "Just like a girl, you know.
So beastly unreasonable. She's angry because you played cards with me after
she'd told you that I'd sworn off."


"It is of
no consequence, thank you," Arneston said, wearily.


The boy
lingered.


"Far as I'm
concerned," he said, "I'm jolly well obliged to you. If I'd had to
stump up, my uncle would never have forgiven me, for I've been in a tight
corner once before, and the money I've got with me is really his. I should have
been in a beastly mess if I hadn't had a run of luck this morning. Besides, I'm
going to be married soon."


Arneston half
closed his eyes again.


"If you
take my advice," he said, quietly, "you will make a resolution and
keep to it. Never play cards with strangers, and never risk more than you can
afford to lose."


The boy went off
laughing. Arneston ordered his dinner to be brought on deck. It was a needless
precaution, for next time he entered the saloon he found that his two
neighbours had removed to another table.


Meanwhile, Mr.
Mortimer Hansom nursed his wrongs until the desire for revenge became
insupportable. He was never out of the smoking-room, and he knew nothing of the
altered position of affairs. He remembered having seen Arneston and Miss Van
Decker together a good deal, and decided to make their friendship his
opportunity. He accosted her, hat in hand, on the last afternoon.


"Might I
have a word with you, Miss Van Decker?"


She looked at
him, surprised but acquiescent.


"It's about
Mr. Arneston. It isn't my business, I know, but I feel I'd like to tell you
something."


She nodded.


"Well?"


"He seems
to be posing here as a sort of gentleman-at-ease. He ain't. He's a professional
gambler, and the cleverest that ever set foot in America. We're all babies to
him."


She caught at
the railing, and was suddenly white. Hansom chuckled softly to himself.


"So you're—
a professional gambler, too, are you?" she remarked.


He laughed
shortly.


"Well, I
gave myself away a bit, I'll allow," he said. "Anyhow, here's facts.
I won money from a young cub on board here, and Arneston got to know. He came
to my room one night, and actually held a revolver to my head while he made me
promise to give up the lot."


"And did
you?" she asked.


"I agreed
to let the kid win it back," he answered. "There wasn't any other way
of returning it. He wouldn't share with me like a white man— wanted the lot,
and I expect he's got it by now. You'll forgive the liberty I've taken, young
lady, but it don't seem right not to tell you."


"Forgive
you? Rather!" she exclaimed, flashing a radiant smile upon him. "I'm
ever so much obliged to you."


Arneston came
along the deck, his face, as usual, turned seawards, his hands behind him. She
left Hansom abruptly, and walked up to him. Hansom chuckled.


"Mr.
Arneston," she cried, holding out both her hands, "I've been such an
idiot. Can you forgive me?"


A red flush
stained his cheeks. He looked at her eagerly.


"You don't
know everything," he said.


"I know all
I want to know now, or at any time— there," she answered frankly. "I
was foolish about Dick. But, you see, he's half engaged to my youngest sister,
and they're very fond of one another."


"Not— not
to you?" he stammered.


She looked at
him and blushed delightfully.


"You silly
man!" she murmured, and thrust her arm through his.


Mr. Mortimer
Hansom watched them stroll off, amazed. Then he pitched his cigar overboard in
disgust.


"It strikes
me," he muttered, on his way back to the smoking-room, "that I've
made a fool's mess of it."


___________________
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PROFESSOR ELDON HARKNESS, the eminent scientist and amateur
crime investigator, armed with many newspapers and sundry magazines, turned his
back on the bookstall to make his way leisurely towards the waiting train that
seemed already to be breathing deeply in preparation for its non-stop run to
Plymouth.


The tall, ungainly and untidy
figure of the scientist, clad in careless tweeds, towered above the ruck of
hurrying passengers, shouting porters, and casual nondescripts who thronged the
platform, as he wove his course towards the first-class coach in which he had
reserved a corner seat in a smoking compartment, and where his modest luggage
had already been deposited.


"Hello, Professor!"
cried a voice at his elbow, as he was about to climb into the compartment,
where, so far, no other passenger had intruded.


Harkness turned and glanced at
the speaker.


"Oh, it's you, Garton"
he said. "Have you come to give me a formal and official send off? If so,
how did you know of my intention to travel to-day?"


"No, no!" laughed
DetectiveInspector Garton. "It's quite a chance encounter. I fancied that
someone I want to see rather badly might be travelling on this train, so I'm
just giving it a look over."


"Nothing to interest me, I
suppose?"


"No, just routine work.
Keeping track— in case. That's all "


"I'm glad of that,"
said Harkness. "I want to get away from the odor of crime for a week or
two—and of chemicals. So I'm off for Cornwall."


"You're about due out, half
your luck," Garton returned, and then added: "Hello! Here's a lady— in
a bit of a hurry, too. Making for this compartment, by the looks of it. Smart
bit of goods. Hop in, Professor, and I'll shoo her off, if you'd rather be
alone."


"I'm going to shoo you off
instead," said Harkness, climbing in and dropping into the corner seat.


"Right you are,
Professor," grinned Garton. "I understand. A pleasant journey,
sir."


"And good hunting to
you," growled Harkness, waving his hand casually and picking up a
newspaper.


As Garton stepped back, the lady
he had observed darted past him sprang into the compartment and pulled the door
to behind her.


Almost simultaneously, the guard
whistle sounded, and the long, heavy train commenced to move slowly and
majestically out of Paddington station. The 226 miles non-stop run had begun.


From across the top of his
newspaper, the Professor's eyes flickered observantly over the woman opposite him.


Although no longer passionately
interested in the opposite sex, he knew a beautiful woman when he saw one. Beauty
in any form always gave him intense satisfaction; but in this woman, reclining
in unstudied grace in the far corner, he saw more than beauty— he saw the
subtle signs of suppressed excitement, anxiety, suspense— perhaps of impending
tragedy. And he set himself to study her more minutely.


From her close-fitting, slightly
til-ted, small black hat to the gleaming toes of her narrow, black patent-leather
shoes, she was well though simply, dressed. A splendid fur of white fox drooped
from her shoulders, lending distinction to the clean-cut, black suit beneath.


Her graceful calves and ankles
were encased in gunmetal stockings of sheer silk, and the whitetrimmed
gauntlets of her black kid gloves emphasised the shapeliness of her slender
hands.


Her hair, faultlessly dressed,
was a rich and glowing blonde, some shades fairer than the level brows and long
lashes that shaded her large violet eyes. Regular featured, her face and
complexion owed little to art, unless perhaps to the higher art, that is able
to conceal itself. Her lips were fresh, and a trifle full; and Harkness judged
her age to be approximately thirty.


In view of the length of the
impending journey, Harkness was somewhat surprised to observe that his fellow
passenger had no visible luggage— unless her large black handbag could be so
regarded.


It was not that he was unduly
in-quisitive, but his trained mind was quick to note such apparently minor
details and store them up in his capa-cious and retentive memory.


What he noticed even more
particularly was the intense eagerness with which she gazed up at every
passer-by along the corridor, as though in momentary expectation of seeing a
familiar face.


During the first quarter of an
hour or so of such extended runs, a good deal of traffic usually circulates
through the coach gangways.


The express in which Harkness
travelled was no exception to the rule. For a while the flitting past of
passengers and train officials was almost incessant, and seemed to command the
whole attention of his fellow-passenger.


But after a while the comings and
goings became less frequent, and presently almost ceased; and then, with what sounded
suspiciously like a sigh of disappointment, the woman settled her fur more
closely about her throat and glanced across at the Professor.


Their eyes met. Harkness smiled;
and his rugged, grimly humorous face, as always at such moments, seemed transfigured.
It beamed kindliness and candor— irresistible to all but the most callous.


The woman's still anxious face
softened in response.


"Do you object to me
smoking?" he asked.


Although theirs was a smoking
carriage, he had reserved this inquiry for opening a possible conversation.


"Not in the least. Please
smoke. I like it."


"Then will you share my
papers? I see you've nothing to read— and it's a long journey."


He handed across to her a couple
of magazines, and without further speech proceeded to load his pipe.


The woman, having accepted the
periodicals with a smile of thanks settled back once more in her corner, and,
with her face half-hidden by the open pages, affected to read.


But Harkness noticed that, though
minute after minute passed, she did not turn a leaf.


The following half-hour was one
of silence, unbroken save by the occasional rustle of a turned page or the
striking of a match. Then the ticket inspector appeared in the gangway and
pushed open the door.


"Tickets, please."


"I have no ticket,"
said the woman. "I had no time to get one at Paddington. I will pay you
now. Single— to Plymouth."


"That will be two pounds,
six shillings and elevenpence, madam," said the man, preparing the
official receipt.


The woman produced from her
hand-bag, in notes and silver, the sum demanded, and took the receipt.
Hark-ness tendered his ticket, and the inspector withdrew, shutting the door behind
him.


No luggage, and no ticket, mused
the professor. That suggests haste. A summons to a sick bed, maybe. Or is it
flight?


Then he turned again to his
papers, and quiet reigned once more in the compartment.


As the minutes passed the woman
began with increasing frequency to consult her wrist watch. Obviously she was
becoming nervous.


Unconscious imitation is one of
the characteristics of humanity, even of its most intelligent representatives.
Harkness, therefore, presently glanced at his own watch. It read eleven o'clock.


At the same moment his companion beckoned
to a passing waiter, a smart young steward, spruce in his white jacket, who
entered the compartment and looked inquiringly first at the professor and then
at the lady.


"Will you bring coffee for
two, please?" she said.


"Yes, madam. White or
black?"


"White," she replied.
"And some biscuits."


The steward bowed and departed on
his errand, and the lady resumed her reading.


"She's surely not going to
invite me to morning coffee!" said Harkness to himself, with a feeling of
amused alarm."If so, she clearly takes it for granted that I'll
accept."


When, ten minutes or so later, the
coffee arrived, the lady motioned for the tray to be set down on the vacant
seat facing her.


Harkness had rather hoped that
she would remove her gloves, and now, when she did so, was quick to notice the
platinum wedding ring she wore, and the three large black pearls, ob-viously of
considerable value, set in similar metal, on the third finger of her right
hand.


Strangely dreading the invitation
which he momentarily expected, Hark-ness buried his face a little deeper in his
newspaper. But the moments passed in silence, unbroken by her voice or the
cheerful rattle of cups and saucers.


 


TAKING infinite precautions, the
professor presently peeped slyly round the edge of his newspaper. Once again
she was looking at her watch, while she tapped one toe impatiently on the
floor.


"I'm a fool." he said
to himself. "She's waiting for someone on the train to join her."


But instead of feeling relieved,
as might have been expected, he now felt somehow disappointed — almost
ag-grieved. The sight of the food and drink had awakened his own appetite. So,
gathering up a couple of magazines, he left the compartment, and made his way
to the restaurant car, where he ordered beer and a sandwich wherewith to stay
the pangs of hunger until the 12.30 luncheon was announced.


 


A TRIFLE piqued by the
realisation of his self-deception, Harkness lingered over his refreshment until
about a quarter to twelve, when the urge for a cigar from the special box in
his bag on the rack drove him back to his carriage.


He met no one as he made his way
from coach to coach along the gangway; and when he reached his own compartment
he found the door close shut.


His fellow-passenger still
occupied her corner, and appeared to be asleep. The thick fox fur was drawn up
cosily around her ears, and partly concealed her face. Her eyes were closed.


The blind was drawn behind her
head. Her hands, ungloved, were folded in her lap, and her legs were stretched
out upon the seat on which she reclined.


Harkness opened the door as
noise-lessly as possible, reclosed it, and tip-toed across to his own corner.
As he passed the recumbent woman he noticed that the coffee tray had been
removed. Then he sat down.


The cigar forgotten, he stared
out of the window for a while. Then he felt his eyes drawn around to the woman
resting in the far corner.


How soundly she slept! And how
pale her slender hands looked against the black of her dress. They were beautiful
hands, perfectly manicured. But they seemed somehow different to him now.


The realisation of what that
difference was came to him almost like a shock. They were ringless. Strange
that she should have removed her rings— especially her wedding ring.


Her handbag lay open at her side.
That, too, was strange.


Then he slowly raised his eyes to
her face.


What he could see of it was pale
as death— like her hands. And a feeling of vague alarm began to creep over him.


This could be no natural sleep,
he thought, but a fainting fit.


Rising, he stepped across the
carriage and bent over her.


Not the slightest movement of her
breast betrayed her breathing. He touched her pale hands. They were cold— cold
as the hands of a corpse. Placing his hand on her arm, he shook her gently.
There was no response.


By now, his instinct had told him
that she was dead, but he shook her again, more urgently. As he did so, the fur
fell from her face, and in falling opened the front of her little coat.
Beneath, she wore a pale mauve silk knitted jumper. Upon it, under her left
breast, was a small dark stain.


Harkness lightly touched his
fingers to the mark, and withdrew his hand hurriedly. His finger tips were wet.
He looked at them. They were wet with blood.


She had been stabbed— stabbed to the
heart!


Now a change came over the
Professor. The agitation and concern which even he, the hard-bitten crime tracker,
had betrayed while approach-ing the tragic discovery were submerged in a wave
of cold and bitter indignation.


Replacing the fur closely about
her head and face, he stepped out into the gangway, closing the door of the
compartment behind him.


Standing so as to screen the
still form as much as possible from obser-vation, he awaited the appearance of
one of the train attendants.


The man who presently approached
him from the direction of the restaurant car was not the young steward who had
waited on the dead woman, but another.


"I want you," said
Harkness. "Who is in charge of the train?"


"The rear guard, sir,"
replied the man, an inquiring look in his eyes.


"Please find him, and ask
him to step this way."


"Certainly, sir. Thank you,
sir." said the man, pocketing the shilling Hark-ness proffered him. Then
he hesitated an instant, and glanced into the com-partment.


"Anything wrong, sir?"


"Something important— and
urgent. Hurry, will you?" 


 


A COUPLE of minutes passed and
the guard appeared.


"You wanted to see me,
sir?" he said, touching his cap.


"Yes. I'm Professor Eldon
Harkness. Here's my card. You may or may not have heard of me, but I've
frequently been of assistance to Scot-land Yard in the unravelling of crime mysteries."


"Oh, yes, sir!"
returned the guard, respectfully, "I've heard of you right enough! What
can I do for you, sir?"


"Exercise such authority as
you have until we reach our destination and can inform the police, to conceal
the fact that a dreadful crime has been committed on this train."


"A crime, sir?... On this
train?" 


"An appalling crime. It was
committed in the compartment behind me— my compartment. It was murder. There
lies the victim."


Harkness stepped aside and
gestured towards the form that, partly hidden by the drawn blind could yet be
seen lying stretched upon the seat.


The guard turned pale, and gazed,
with horror-stricken eyes, through the glass at the dead woman.


"But— but— did you see it,
sir?" he stammered.


"No." replied the
Professor, "I was in the restaurant car when the murder took place. I'd
left the woman, who was a complete stranger to me, and with whom I hadn't
exchanged more than a dozen words, sitting alive and well in her corner. She
had ordered coffee for two, and the untouched tray stood on the seat facing
her.


"When I returned, about a
quarter of an hour ago— for I see it's now 12— I at first thought she was
sleeping. Then I discovered she was dead— stabbed in the breast. Who was her
assailant I know no more than you; but that he or she must still be on the
train is, I think, obvious."


By this time the guard was in a
state of marked agitation.


"My God!" he exclaimed,
pushing back his hat. "Here's a pretty go! I s'pose my duty is to inquire
if there's a doctor on the train!"


"Then just forget your duty
for once," advised Harkness. "There's no need. I'm myself a qualified
medical man— amongst other things; and I can certify that the woman was killed
within the last three-quarters of an hour. The great thing is not to alarm the
passengers— if we want to spot the culprit."


"You know best, sir."
returned the guard, looking anxiously at the Professor. "I wouldn't like
it brought against me that I'd failed in me duty."


"Don't worry yourself about
that," said Harkness. "I'll see that you don't get into any trouble.
Now, just step inside, and I'll tell you what I want you to do."


With no more hesitation than
might have been expected, the guard followed Harkness into the compartment and carefully
closed the door.


 


"FIRST," said the
scientist, "tell me whom it will be necessary to take into your
confidence, to make sure that no one intrudes into this carriage during the
rest of the run. I don't feel disposed to finish my journey in company with a
corpse, but I prefer my luggage to remain here while I move about from place to
place in the train, in the hope of dropping on a clue. But the compartment must
be kept closed."


"I'll speak to the ticket
inspector," said the guard. "He must be told about it. I don't know
as there's any call to tell anybody else. He can lock the door and stick a
'reserved' label on the window."


"Then perhaps you'll find
him, and send him along at once. I'll wait here till he comes."


"Right you are, sir,"
said the guard and left the compartment with very evident relief.


A few minutes later the ticket
inspector who had already visited the compartment before the tragedy sidled in
and slid the door to.


"I can 'ardly believe it,
sir," he said, in awestruck tones "Why, it only seems about just now
that I was making out the lady's receipt and taking her money. And you were
sittin' there, sir!"


"Yes, yes, I know,"
said Harkness soothingly. "But we mustn't lose our heads or allow
ourselves to get too sen-timental. Now, tell me, when did you last pass through
this coach?"


"About half an hour ago,
sir, or a bit more perhaps. Eleven-thirty, I should say."


"Did you notice
anything?"


"Well, yes. I did notice two
things, sir. Nothing of importance, though. I noticed that the gentleman in the
end compartment wasn't there, and that one of the waiters was standing in this
doorway, talking to the lady."


"Ah!" said Harkness.
"I expect he'd come to collect the tray."


"I couldn't say, sir. I
passed on, and left him talking in the doorway."


 


HARKNESS looked thoughtful for a
moment.


"Was the gentleman you
mentioned in his compartment when you passed just now?"


"I didn't come that way,
sir. Would you like me to go and have a look?"


"No. Leave that to me. What
I want you to do now is to help me to lower this poor woman to the floor and
lay her under the seat."


"What, sir?" exclaimed
the man.


"Yes," said Harkness,
with decision. "We'll lay newspapers on the floor— here are plenty. It'll
mean no disrespect to the dead, but may help to discover her assailant.


"He, or she, will be puzzled
by the absence of excitement on the train, and might feel impelled to pass the
compartment. In that event, the disappearance of the victim might betray the
assassin into some gesture of surprise."


"I see what you mean,
sir," said the man. "Shall we do it now?"


"The sooner the
better."


With the utmost care, the body
was lowered to the floor and pushed back, well out of view, under the seat. The
woman's handbag, with the concurrence of the Inspector, Harkness locked up in
his own attaché case.


"Now," he said,
"I'm going on a voyage of discovery. So you can lock the door, and if you
think it necessary, stick a notice on the window to prevent the entry of any
stranger."


Harkness turned in the direction
of the restaurant car, walking leisurely along the gangway, followed closely by
the inspector. He did not trouble to look in at the compartment adjoining his
own in that direction since he al-ready knew it to be occupied by a merry
family party— father, mother, and three children, all in the highest spirits
and filled with holiday excitement.


Just as the two men approached
the next compartment, the young steward who had brought coffee to the murdered
woman appeared in the gangway, hurrying towards them.


"Stop him, if you can,"
said Harkness over his shoulder.


"Where you bound,
chum?" asked the inspector genially, standing full in the other's way.


The steward stopped, and looked
at the inspector in some surprise, in which showed also a little resentment.


"Oh, just running up an'
down the train for a little exercise," he retorted sarcastically.


"Well, don't barge into that
smoker there," said the inspector, indicating the fatal compartment.
"The lady don't want to be disturbed. I've stuck a label up— see?"


"But what about my
tray?" demanded the young man. "We're short of 'em."


"Tray?" repeated the
inspector. "What tray?"


Harkness nudged him.


"The tray on which you
brought the lady coffee for two— is that it?"


"Yes, sir."


"Don't bother about it just
now," said Harkness. "The lady's really not at all well, and must be
left quiet."


And he passed the man a coin.


"Oh, all right, sir. Much
obliged. I'll get it later."


Turning, the steward retraced his
steps along the gangway, leaving Hark-ness and the Inspector looking at each
other questioningly.


"Is it likely that any other
steward collected the tray?" asked the former.


"Hardly, sir. I should say
each man sticks to his own job while we're on the run. But I'll find out— quickly—
if you like."


"No, say nothing. It might
arouse curiosity."


"Well, p'raps it would sir.
Any'ow, it's mighty queer. Those waiter chaps don't do jobs for each other, as
a rule, without being asked. And if young smarty had asked one of his pals to
fetch the tray for him he wouldn't have come along for it himself, would he?"


"Not unless he'd
forgotten," replied Harkness, thoughtfully "But you told me you saw a
steward talking to the woman when you passed. Was it the man we've just spoken
to?"


"I couldn't say, sir— not
for sure. He'd got his back to me, and I didn't look close. They all seem much
the same from the rear, with their white jackets."


"So they do," agreed
Harkness. "Now, you get along, and leave me to my own devices. If you see
anything at all suspicious, find me at once."


"I'll do that, sir,"
promised the man, touching his hat and moving off and out of sight round the
bend in the gangway.


Harkness was left standing
outside the compartment second from his own in the direction of the restaurant
car, which was forward.


He was thinking deeply,
marshalling such facts as had so far emerged, and in respect of which there
could be no doubt or question, before allowing his faculty of intuition to
function— that faculty which, in so many of his previous cases, had guided him
to the final solution, and which, maybe, is no more than the subtle judgment of
the subconscious mind.


At twelve minutes past eleven, he
calculated, the waiter had brought the coffee— for two. Three minutes later he
himself had left the compartment. Returning in half an hour, he had found the
woman dead and the coffee tray removed.


During that comparatively short
interval, the ticket inspector had passed and seen a waiter standing in the
doorway of the compartment. This, as near as could be made out, was at 11.30— a
quarter of an hour after Harkness had left and a quarter of an hour before he
had returned.


Presumably, therefore, the woman
was alive a that time, which narrowed down the period of time during which the
crime could have been committed to the quarter of an hour between 11.30 and 11.45.


Now remained the problem of the
waiter or waiters, and the disappear-ance of the coffee tray.


Leaving the coach with a certain feeling
of reluctance— for something seemed to tell him that the secret of the murder
lay within its confines— Harkness hurried to the restaurant car and took the
seat he had occupied be-fore, and which he had reserved for the 12.30 meal.


A waiter, seeing him, approached.


"Bring me a dry
martini," said Harkness. "And, by the way," he "added, as
the man was moving off, "I suppose I can change my mind, and lunch at
1.30?"


"Oh, yes, sir; if you prefer
it. I'll try to keep this table for you."


"Get a drink yourself, in
that case," Harkness suggested, pushing a coin across the table. "How
many waiters do you employ on this car?"


"Four, sir— besides the head
waiter." 


"Quite enough for four to
do, I should imagine— running up and down the train, taking orders and so
forth, eh?"


"Well, yes, sir— sometimes.
But we're not over busy to-day. I haven't left the car once, meself, so far.
I'd better get your drink, sir— time's getting on."


As the waiter hurried away.
Harkness mentally ticked him off the list of possible visitors to the
compartment during his absence. Then, across the aisle, he noticed the young
waiter of earlier in the day. Catching his eye, he beckoned him over.


"I suppose you can manage
without that tray and things?" asked Harkness, smiling.


"Why, yes, sir—for the
present at any rate."


 


"YOU'D looked in for it once
before, hadn't you?— when I was having a snack here."


"No, sir. That was the first
time— when the ticket collector tried to be funny. He ought to mind his own business—
punching little bits out of cardboard."


"Ha— ha!" laughed
Harkness. "You'll get your own back, I'll be bound— a smart young fellow
like you."


The young waiter grinned.
"You bet, sir," he said.


"By the way," went on
Harkness, "would any other of the waiters have looked in at my compartment
while I was here?"


"Not unless they were hailed
by a passenger, sir. That's my coach."


"Well, you might inquire,
will you? I'm a little curious to know. Got a little bet on with— well, never
mind who with."


"Quite so, sir," smiled
the waiter. "I won't be a minute."


He was back in half the time,
with the definite assurance that no other waiter save himself had had anything
to do with the Professor's compartment that morning.


"That's queer," laughed
Harkness. "Well, I lose. Anyhow, here's my drink."


Harkness drank and paid for his
martini, left the restaurant car and made his way back thoughtfully to-wards
his own compartment.


As he turned the bend into the
fam-iliar gangway, he saw a man emerge from the compartment at the far end —the
second from his own towards the rear of the train—and come towards him.


Here, Harkness thought, is the
pas-senger who "tickets" said was absent from his place when that
official passed by at about eleven-thirty.


Harkness turned and gazed out of
the corridor window as the man approached and passed; but he had had time to
note his foreign aspect, his approximate age, and the color of his suit— a dark
brown— ere he looked away.


He also noticed that the man kept
his gaze directed straight ahead as he passed the locked compartment. Rather
too rigidly, Harkness thought. It occurred to him that it would have been more
natural for a little curiosity to have been evinced regarding the
"reserved" label on the window.


But, he said to himself, he must
not be too hasty in his judgment.


As soon as the corridor was once
more vacant, save for himself, Harkness made straight for the compartment
whence the man had emerged.


Feeling secure from interruption
for at least half an hour, he sat down in one of the corners on the gangway
side and surveyed the carriage.


On the rack over the far corner
seat facing the engine was a large suit-case. On the seat below were scattered
several newspapers, a pair of pigskin gloves, and a dark brown Homburg hat.


Harkness reached over and
examined the latter. In the crown it bore the label of a Paris hatter. Among
the newspapers he found a copy of the "Matin" two days old.


At the risk of being observed by
a passer-by, Harkness tried the two heavy brass fastenings of the suit-case.
They were locked. He then turned his attention to the window.


On the exterior of the left-hand
pane— that is to say, the one farthest from the engine— he noticed two long,
narrow, brown stains, like splashes of liquid that has become elongated, in striking
the glass, by the speed and draught of the train's passage. They might have
been compared to attenu-ated drops of brown rain.


From the window, the Professor's
eyes dropped to the floor. There, un-der the seat in front of him, and barely
visible in the shadow, lay a small, oval object. Harkness went down on his
knees and picked it up. Then, after a keen glance, with a grim smile, he
dropped it into his side pocket.


Apparently satisfied with the
results of his investigations, the Professor recrossed the compartment and
resumed his corner seat by the gangway.


It was a few minutes after one
o'clock when the man for whom he waited returned from lunch. Harkness felt
rather than saw his hesitation on finding the compartment occupied.


Perhaps it scarcely could be
described as hesitation. It may have been a mere catch of the breath, a sudden
move-ment of the eyes. But, whatever it was, it was even less than momentary,
and too slight a thing to build suspicion on— as yet.


The original occupant of the
compartment begged pardon politely as he passed by the Professor's somewhat bony
and protuberant knees. Then he sank into the corner facing his luggage.


"I think it's I who should
apologise," said Harkness, genially. "But I'm an outcast from my
compartment and I have sought refuge here for a smoke if you've no
objection."


Watching the other intently, the
Professor thought he detected a faint shadow lift from the man's dark face.


"Ah!" he exclaimed,
with a decided accent, "you were in a non-smoker, is it not— yes?"


"Not a bit of it!"
laughed Harkness "Catch me travelling in a non-smoker on a journey as long
as this! No; I was in a smoker— the second compart-ment from this— with a lady.


"But when I returned after
going to the restaurant car for a drink, I found the door locked— and the lady
gone. Also a 'reserved' label on the window.


 


"WHAT can you make of
that?"


Piercing black eyes returned the
Professor's bland regard, and seemed to be searching the mind behind the
scientist's shining spectacles. The cruel lips curled back from the sharp white
teeth.


"So," said the man,
with an unpleasant sound that might have been meant for a laugh, "so— the
lady 'as disappeared, yes? That was a disappointment for you— no?"


"Well," returned
Harkness, in a confidential tone, "I don't mind admitting that it was. I'm
rather afraid of strange women in railway carriages as a rule. And I was a
little bit scared of her, to tell you the truth; especially when she ordered
coffee for two! So thought I'd better escape. I hope she didn't feel hurt. What
do you think?


"I do not understand,"
replied the other, beginning to show signs of uneasiness. "What do you
mean when you say 'What do you think?' "


"I asked you whether you
thought she felt hurt— you know— pained, cut, so to speak."


"I do not understand,"
replied the man, a little wildly, springing his feet and gesticulating.
"You said hurt— cut— pained; what is it all? I do not know. And excuse
me," he added, sitting down again suddenly, "I wish to read."


"I wanted to read,
too," went on Harkness mercilessly. "But I'm blessed if I could. She
looked too charming, too attractive altogether, sitting there gracefully in her
corner with her beautiful fox fur round her shoulders.


"Although I'm getting on in
years, believe me I could hardly keep my eyes off her. And when she ordered
coffee for two— well! If I'd been a young man— your age, for example— well,
what would you have done?"


Again the man sprang to his feet
his face distorted, and shook his clenched fists above his head.


"Will you stop, please?"
he shouted. "I do not wish to hear. I am not interested. It is nothing to
me. The woman— she is nothing to me! Do you not understand?"


Once more he slumped into his
seat and drawing the silk handkerchief from his breast pocket mopped his
forehead.


"I'm sorry," said
Harkness quietly. "Well, she's nothing to me either now. She's gone! Where
do you think she could have gone to?"


"I do not know! I do not
care! What is it to me where she has gone?" said the man, thickly.
"You say she is gone. So much the better."


"Well, I think I know where
she has gone to," said Harkness, in a hoarse whisper, sidling along the
seat toward his companion, who seemed inclined to shrink back from the
approach.


He did not speak, but stared at
the Professor with black, bulging eyes.


"She found she was in the
wrong part of the train— don't you think so?"


Still the man kept silent.


"She found it was taking her
somewhere where she didn't want to go," went on Harkness, raising his
voice "so they took her to the rear of the train into the coach they slip
at Taunton."


 


A LOOK of desperation appeared
for an instant in the man's eyes. But with an obvious effort he mastered his
emotion and contrived to speak casually.


"You think that is so?"
he asked.


"No doubt of it."
responded Harkness, who then rose, glancing at his watch.


"Well," he said.
"I've enjoyed our chat. We may meet again. Now I think I'll go and watch
them slip that coach. Although it will seem like a chance slipping away for
ever, I shall enjoy it— somehow."


His companion muttered something
unintelligible and hid his face behind an outspread newspaper. Harkness noticed
that the hands that held it were trembling.


Turning towards the rear of the
train, he hurried along the succession of gangways until he came at last upon the
guard.


"Any luck, sir?"


"I think so. Is there time
to get a message on the slip coach, instructing the Taunton stationmaster to
phone to Plymouth?"


"I'm afraid not, sir. But
you can drop a message out either at Teignmouth or Newton Abbot, which will be
picked up and acted on."


"Good," said Harkness.
"Can you give me a couple of your official forms and an envelope?"


"Certainly, sir. I'll bring
them along to you. Where shall I find you?"


"In the restaurant car. I've
a table reserved for the 1.30 luncheon. You can come to me there."


"Very good, sir."


Harkness hastened back along the
train until he nearly reached the coach in which the tragedy had been enacted.
Then he proceeded more slowly, and, turning the bend which brought the familiar
stretch of gang-way in view, peered along its length.


Not a soul was in sight. As he
passed the suspect's compartment he looked in. It was vacant. His own carriage
was still locked, and the label in its place on the window. Nothing appeared to
have been disturbed.


He glanced up at his luggage on
the rack, and felt a momentary hunger for one of the cigars in that special
box, but sighed and passed on.


Reaching the restaurant car he
took his place and looked around for the young waiter of the morning. Seeing him,
he beckoned him over.


"What biscuits do you serve
with morning coffee?" he asked.


"Osborne, sir." 


"Like this?"


Harkness drew from his pocket the
small object he had found on the floor of the compartment he had visited.


"That's right, sir."


"Very good biscuits,
too," declared the Professor, replacing the sample.


"Yes, sir," agreed the
waiter, looking a little mystified.


"Now, I'll have my lunch. I
think I've earned it."


"I'm glad to hear it, sir.
Anything to drink, sir?"


Over luncheon, and while awaiting
the appearance of the guard, Harkness again reviewed the evidence he had
accumulated.


Apart from the manner of the Frenchman,
there were the stains on the carriage window and the biscuit found on the floor
of the suspect's compartment.


The stains might be coffee— the
biscuit was one of the sort served to the dead woman with her coffee.


And the tray, with all its
appurtenances, was missing.


These considerations suggested
that the murderer, from some motive or other, had removed the tray after
stabbing his victim. And, if the crime was committed by the man he suspected,
the criminal had thrown the tray and its contents out of the window of his own
carriage. Probably the biscuit had fallen to the floor, unnoticed, when he was
so doing.


But what could have been his
motive? mused Harkness. Why have removed the tray at all?


It must have been a twofold
reason: first, to prevent as long as possible the discovery of the crime, and,
second, to provide him with some sort of disguise if he chanced to be seen in
the vicinity of the woman's compartment.


No doubt he thought that if the
other passenger (Harkness) returned to the carriage to find the coffee and
biscuits untouched, and the woman to all appearances asleep, he might be
tempted to awaken her.


If on the other hand, he,
Harkness, had thought her to be sleeping, and there appeared no reason for
arousing her, the crime might have remained undiscovered until the train
reached Plymouth.


But, he proceeded in his thought,
the carrying of the tray alone would not provide a sufficient disguise in case
of observation, but might rather have awakened curiosity. He must, therefore,
have had something to supplement it.


What was it?


A white jacket. That was all he
needed.


It must have been he whom the
ticket inspector saw standing in the compartment doorway, and whom he naturally
mistook for one of the waiters.


It was possible, too, that he had
a third reason for removing the tray. It was feasible to expect that the waiter
would come for it, sooner or later.


Seeing the lady to all appearance
sleeping, and no sign of the tray, the waiter would have gone away without
question, either concluding that another waiter had collected it, or that he
had made a mistake in the compartment.


It was well thought out, admitted
Harkness, and but for the cupidity, or some other motive, of the murderer, the
discovery of the crime might well have been delayed, even until the train's
arrival at Plymouth.


If the murderer only had left her
rings on the dead woman's fingers, Harkness' own attention might not have been
drawn so closely to her, and, absorbed in his reading, he might have continued
unconscious of the company of a corpse until the end of the journey.


But how did the criminal propose
to get away? Harkness felt that he had solved that, too.


The murderer had intended to
remove to the slip coach and get off at Taunton.


That would account for the man's
look of consternation when Harkness declared that the woman had been removed to
that coach; for he realised that his way of escape would be cumbered with the
victim of his crime.


So deep had been the Professor's
cogitations that he had failed to notice until then that the suspect was also
in the restaurant car. He was seated at the far end; and as he had partaken of
the 12.30 luncheon, Harkness concluded that he was drinking, to steady his
nerves.


Harkness did not give him a
second glance, being satisfied with the know-ledge of his whereabouts, but
proceeded with his own meal, pending the arrival of the guard with the desired forms.


However, the absence of the man from
his compartment suggested an expedient which might, or might not, force him
into a betrayal of his guilt.


When the guard appeared at his
side, Harkness indicated the suspect.


"There, I believe, is the
criminal," he said.


"You really do think that's
him, sir?" said the guard in an excited whisper.


"I've not the slightest
doubt about it." was the reply. "But, at present, and from the legal
point of view, it's only my suspicion. I know neither his name, his motive, nor
what weapon he used; but I feel certain he struck the blow.


"Now, while I'm writing out
this message, I want you to do something to assist the ends of justice— which,
in this case, I trust will be the ends of a hempen rope."


"Anything I can do, sir— within
me duty, o' course— I'm ready for."


"Right. Then it's this. Go
straight to his compartment. You know which it is?"


"Yes sir."


"Take down the suitcase
you'll see there on the rack, and place it in a similar position in my
compartment, where the dead woman lies, being careful to lock the door again
when you've done."


"I think I can see what
you're driving at, sir," said the guard. "If you think I can prop'ly
do it. You know, sir, without trouble at headquarters— I'll do it now."


"You're more likely to be
praised than blamed," replied Harkness. "Don't hesitate."


"Right you are, sir. I'll
come back for your message presently."


Left alone, Harkness wrote his
mes-sage for transmission to Plymouth, which he decided to have dropped at
Teignmouth:


 


"Stationmaster,
Teignmouth. Please phone stationmaster, Plymouth, as follows: Woman murdered on
Cornish Riviera Limited. Assailant suspected. Provide ambulance. Inform
police.—Professor Eldon Harkness. Certified correct by me..... Guard.


 


Harkness had finished addressing
the envelope when the guard returned.


"I've done what you wanted,
sir," he said.


"Good!" exclaimed the
Professor. "Now, run your eye over this and sign it... That's right. Seal
it down, and see that someone gets it at Teignmouth."


"You can rely on that,
sir."


"Now we've nothing further
to do but wait," said Harkness, with a sigh. "I shall remain here
until the end of the journey, if you should want me."


As the train passed through
Teignmouth station it slowed down perceptibly, whether fortuitously or by
design, Harkness could not tell. But it encouraged him to hope that the message
had been safely dropped and secured.


A few minutes later the man he
suspected rose from his table and made his way out of the restaurant car. As he
approached, Harkness turned his face to the window.


Between Teignmouth and
Kingsteignton occurs one of the steepest ascents in the long run between London
and Plymouth. So severe is the incline that heavy trains are sometimes reduced
to a speed of fifteen miles an hour.


On the right of the track the
ground rises gradually from about 250 to close on 1000 feet above sea level,
and across the summit winds a secondary road from Newton Abbot to Exeter.


The train had just topped the
rise when the guard in a state of some agitation, appeared at Harkness's side.


"He's got away, sir!"
he whispered hoarsely. "I happened to be looking out along the train when
I saw him jump from the coach. He fell, but was up again directly, and appeared
to be making for the high ground yonder."


"Then he's definitely and
indubitably guilty," declared Harkness. "We can do nothing more.
We've forced him into the open, in more ways than one, and now it rests with
the police."


"I suppose so, sir,"
agreed the guard, a little regretfully. "I should have liked to pull the
train up and given chase."


"You couldn't do that,"
was the reply. "After all, at present he's only a suspect. There's no
warrant out for his arrest, and I suppose he'd paid his fare. So he couldn't be
held on that account. All the same, I wouldn't give much for his chances."


"I don't know, sir,"
returned the guard. "If he can get a lift to Exeter, he might very well
double back to town."


"I hope he will." said
Harkness. "He might find a friend of mine waiting for him at the
station."


At Plymouth, an examination of
the man's luggage revealed identity, motive, and weapon with which the crime
was committed.


The dead woman's handbag
disclosed nothing of moment, but hidden under her corsage, next her skin, was
found a letter which revealed very clearly how she had been lured on to the
train, and what had been her relations with her murderer.


She was an English girl who
somehow had been brought into association with certain members of a notorious
gang of Continental crooks.


An exposure of a tragedy that had
startled all Europe appeared to have opened her eyes to the enormity of the
crimes in which she, more or less innocently, had been assisting; and judging
by papers found in the man's luggage she had betrayed some of her associates to
the police.


There appeared to have been love
passages between her and the man who had lured her to her death, and the method
he adopted to get her on the train included a promise of marriage on their
arrival at Plymouth, and a clean, fair start for them both, away from their old
evil associations.


The weapon used was a thin-bladed
stiletto, which was found in the suit-case, enclosed in a scabbard packed with
cotton wool, stained with blood.


Both the names of the man and his
victim are immaterial to this account. But it is of some interest to know that
later in the afternoon Harkness rang up Scotland Yard and spoke to
Detective-Inspector Garton.


"Are you looking for a man
called D—?" he asked.


"Am I not!" shouted
Garton. "Why?"


"Then watch the trains from
the West," advised the Professor. "He's wanted for murder as well."


"How on earth do you know
anything about—" spluttered the detective.


"Well, I thought I was on
holiday, but I found I wasn't," Harkness replied, with a chuckle.


"You take the biscuit, you
do!" declared Garton.


"I do— an Osborne biscuit,
to be exact. Let me know when you get him. I'll wire my address from Penzance.
I shall be wanted as a witness. I am afraid it will mean curtailing the holiday
I had looked forward to. G'bye!"


Outside the telephone box on
Plymouth station, Harkness found the stationmaster waiting.


"Just got a wire through
from up the line, sir," he said. "Tray and coffee service, and a
white jacket, found on the permanent way half an hour after the 'Limited' had
passed. That confirms your theory, sir."


Harkness nodded.


"I'm still convinced,'"
he said, "that he'd have got away if the rings hadn't tempted him."


The following day, at Penzance,
Harkness had the satisfaction of hearing that Garton had got his man.


It meant a shortened holiday for
the Professor, but he consoled himself by selecting a cigar from the special
box in his bag.


______________
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AS THORNDYKE and I descended the stairs of the foot bridge
at Densford Junction we became aware that something unusual had happened. The
platform was nearly deserted save at one point, where a small but dense crowd
had collected around the open door of a first-class compartment of the down
train; heads were thrust out of the windows of the other coaches, and at
intervals doors opened and inquisitive passengers ran along to join the crowd,
from which an excited porter detached himself just as we reached the platform.


"You'd better go for Dr.
Pooke first," the station-master called after him.


On this, Thorndyke stepped
forward.


"My friend and I," said
he, "are medical men. Can we be of any service until the local doctor
arrives?"


"I'm very much afraid not,
sir," was the reply, "but you'll see." He cleared a way for us
and we approached the open door.


At the first glance there
appeared to be nothing to account for the awe-stricken expression with which
the bystanders peered into the carriage and gazed at its solitary occupant. For
the motionless figure that sat huddled in the corner seat, chin on breast,
might have been a sleeping man. But it was not. The waxen pallor of the face
and the strange, image-like immobility forbade the hope of any awakening.


"It looks almost as if he
had passed away in his sleep," said the station when we had concluded our
brief examination and ascertained certainly that the man was dead. "Do you
think it was a heart attack, sir?"


Thorndyke shook his head and
touched with his finger a depressed spot on the dead man's waistcoat. When he
withdrew his finger it was smeared with blood.


"Good God!" the
official gasped, in a horrified whisper. "The man has been murdered!"
He stared incredulously at the corpse for a few moments and then turned and
sprang out of the compartment, shutting the door behind him, and we heard him giving
orders for the coach to be separated and shunted into the siding.


"This is a gruesome affair,
Jervis," my colleague, said as he sat down on the seat opposite the dead
man and cast a searching glance round the compartment. "I wonder who this
poor fellow was and what was the object of the murder? It looks almost too
determined, for a common robbery; and, in fact, the body does not appear to
have been robbed." Here he stooped suddenly to pick up one or two minute
fragments of glass which seemed to have been trodden into the carpet, and which
he examined closely in the palm of his hand. I leaned over and looked at the
fragments, and we agreed that they were portions of the bulb of an electric
torch or flash-lamp.


"The significance of these—
if they have any," said Thorndyke, "we can consider later. But if
they are recent, it would appear that the metal part of the bulb has been
picked up and taken away. That might be an important fact. But, on the other
hand, the fragments may have been here some time and have no connection with
the tragedy; though you notice that they were lying opposite the body and
opposite the seat which the murderer must have occupied when the crime was
committed."


As he was speaking, the uncoupled
coach began slowly to move towards the siding, and we both stooped to make a
further search for the remainder of the lamp-bulb, And then, almost at the same
moment, we perceived two objects lying under the opposite seat— the seat
occupied by the dead man. One was a small pocket-handkerchief, the other a
sheet of notepaper.


"This," said I, as I
picked up the former, "accounts for the strong smell of scent in the
compartment."


"Possibly," Thorndyke
agreed, "though you will notice that the odour does not come principally
from the handkerchief, but from the back cushion of the corner seat. But here
is something more distinctive— a most incriminating piece of evidence, unless
it can be answered by an undeniable alibi." He held out to me a sheet of
letter paper, both pages of which were covered with writing in bright blue ink,
done with a Hectograph or some similar duplicator. It was evidently a circular
letter, for it bore the printed heading, "Women's Emancipation League, 16
Barnabas Square, S.W.," and the contents appeared to refer to a "militant
demonstration" planned for the near future.


"It is dated the day before
yesterday," commented Thorndyke, "so that it might have been lying
here for twenty-four hours, though that is obviously improbable; and as this is
neither the first sheet nor the last, there are— or have been— at least two
more sheets. The police will have something to start on, at any rate."


He laid the letter on the seat
and explored both of the hat-racks, taking down the dead man's hat, gloves, and
umbrella, and noting in the hat the initials "F. B." He had just
replaced them when voices became audible outside, and the station-master
climbed up on the foot-board and opened the door to admit two men, one of whom
I assumed to be a doctor, the other being a police inspector.


"The station-master tells me
that this is a case of homicide," said the former, addressing us jointly.


"That is what the
appearances suggest," replied Thorndyke. "There is a bullet wound,
inflicted apparently at quite short range— the waistcoat is perceptibly singed—
and we have found no weapon in the compartment."


The doctor stepped past us and
proceeded to make a rapid examination of the body.


"Yes," he said, "I
agree with you. The position of the wound and the posture of the body both
suggest that death was practically instantaneous. If it had been suicide, the
pistol would have been in the hand or on the floor. There is no clue to the
identity of the murderer, I suppose?"


"We found these on the floor
under the dead man's seat," replied Thorndyke, indicating the letter and
the handkerchief; "and there is some glass trodden into the carpet—
apparently the remains of an electric flash-lamp."


The inspector pounced on the
handkerchief and the letter, and having scrutinised the former vainly in search
of name or initials, turned to the letter.


"Why, this is a suffragist's
letter!" he exclaimed. "But it can't have anything to do with this
affair. They are mischievous beggars, but they don't do this sort of
thing." Nevertheless, he carefully bestowed both articles in a massive wallet,
and approaching the corpse, remarked: "We may as well see who he is while
we are waiting for the stretcher."


With a matter-of-fact air, which
seemed somewhat to shock the station-master, he unbuttoned the coat of the
passive figure in the corner and thrust his hand into the breast pocket,
drawing out a letter-case which he opened, and from which he extracted a
visiting card. As he glanced at it, his face suddenly took on an expression of
amazement.


"God!" he exclaimed in
a startled tone. "Who do you think he is, doctor? He is Mr. Francis
Burnham!"


The doctor looked at him with an
interrogative frown. "Burnham— Burnham," he repeated. "Let me
see, now— "


"Don't you know? The
anti-suffrage man. Surely— "


"Yes, yes," interrupted
the doctor. "Of course I remember him. The arch-enemy of the suffrage
movement and— yes, of course." The doctor's brisk speech changed abruptly
into a hesitating mumble. Like the inspector, he had suddenly "seen a
great light"; and again, like the officer, his perception had begotten a
sudden reticence.


Thorndyke glanced at his watch.
"Our train is a minute overdue," said he. "We ought to get back
to the platform." Taking a card from his case, he handed it to the
inspector, who looked at it and slightly raised his eyebrows.


"I don't think my evidence
will be of much value," said he; "but, of course, I am at your
service if you want it." With this and a bow to the doctor and the
station-master, he climbed down to the ground; and when I had given the
inspector my card, I followed, and we made our way to the platform.


The case was not long in
developing. That very evening, as Thorndyke and I were smoking our after-dinner
pipes by the fire, a hurried step was heard on the stair and was followed by a
peremptory knock on our door. The visitor was a man of about thirty, with a
clean-shaved face, an intense and rather neurotic expression, and a restless,
excited manner. He introduced himself by the name of Cadmus Bawley, and
thereby, in effect, indicated the purpose of his visit.


"You know me by name, I
expect," he said, speaking rapidly and with a sharp, emphatic manner,
"and probably you can guess what I have come about. You have seen the
evening paper, of course?"


"I have not," replied
Thorndyke.


"Well," said Mr.
Bawley, "you know about the murder of the man Burnham, because I see that
you were present at the discovery; and you know that part of a circular letter
from our League was found in the compartment. Perhaps you will not be surprised
to learn that Miss Isabel Dalby has been arrested and charged with the
murder."


"Indeed!" said
Thorndyke.


"Yes. It's an infamous
affair! A national disgrace!" exclaimed Bawley, banging the table with his
fist. "A manifest plot of the enemies of social reform to get rid of a
high-minded, noble-hearted lady whose championship of this great Cause they are
unable to combat by fair means in the open. And it is a wild absurdity, too. As
to the fellow, Burnham, I can't pretend to feel any regret— "


"May I suggest "—
Thorndyke interrupted somewhat stiffly— " that the expression of personal
sentiments is neither helpful nor discreet? My methods of defence— if that is
what you have come about— are based on demonstration rather than rhetoric.
Could you give us the plain facts?"


Mr. Cadmus Bawley looked
unmistakably sulky, but after a short pause, he began his recital in a somewhat
lower key.


"The bald facts," he
said, "are these: This afternoon, at half-past two, Miss Dalby took the
train from King's Cross to Holmwood. This is the train that stops at Densford
Junction and is the one in which Burnham travelled. She took a first-class
ticket and occupied a compartment for ladies only, of which she was the only
occupant. She got out at Holmwood and went straight to the house of our
Vice-President, Miss Carleigh— who has been confined to her room for some days—
and stayed there about an hour. She came back by the four-fifteen train, and I
met her at the station— King's Cross— at a quarter to five. We had tea at a
restaurant opposite the station, and over our tea we discussed the plans for
the next demonstration, and arranged the rendezvous and the most convenient
routes for retreat and dispersal when the police should arrive. This involved
the making of sketch plans, and these Miss Dalby drew on a sheet of paper that
she took from her pocket, and which happened to be part of the circular letter
referring to the raid. After tea we walked together down Gray's Inn Road and
parted at Theobald's Road, I going on to the head-quarters and she to her rooms
in Queen Square. On her arrival home, she found two detectives waiting outside
her house, and then— and then, in short, she was arrested, like a common
criminal, and taken to the police station, where she was searched and the
remainder of the circular letter found in her pocket. Then she was formally
charged with the murder of the man Burnham, and she was graciously permitted to
send a telegram to head-quarters. It arrived just after I got there, and, of
course, I at once went to the police station. The police refused to accept bail,
but they allowed me to see her to make arrangements for the defence."


"Does Miss Dalby offer any
suggestion," asked Thorndyke, "as to how a sheet of her letter came
to be in the compartment with the murdered man?"


"Oh, yes!" replied Mr.
Bawley. "I had forgotten that. It wasn't her letter at all. She destroyed
her copy of the letter as soon as she had read it."


"Then," inquired
Thorndyke, "how came the letter to be in her pocket?"


"Ah," replied Bawley,
"that is the mystery. She thinks someone must have slipped it into her
pocket to throw suspicion on her."


"Did she seem surprised to
find it in her pocket when you were having tea together?"


"No. She had forgotten
having destroyed her copy. She only remembered it when I told her that the
sheet had been found in Burnham's carriage."


"Can she produce the
fragments of the destroyed letter?"


"No, she can't.
Unfortunately she burned it."


"Do these circular letters
bear any distinguishing mark? Are they addressed to members by name?"


"Only on the envelopes. The
letters are all alike. They are run off a duplicator. Of course, if you don't
believe the story— "


"I am not judging the
case," interrupted Thorndyke; "I am simply collecting the facts. What
do you want me to do?"


"If you feel that you could
undertake the defence I should like you to do so. We shall employ the
solicitors to the League, Bird & Marshall, but I know they will be willing
and glad to act with you."


"Very well," said
Thorndyke. "I will investigate the case and consult with your solicitors.
By the way, do the police know about the sheet of the letter on which the plans
were drawn?"


"No. I thought it best to
say nothing about that, and I have told Miss Dalby not to mention it."


"That is just as well,"
said Thorndyke. "Have you the sheet with the plan on it?"


I haven't it about me," was
the reply. "It is in my desk at my chambers."


"You had better let me have
it to look at," said Thorndyke.


"You can have it if you want
it, of course," said Bawley, "but it won't help you. The letters are
all alike, as I have told you."


"I should like to see it,
nevertheless," said Thorndyke; "and perhaps you could give me some
account of Mr. Burnham. What do you know about him?"


Mr. Bawley shut his lips tightly,
and his face took on an expression of vindictiveness verging on malignity.


"All I know about
Burnham," he said, "is that he was a fool and a ruffian. He was not
only an enemy of the great reform that our League stands for; he was a
treacherous enemy— violent, crafty, and indefatigably active. I can only regard
his death as a blessing to mankind."


"May I ask," said
Thorndyke, "if any members of your League have ever publicly threatened to
take personal measures against him?


"Yes," snapped Bawley.
"Several of us— including myself— have threatened to give him the hiding that
he deserved. But a hiding is a different thing from murder, you know."


"Yes," Thorndyke agreed
somewhat dryly; then he asked: "Do you know anything about Mr. Burnham's
occupation and habits?"


"He was a sort of manager of
the London and Suburban Bank. His job was to supervise the suburban branches,
and his habit was to visit them in rotation. He was probably going to the
branch at Holmwood when he was killed. That is all I can tell you about
him."


"Thank you," said
Thorndyke; and as our visitor rose to depart he continued: "Then I will
look into the case and arrange with your solicitors to have Miss Dalby properly
represented at the inquest; and I shall be glad to have that sheet of the
letter as soon as you can send or leave it."


"Very well," said Bawley,
"though, as I have told you, it won't be of any use to you. It is only a
duplicated circular."


"Possibly," Thorndyke
assented. "But the other sheets will be produced in Court, so I may as
well have an opportunity of examining it beforehand."


For some minutes after our client
had gone Thorndyke remained silent and reflective, copying his rough notes into
his pocket-book and apparently amplifying and arranging them. Presently he
looked up at me with an unspoken question in his eyes.


"It is a queer case," said
I. "The circumstantial evidence seems to be strongly against Miss Dalby,
but it is manifestly improbable that she murdered the man."


It seems so," he agreed.
"But the case will be decided on the evidence; and the evidence will be
considered by a judge, not by a Home Secretary. You notice the importance of
Burnham's destination?"


"Yes. He was evidently dead
when the train arrived at Holmwood. But it isn't clear how long he had been
dead."


"The evidence," said
Thorndyke," points strongly to the tunnel between Cawden and Holmwood as
the place where the murder was committed. You will remember that the up-express
passed our train in the tunnel. If the adjoining compartments were empty, the
sound of a pistol shot would be completely drowned by the noise of the express
thundering past. Then you will remember the fragments of the electric bulb that
we picked up, and that there was no light on in the carriage. That is rather
significant. It not only suggests that the crime was committed in the dark, but
there is a distinct suggestion of preparation— arrangement and premeditation.
It suggests that the murderer knew what the circumstances would be and provided
for them."


"Yes; and that is rather a
point against our client. But I don't quite see what you expect to get out of
that sheet of the letter. It is the presence of the letter, rather than its
matter, that constitutes the evidence against Miss Dalby."


"I don't expect to learn
anything from it," replied Thorndyke; "but the letter will be the
prosecution's trump card, and it is always well to know in advance exactly what
cards your opponent holds. It is a mere matter of routine to examine
everything, relevant or irrelevant."


The inquest was to be held at
Densford on the third day after the discovery of the body. But in the interval
certain new facts had come to light. One was that the deceased was conveying to
the Holmwood branch of the bank a sum of three thousand pounds, of which one
thousand was in gold and the remainder in Bank of England notes, the whole
being contained in a leather handbag. This bag had been found, empty, in a
ditch by the side of the road which led from the station to the house of Miss
Carleigh, the Vice-President of the Women's Emancipation League. It was further
stated that the ticket-collector at Holmwood had noticed that Miss Dalby— whom
he knew by sight— was carrying a bag of the kind described when she passed the
barrier, and that when she returned, about an hour later, she had no bag with
her. On the other hand, Miss Carleigh had stated that the bag which Miss Dalby
brought to her house was her (Miss Carleigh's) property, and she had produced
it for the inspection of the police. So that already there was some conflict of
evidence, with a balance distinctly against Miss Dalby.


"There is no denying,"
said Thorndyke, as we discussed the case at the breakfast table on the morning
of the inquest, "that the circumstantial evidence is formidably complete
and consistent, while the rebutting evidence is of the feeblest. Miss Dalby's
statement that the letter had been put into her pocket by some unknown person
will hardly be taken seriously, and even Miss Carleigh's statement with
reference to the bag will not carry much weight unless she can furnish
corroboration."


"Nevertheless," said I,
"the general probabilities are entirely in favour of the accused. It is
grossly improbable that a lady like Miss Dalby would commit a robbery with
murder of this cold-blooded, deliberate type."


"That may be,"
Thorndyke retorted, "but a jury has to find in accordance with the
evidence."


"By the way," said I,
"did Bawley ever send you that sheet of the letter that you asked
for?"


"No, confound him! But I
have sent Polton round to get it from him, so that I can look it over carefully
in the train. Which reminds me that I can't get down in time for the opening of
the inquest. You had better travel with the solicitors and see the shorthand
writers started. I shall have to come down by a later train."


Half an hour later, just as I was
about to start, a familiar step was heard on the stair, and then our laboratory
assistant, Polton, let himself in with his key.


"Just caught him, sir, as he
was starting for the station," he said, with a satisfied, crinkly smile,
laying an envelope on the table, and added, "Lord! how he did swear!"


Thorndyke chuckled, and having
thanked his assistant, opened the envelope and handed it to me. It contained a
single sheet of letter-paper, exactly similar to the one that we had found in
the railway carriage, excepting that the writing filled one side and a quarter
only, and, since it concluded with the signature "Letitia Humboe,
President," it was evidently the last sheet. There was no water-mark nor
anything, so far as I could see, to distinguish it from the dozens of other
impressions that had been run off on the duplicator with it, excepting the
roughly-pencilled plan on the blank side of the sheet.


"Well," I said as I put
on my hat and walked towards the door, "I suspect that Bawley was right.
You won't get much help from this to support Miss Dalby's rather improbable
statement." And Thorndyke agreed that appearances were not very promising.


The scene in the coffee-room of
"The Plough" Inn at Densford was one with which I was familiar
enough. The quiet, business-like coroner, the half-embarrassed jurors, the
local police and witnesses and the spectators, penned up at one end of the
room, were all well-known characters. The unusual feature was the handsome,
distinguished-looking young lady who sat on a plain Windsor chair between two
inscrutable policemen, watched intently by Mr. Cadmus Bawley. Miss Dalby was
pale and obviously agitated, but quiet, resolute, and somewhat defiant in
manner. She greeted me with a pleasant smile when I introduced myself, and
hoped that I and my colleague would have no difficulty in disposing of"
this grotesque and horrible accusation."


I need not describe the
proceedings in detail. Evidence of the identity of the deceased having been
taken, Dr. Pooke deposed that death was due to a wound of the heart produced by
a spherical bullet, apparently fired from a small, smooth-bore pistol at very
short range. The wound was in his opinion not self-inflicted. The coroner then
produced the sheet of the circular letter found in the carriage, and I was
called to testify to the finding of it. The next witness was Superintendent
Miller of the Criminal Investigation Department, who produced the two sheets of
the letter which were taken from Miss Dalby's pocket when she was arrested.
These he handed to the coroner for comparison with the one found in the
carriage with the body of deceased.


"There appear," said
the coroner, after placing the three sheets together, "to be one or more
sheets missing. The two you have handed me are sheets one and three, and the
one found in the railway carriage is sheet two."


"Yes," the witness
agreed, "sheet four is missing, but I have a photograph of it. Here is a
set of the complete letter," and he laid four unmounted prints on the
table.


The coroner examined them with a
puzzled frown. "May I ask," he said, "how you obtained these
photographs?"


"They are not photographs of
the copy that you have," the witness explained, "but of another copy
of the same letter which we intercepted in the post. That letter was addressed
to a stationer's shop to be called for. We have considered it necessary to keep
ourselves informed of the contents of these circulars, so that we can take the
necessary precautions; and as the envelopes are marked with the badge and are
invariably addressed in blue ink, it is not difficult to identify them."


"I see," said the
coroner, glaring stonily at Mr. Bawley, who had accompanied the
superintendent's statement with audible and unfavourable comments. "Is
that the whole of your evidence? Thank you. Then, if there is no
cross-examination, I will call the next witness. Mr. Bernard Parsons."


Mr. Parsons was the general
manager of the London and Suburban Bank, and he deposed that deceased was, on
the day when be met his death, travelling to Holmwood to visit and inspect the
new local branch of the bank, and that he was taking thither the sum of three
thousand pounds, of which one thousand was in gold and the remainder in Bank of
England notes— mostly five-pound notes. He carried the notes and specie in a
strong leather handbag.


"Can you say if either of
these is the bag that he carried?" the coroner asked, indicating two
largish, black leather bags that his officer had placed on the table.


Mr. Parsons promptly pointed to
the larger of the two, which was smeared externally with mud. The coroner noted
the answer and then asked: "Did anyone besides yourself know that deceased
was making this visit?"


"Many persons must have
known," was the reply. "Deceased visited the various branches in a
fixed order. He came to Holmwood on the second Tuesday in the month."


"And would it be known that
he had this great sum of money with him?"


"The actual amount would not
be generally known, but he usually took with him supplies of specie and notes—
sometimes very large sums— and this would be known to many of the bank staff,
and probably to a good many persons outside. The Holmwood Branch consumes a
good deal of specie, as most of the customers pay in cheques and draw out cash
for local use."


This was the substance of Mr.
Parsons' evidence, and when he sat down the ticket-collector was called. That
official identified Miss Dalby as one of the passengers by the train in which
the body of deceased was found. She was carrying a bag when she passed the
barrier. He could not identify either of the bags, but both were similar to the
one that she was carrying. She returned about an hour later and caught an
up-train, and he noticed that she was then not carrying a bag. He could not say
whether any of the other passengers was carrying a bag. There were very few
first-class passengers by that train, but a large number of third-class— mostly
fruit-pickers— and they made a dense crowd at the barrier so that he did not
notice individual passengers particularly. He noticed Miss Dalby because he
knew her by sight, as she often came to Holmwood with other suffragist ladies.
He did not see which carriage Miss Dalby came from, and he did not see any
first-class compartment with an open door.


The coroner noted down this
evidence with thoughtful deliberation, and I was considering whether there were
any questions that it would be advisable to ask the witness when I felt a light
touch on my shoulder, and looking up perceived a constable holding out a
telegram. Observing that it was addressed to "Dr. Jervis, Plough Inn,
Densford," I nodded to the constable, and taking the envelope from him,
opened it and unfolded the paper. The telegram was from Thorndyke, in the
simple code that he had devised for our private use. I was able to decode it
without referring to the key— which each of us always carried in his pocket—
and it then read:


"I am starting for
Folkestone in re Burnham deceased. Follow immediately and bring Miller if you
can for possible arrest. Meet me on pier near Ostend boat. Thorndyke."


Accustomed as I was to my
colleague's inveterate habit of acting in the least expected manner, I must
confess that I gazed at the decoded message in absolute stupefaction. I had
been totally unaware of the faintest clue beyond the obvious evidence to which
I had been listening, and behold! here was Thorndyke with an entirely fresh
case, apparently cut-and-dried, and the unsuspected criminal in the hollow of
his hand. It was astounding.


Unconsciously I raised my eyes—
and met those of Superintendent Miller, fixed on me with devouring curiosity. I
held up the telegram and beckoned, and immediately he tip-toed across and took
a seat by my side. I laid the decoded telegram before him, and when he had
glanced through it, I asked in a whisper: "Well, what do you say?"


By way of reply, he whisked out a
time-table, conned it eagerly for a few minutes, and then held it towards me
with his thumb-nail on the words "Densford Junction."


"There's a fast train up in
seven minutes," he whispered hoarsely. "Get the coroner to excuse us
and let your solicitors carry on for you."


A brief, and rather vague,
explanation secured the assent of the coroner— since we had both given our
evidence— and the less willing agreement of my clients. In another minute the
superintendent and I were heading for the station, which we reached just as the
train swept up alongside the platform.


"This is a queer
start," said Miller, as the train moved out of the station; "but,
Lord! there is never any calculating Dr. Thorndyke's moves. Did you know that
he had anything up his sleeve?"


"No; but then one never does
know. He is as close as an oyster. He never shows his hand until he can play a
trump card. But it is possible that he has struck a fresh clue since I
left."


"Well," rejoined
Miller, "we shall know when we get to the other end And I don't mind telling
you that it will be a great relief to me if we can drop this charge against
Miss Dalby."


From time to time during the
journey to London, and from thence to Folkestone, the superintendent reverted
to Thorndyke's mysterious proceedings. But it was useless to speculate. We had
not a single fact to guide us; and when, at last, the train ran into Folkestone
Central Station we were as much in the dark as when we started.


Assuming that Thorndyke would
have made any necessary arrangements for assistance from the local police, we
chartered a cab and proceeded direct to the end of Rendez-vous Street— a
curiously appropriate destination, by the way. Here we alighted in order that
we might make our appearance at the meeting-place as inconspicuously as
possible, and, walking towards the harbour, perceived Thorndyke waiting on the
quay, ostensibly watching the loading of a barge, and putting in their case a
pair of prismatic binoculars with which he had apparently observed our arrival.


"I am glad you have come,
Miller," he said, shaking the superintendent's hand. "I can't make
any promises, but I have no doubt that it is a case for you even if it doesn't
turn out all that I hope and expect. The Cornflower is our ship, and we had
better go on board separately in case our friends are keeping a look-out. I
have arranged matters with the captain, and the local superintendent has got
some plain-clothes men on the pier."


With this we separated. Thorndyke
went on in advance, and Miller and I followed at a discreet interval.


As I descended the gangway a
minute or so after Miller, a steward approached me, and having asked my name
requested me to follow him, when he conducted me to the purser's office, in
which I found Thorndyke and Miller in conversation with the purser.


The gentlemen you are inquiring
for," said the latter, "are in the smoking-room playing cards with
another passenger. I have put a tarpaulin over one of the ports, in case you
want to have a look at them without being seen."


"Perhaps you had better make
a preliminary inspection, Miller," said Thorndyke. "You may know some
of them."


To this suggestion the
superintendent agreed, and forthwith went off with the purser, leaving me and
Thorndyke alone. I at once took the opportunity to demand an explanation.
"I take it that you struck some new evidence after I left you?"


"Yes," Thorndyke
replied. "And none too soon, as you see. I don't quite know what it will
amount to, but I think we have secured the defence, at any rate and that is
really all that we are concerned with. The positive aspects of the case are the
business of the police. But here comes Miller, looking very pleased with
himself, and with the purser."


The superintendent, however, was
not only pleased; he was also not a little puzzled.


"Well!" he exclaimed, "this
is a quaint affair. We have got two of the leading lights of the suffrage
movement in there. One is Jameson, the secretary of the Women's Emancipation
League, the other is Pinder, their chief bobbery-monger. Then there are two men
named Dorman and Spiller, both of them swell crooks, I am certain, though we
have never been able to fix anything on them. The fifth man I don't know."


"Neither do I," said
Thorndyke. "My repertoire includes only four. And now we will proceed to
sort them out. Could we have a few words with Mr. Thorpe— in here, if you don't
mind."


"Certainly," replied
the purser "I'll go and fetch him." He bustled away in the direction
of the smoking-room, whence he presently reappeared, accompanied by a tall,
lean man who wore large bi-focal spectacles of the old-fashioned, split-lens
type, and was smoking a cigar. As the newcomer approached down the alley-way,
it was evident that he was nervous and uneasy, though he maintained a certain
jaunty swagger that accorded ill with a pronounced, habitual stoop. As he
entered the cabin, however, and became aware of the portentous group of
strangers, the swagger broke down completely; suddenly his face became ashen
and haggard, and he peered through his great spectacles from one to the others,
with an expression of undisguisable terror.


"Mr. Thorpe?" queried
Thorndyke; and the superintendent murmured: "Alias Pinder."


"Yes," was the reply,
in a husky undertone. "What can I do for you?"


Thorndyke turned to the
superintendent. "I charge this man," said he, "with having
murdered Francis Burnham in the train between London and Holmwood."


The superintendent was visibly
astonished, but not more so than the accused, on whom Thorndyke's statement
produced the most singular effect. In a moment, his terror seemed to drop from
him; the colour returned to his face, the haggard expression of which gave
place to one of obvious relief.


Miller stood up, and addressing
the accused, began "It is my duty to caution you— " but the other
interrupted: "Caution your grandmother! You are talking a parcel of dam'
nonsense. I was in Birmingham when the murder was committed. I can prove it,
easily."


The superintendent was somewhat
taken aback, for the accused spoke with a confidence that carried conviction.


"In that case," said
Thorndyke, "you can probably explain how a letter belonging to you came to
be found in the carriage with the murdered man."


"Belonging to me!"
exclaimed Thorpe. "What the deuce do you mean? That letter belonged to
Miss Dalby. The rest of it was found in her pocket."


"Precisely," said
Thorndyke. "One sheet had been placed in the railway carriage and the
remainder in Miss Dalby's pocket to fix suspicion on her. But it was your
letter, and the inference is that you disposed of it in that manner for the purpose
that I have stated."


"But," persisted
Thorpe, with visibly-growing uneasiness, "this was a duplicated circular.
You couldn't tell one copy from another."


"Mr. Pinder," said
Thorndyke, in an impressively quiet tone, "if I tell you that I
ascertained from that letter that you had taken a passage on this ship in the
name of Thorpe, you will probably understand what I mean."


Apparently he did understand,
for, once more, the colour faded from his face and he sat down heavily on a
locker, fixing on Thorndyke a look of undisguised dismay. Thus he sat for some
moments, motionless and silent, apparently thinking hard.


Suddenly he started up. "My
God!" he exclaimed, "I see now what has happened. The infernal
scoundrel! First he put it on to Miss Dalby, and now he has put it on to me.
Now I understand why he looked so startled when I ran against him."


"What do you mean?"
asked Thorndyke.


"I'll tell you,"
replied Pinder. "As I move about a good deal— and for other reasons— I
used to have my suffrage letters sent to a stationer's shop in Barlow Street—
"


"I know," interrupted
the superintendent; "Bedall's. I used to look them over and take
photographs of them." He grinned craftily as he made this statement, and,
rather to my surprise, the accused grinned too. A little later I understood
that grin.


Well," continued Pinder,
"I used to collect these letters pretty regularly. But this last letter
was delivered while I was away at Birmingham. Before I came back I met a man
who gave me certain— er— instructions— you know what they were," he added,
addressing Thorndyke— "so I did not need the letter. But, of course, I
couldn't leave it there uncollected, so when I got back to London, I called for
it. That was two days ago. To my astonishment Miss Bedall declared that I had collected
it three days previously. I assured her that I was not in London on that day,
but she was positive that I had called. 'I remember clearly,' she said, 'giving
you the letter myself.' Well, there was no arguing. Evidently she had given the
letter to the wrong person— she is very near-sighted, I should say, judging by
the way she holds things against her nose— but how it happened I couldn't
understand. But I think I understand now. There is one person only in the world
who knew that I had my letters addressed there: a sort of pal of mine named
Payne. He happened to be with me one evening when I called to collect my
letters. Now, Payne chanced to be a good deal like me— at least he is tall and
thin and stoops a bit; but he does not wear spectacles. He tried on my spectacles
once for a joke, and then he really looked extremely like me. He looked in a
mirror and remarked on the resemblance himself. Now, Payne did not belong to
the Women's League, and I suggest that he took advantage of this resemblance to
get possession of this letter. He got a pair of spectacles like mine and
personated me at the shop."


"Why should he want to get
possession of that letter?" Miller demanded.


"To plant it as he has
planted it," replied Pinder. "and set the police on a false
trail."


"This sounds pretty
thin," said Miller. "You are accusing this man of having murdered Mr.
Burnham. What grounds have you for this accusation?"


"My grounds," replied
Pinder, "are, first, that he stole this letter which has been found,
obviously planted; and, second, that he had a grudge against Burnham and knew
all about his movements."


"Indeed!" said Miller,
with suddenly increased interest. "Then who and what is this man
Payne?"


"Why," replied Pinder,
"until a month ago, he was assistant cashier at the Streatham branch of
the bank. Then Burnham came down and hoofed him out without an hour's notice. I
don't know what for, but I can guess."


"Do you happen to know where
Payne is at this moment?"


"Yes, I do. He is on this
ship, in the smoking-room— only he is Mr. Shenstone now. And mighty sick he was
when he found me on board."


The superintendent looked at
Thorndyke. "What do you think about it, doctor?" he asked.


"I think," said
Thorndyke," that we had better have Mr. Shenstone in here and ask him a
few questions. Would you see if you can get him to come here?" he added,
addressing the purser, who had been listening with ecstatic enjoyment.


"I'll get him to come along
all right," replied the purser, evidently scenting a new act in this
enthralling drama; and away he bustled, all agog. In less than a minute we saw
him returning down the alley-way, with a tall, thin man, who, at a distance,
was certainly a good deal like Pinder, though the resemblance diminished as he
approached. He, too, was obviously agitated, and seemed to be plying the purser
with questions. But when he came opposite the door of the cabin he stopped dead
and seemed disposed to shrink back.


"Is that the man?"
Thorndyke demanded sharply and rather loudly, springing to his feet as he
spoke.


The effect of the question was
electrical. As Thorndyke rose, the new-comer turned, and, violently thrusting
the purser aside, raced madly down the alley-way and out on to the deck.


"Stop that man!" roared
Miller, darting out in pursuit; and at the shout a couple of loitering
deck-hands headed the fugitive off from the gangway. Following, I saw the
terrified man swerving this way and that across the littered deck to avoid the
seamen, who joined in the pursuit; I saw him make a sudden frantic burst for a
baggage-slide springing from a bollard up to the bulwark-rail. Then his foot
must have tripped on a lashing, for he staggered for a moment, flung out his
arms with a wild shriek, and plunged headlong into the space between the ship's
side and the quay wall.


In an instant the whole ship was
in an uproar. An officer and two hands sprang to the rail with ropes and a
boathook, while others manned the cargo derrick and lowered a rope with a
running bowline between the ship and the quay.


"He's gone under," a
hoarse voice proclaimed from below; "but I can see him jammed against the
side."


There were a couple of minutes of
sickening suspense. Then the voice from below was heard again. "Heave
up!"


The derrick-engine rattled, the
taut rope came up slowly, and at length out of that horrid gulf arose a limp
and dripping shape that, as it cleared the bulwark, was swung inboard and let
down gently on the deck. Thorndyke and I stooped over him. But it was a dead
man's face that we looked into; and a tinge of blood on the lips told the rest
of the tale.


"Cover him up," said
the superintendent. "He's out of our jurisdiction now. But what's going on
there?"


Following his look, I perceived a
small scattered crowd of men all running furiously along the quay towards the
town. Some of them I judged to be the late inmates of the smoking-room and some
plain-clothes men. The only figure that I recognised was that of Mr. Pinder,
and he was already growing small in the distance.


"The local police will have
to deal with them," said Miller. Then turning to the purser, he asked:
"What baggage had this man?"


"Only two cabin
trunks," was the reply. "They are both in his state-room."


To the state-room we followed the
purser, when Miller had possessed himself of the dead man's keys, and the two
trunks were hoisted on to the bunk and opened. Each trunk contained a large
cash-box, and each cash-box contained five hundred pounds in gold and a big
bundle of notes. The latter Miller examined closely, checking their numbers by
a column of entries in his pocket-book.


"Yes," he reported at
length; "it's a true bill. These are the notes that were stolen from Mr.
Burnham. And now I will have a look at the baggage of those other four
sportsmen."


This being no affair of ours,
Thorndyke and I went ashore and slowly made our way towards the town. But
presently the superintendent overtook us in high glee, with the news that he
had discovered what appeared to be the accumulated "swag" of a gang
of swell burglars for whom he had been for some months vainly on the look-out.


"How was it done?"
repeated Thorndyke in reply to Miller's question, as we sat at a retired table
in the "Lord Warden" Hotel. "Well, it was really very simple. I
am afraid I shall disappoint you if you expect anything ingenious and recondite.
Of course, it was obvious that Miss Dalby had not committed this atrocious
murder and robbery; and it was profoundly improbable that this extremely
incriminating letter had been dropped accidentally. That being so, it was
almost certain that the letter had been 'planted,' as Pinder expressed it. But
that was a mere opinion that helped us not at all. The actual solution turned
upon a simple chemical fact with which I happened to be acquainted; which is
this: that all the basic coal-tar dyes, and especially methylene blue, dye
oxycellulose without requiring a mordant, but do not react in this way on
cellulose. Now, good paper is practically pure cellulose; and if you dip a
sheet of such paper into certain oxidising liquids, such as a solution of
potassium chlorate with a slight excess of hydrochloric acid, the paper is
converted into oxycellulose. But if instead of immersing the paper, you write
on it with a quill or glass pen dipped in the solution, only the part which has
been touched by the pen is changed into oxycellulose. No change is visible to
the eye: but if a sheet of paper written on with this colourless fluid is
dipped in a solution of, say, methylene blue, the invisible writing immediately
becomes visible. The oxycellulose takes up the blue dye.


"Now, when I picked up that
sheet of the letter in the railway carriage and noted that the ink used
appeared to be methylene blue, this fact was recalled to my mind. Then, on
looking at it closely, I seemed to detect a certain slight spottiness in the
writing. There were points on some of the letters that were a little deeper in
colour than the rest; and it occurred to me that it was possible that these
circulars might be used to transmit secret messages of a less innocent kind
than those that met the unaided eye, just as these political societies might
form an excellent cover for the operations of criminal associations. But if the
circulars had been so used, it is evident that the secret writing would not be
on all the circulars. The prepared sheets would be used only for the circulars
that were to be sent to particular persons, and in those cases the secret
writing would probably be in the nature of a personal communication, either to
a particular individual or to a small group. The possible presence of a secret
message thus became of vital evidential importance; for if it could be shown
that this letter was addressed to some person other than Miss Dalby, that would
dispose of the only evidence connecting her with the crime.


"It happened, most
fortunately, that I was able to get possession of the final sheet of this
letter— "


"Of course it did,"
growled Miller, with a sour smile.


It reached me," continued
Thorndyke, "only after Dr. Jervis had started for Densford. The greater
part of one side was blank, excepting for a rough plan drawn in pencil, and
this blank side I laid down on a sheet of glass and wetted the written side
with a small wad of cotton-wool dipped in distilled water. Of course, the blue
writing began to run and dissolve out; and then, very faintly, some other writing
began to show through in reverse. I turned the paper over, and now the new
writing, though faint, was quite legible, and became more so when I wiped the
blue-stained cotton-wool over it a few times. A solution of methylene blue
would have made it still plainer, but I used water only, as I judged that the
blue writing was intended to furnish the dye for development. Here is the final
result."


He drew from his pocket a
letter-case, from which he extracted a folded paper which he opened and laid on
the table. It was stained a faint blue, through which the original writing
could be seen, dim and blurred, while the secret message, though very pale, was
quite sharp and clear. And this was the message:


'…so although we are not actually
blown on, the position is getting risky and it's time for us to hop. I have
booked passages for the four of us to Ostend by the Cornflower, which sails on
Friday evening next (20th). The names of the four illustrious passengers are,
Walsh (that's me), Grubb (Dorman), Jenkins (Spiller) and Thorpe (that's you).
Get those names well into your canister— better make a note of them— and turn
up in good time on Friday."


"Well," said Miller, as
he handed back the letter, "we can't know everything— unless we are Dr.
Thorndyke. But there's one thing I do know."


"What is that?" I
asked.


"I know why that fellow
Pinder grinned when I told him that I had photographed his confounded
letters."


________________
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EVERY city has its own peculiar voice.
Neither the harsh roar of London, the nerve destroying staccato of sound which
belongs exclusively to New York, nor the kettledrum buzz of Madrid is
comparable with the voice of Paris, which is mainly vocal.


"Queer
thing about Paris, sir," said Jim Selby, "somebody is always
talking."


The staid
Vice-Councillor of the British Embassy lifted his head, and, being
literally-minded, listened.


"I hear
nobody— except you," he said.


In that quiet
room very little sound came through the double windows, nor, situated as it
was, and at that hour, was it likely that any sound could penetrate to the
sedate bureau.


Jim Selby
chuckled to himself, having a sense of humour that was superior to the
overwhelming majesty of embassies. A lean, brown faced man, on the optimistic
side of thirty, he found life an amusing business and the office of King's
Messenger less humdrum than he had been led to expect.


The hands of the
French clock above the fireplace pointed to nine. Outside, an ungentle flurry
of sleet and snow was falling, and Jim had an engagement to meet Lady Vyvan
Sanclair at ten.


The Vice
Councillor, who had resumed his writing, suddenly looked up.


"What are
they saying in London about the Earl of Nowhere?" he asked. Jim smiled.


"He's a weird
bird, isn't he? You mean the Earl of Saltesh, who makes himself so unpleasant
to people?"


The Councillor
nodded.


"Is it a
hoax, or a joke in bad taste?" he asked. "I thought the title had
died out."


"Perhaps
that is the reason our mysterious friend uses it," said Jim dryly. "I
can't say that I approve of people who set themselves above the law, and
administer justice in their own peculiar fashion; but whoever he is, mad or
sane, lord or commoner, he is doing remarkable work."


The Embassy
chief growled something under his breath.


"It is
drastic," admitted Jim, "and a little risky for his invisible
lordship. For a man who shoots up gaming clubs and beats up blackmailers, and
is dealing with a hundred-and-one little gangs that abound in London, can't he
a bad fellow at heart, even though he may not be Lord Saltesh."


The
Vice-Councillor leant back in his chair and looked strangely at the messenger.
Then, to Jim's surprise, he said:


"I'm
sending you to London to-morrow afternoon, and I'd give a lot of money if I
were perfectly certain Lord Saltesh was on the train with you!"


"Why on
earth—" began Jim, in amazement.


"I'll tell
you one of these days. Of course, there is no Lord Saltesh. The old earl was
never married; and Lord Felboro, who administered the estate for his cousin
years before Saltesh went out, told me there wasn't enough money left to pay
one year's interest on the mortgages. All the same, I wish I could lay my hands
upon the gentleman."


"Felboro,
who administered the estate for his cousin years before Saltesh


"But
why?" asked Jim again.


The
Vice-Councillor unlocked a drawer, pulled it open and took out an envelope,
from which he extracted a sheet of paper.


"Look at
this," he said.


Jim took up the
sheet and read:


 


On Wednesday morning the draft of the Treaty between
the Transcaucasian and the British Governments will arrive in Paris from
Tiflis. This information has reached certain interested people in London too
late for them to intercept your messenger from Transcaucasia. If you wish the
Treaty to reach the Foreign Office, avoid ordinary routes; the air route is the
most dangerous of all.


 


It was signed
"Saltesh," and the paper, Jim noted, bore at the top an embossed
coronet.


"Do you
take any serious notice of this?"


The other
nodded.


"Very serious.
The Transcaucasian Treaty touches very nearly some of the biggest oil interests
in the world. It is a condition of the Tiflis Government that the Treaty shall
go through to London without being read even by me. The Tiflis people are not
in very good odour with the Soviet Government, and they're scared of the terms
being revealed until they have the support of our people. Otherwise it would
have been a simple matter to have telegraphed the Treaty word for word."


"I
see," said Jim thoughtfully. "And this is the 'vital document' I am
to take back to town?"


"Exactly.
Now I think you'd better run off and meet your lady."


Jim gasped.


"How did
you know—" he began.


"That
you're supping with Lady Vyvan?" The older man smiled. "My dear
Captain Selby, you forget that this is Paris, and that an Embassy is naturally
very curious about its servants. You have been watched ever since you came to
this city. You see," he went on, before Jim could speak, "we can't
afford to take risks."


"By which
route do I go back to London?" asked the Messenger.


The Councillor
smiled grimly.


"That very
important piece of information will not be given to you until five minutes
before you leave," he said.


Ciro's
Restaurant was filled when Jim arrived, and he looked around the crowded room helplessly
until a white-gloved hand signalled him, and then he made his way through the
dancers to the little alcove table where Vyvan Sanclair was awaiting him. A
slim girl in the early twenties, with a flawless complexion and grey eyes,
arresting and live, she had, in her manner and poise, something of her French
mother, little save the dignity of Lord Felboro, her father.


"I thought
you weren't coming."


"You said
ten," apologized Jim, and she smiled.


"All the
same, I thought you weren't coming. One never knows what's going to happen to a
King's Messenger once he disappears in the Faubourg St. Honoré. There was even
a possibility that you might have been kidnapped by the Earl of Nowhere."


He laughed.


"Does his
lordship interest you, too? By the way, where did he get that name?"


"Father
gave it to him," she said absently. "I should love to meet that
bizarre person."


"As he
operates in London," said Jim, "you're hardly likely to meet him on
the boulevards."


Vyvan raised her
eyes to him.


"Are you
sure?" she asked quietly, and, before he could speak, went on; "I
have had an uncomfortable feeling that, whenever you and I have been out
together, we have been shadowed." And then, seeing the laughter in his
eyes: "You knew?" she asked quickly.


"I knew
tonight for the first time. The Vice-Councillor told me that they'd put a
watch-dog on my track to see that I came to no mischief."


Her sigh was one
of relief.


"I'm
glad," she said. "You will probably be amused at my fears, but I'm
the most easily scared woman in Paris. When are you returning?"


Jim hesitated.
She, with her quick intuition, realized that the question was one she ought not
to have asked.


"I am
afraid I was indiscreet," she said. "I'll tell you that I'm going
back to London tomorrow night, and if I have you for fellow-passenger I shall
be very pleased."


"Why?"
he asked.


She shrugged her
shapely shoulders.


"I don't
know," she answered vaguely.


"Are you
glad to be going back?"


Her lips
twitched.


"To Felboro
and to father?" she asked, and there was a hint of quiet sarcasm in her
voice.


He was silent.
Lord Felboro had an international reputation: he was a man who lived just a
little too close to the border line which separates the permissible from the
unpermissible to be a desirable acquaintance. His name had unaccountably
disappeared from the roll of membership of two of the best London clubs, and
he, who had been persona grata with the leaders of the social world,
suffered the indignity of having his application for admission to the Royal
Enclosure at Ascot rejected.


"No; I'm
not glad to be going back," she said. "I go because the devils drive,
and most terrifying of the devils is a letter from father saying that he's had
to curtail my allowance."


She checked a
rising sigh, and then looking wistful:


"You haven't
asked me what I would like for supper!" she said, with a faint smile.
"I want something very nice and very expensive."


 


THE DEEP,
booming notes of Big Ben striking the midnight hour were reverberating in the
air when Lord Felboro stepped from his glistening Rolls and crossed the
threshold of the Frolic Club. A footman came forward, resplendent in blue and
silver, took his lordship's hat and murmured a respectful greeting.


Felboro looked
around the vestibule with its soft-hued walls, its glowing alabaster vases and
banked roses, and his lip curled. Through the glass-panelled doors he could see
the supper-room, the dancing floor crowded with overdressed women and
insignificant men. The mechanical regular strains of the noisy orchestra came
faintly, and the atmosphere of the vestibule was heavy with a medley of exotic
perfumes.


"Do you
know if Sir Charles is here, Philip?"


"Yes, my
lord; I think I saw him go to the American bar."


Philip, the
footman, six feet of masculinity from his buckled shoes to his powdered head,
knew everybody. He had the low voice and the deferential manner of the perfect
servant.


"Philip is
the only good-looking man that ever goes to the Frolic Club," said a
cynic, "and very nearly the only gentleman."


Lord Felboro
pulled at his fair moustache, with a frown of doubt.


"I suppose
there is the usual crowd here to-night?"


"There were
a large number of members dining and a very considerable number came on from
the theatre," said Philip, who had never been known to speak disparagingly
of the Frolic Club and its curious membership. "Would your lordship wish
me to page Sir Charles?"


Lord Felboro
nodded, and Philip went noiselessly across the tessellated floor and pressed an
invisible bell in the wall. A page appeared as if by magic, and, receiving his
instructions, vanished down a long corridor. In a few minutes be returned with
Sir Charles Tasker.


Felboro was tall
and thin and bore himself with the elegance of the patrician. Sir Charles, with
his inflamed face and bulbous nose, was short, grotesquely fat, and looked what
he was, the self-made man and badly made at that.


"Want to
see me, Felboro?" he grunted, as he came breathlessly into the vestibule.


Lord Felboro
looked round, and then walked to a settee as far as possible away from Philip
and the danger of eavesdropping.


"I've had a
'phone from my man in Paris," he said, lowering his voice. "Selby
left Paris late last night by aeroplane for Brussels."


Tasker screwed
up his face to a frown.


"Why
Brussels?" he asked suspiciously. "Why not direct to London?"


Felboro smiled
wearily.


"My dear
good friend Tasker," he said, "you must credit these people with a
little intelligence. Possibly they suspected the possibility of a cleverly
manoeuvred aeroplane collision over the Channel and a waiting boat to pick up a
dead pilot and his passenger. No, he's coming into England by the
back-door—possibly Antwerp-Harwich or Ostend-Gravesend."


The other
fingered his thick lips nervously.


"If he
suspects—" he began.


"He?
Who?" asked Lord Felboro sharply. Then, seeing Philip's head turn, he
lowered his voice.


"Who do you
think? This blamed earl, of course!" growled Tasker, and Lord Felboro
laughed softly.


"What on
earth should he have to do with our— business arrangements?" he asked.


Tasker did not
reply for a moment.


"He's out
for any kind of arrangement that is crooked," he said. "I tell you,
Felboro, I'm scared. I'm not worried about the police; I don't care that"—
he snapped his fingers— "for the best secret service in the world. But
this man who works alone— he's a devil! Did you hear what happened to Tommy
Grimbley? He took him out of his bed and flogged him in his own room, and not a
person in the house heard it. And all because Tommy had got a little too fresh
with some typist or other."


(Sir Charles was
putting a very charitable construction upon "Tommy's" offence.)


"Philip is
a good fellow," growled Felboro under his breath, "and he's a very
trustworthy man, but I've not the slightest desire that he should know all our
secrets."


"He's a
crook, too," was the startling reply.


"Philip a
crook?" whispered Felboro, and shot a glance at the unconscious footman.


"Yes; he's
been in gaol— five years for robbery with assault, and five years for another
crime," said Sir Charles. "I was going to tell you about it. I had a
letter from some detective agency to-day, asking me if I knew of Philip's
antecedents. That bird may be useful to us."


"Perhaps he
will catch the Earl of Nowhere," sneered Felboro.


The other man
shifted uneasily.


"You can
laugh," he snarled, "but maybe you won't laugh one of these days. And
I'll tell you something, Felboro— it's been on my mind for a month, ever since
I heard about this man who calls himself Saltesh. You administered the old
earl's estate and made a pretty good thing out of it. I know of one
money-lender to whom you paid a hundred and forty thousand pounds. You didn't
find Bradburys growing like raspberries! Suppose there is an Earl of Saltesh,
and suppose he's coming back after you—"


"Why
wouldn't he go to the Courts?"


Felboro had gone
suddenly old; his face was white and drawn.


"It would
be a simpler matter to go to the Courts and prove his identity."


Sir Charles's
lips twisted derisively.


"What would
he get out of that? A big, fat lawyer's bill! No; if my theory is correct, this
fellow is after you; and I'm going to suggest that we let the treaty go. It's
too dangerous."


Felboro stared
at him.


"Not go
after the Treaty?" he asked incredulously. "You know what it's worth
to us? At the least a million. I could get a million cash this night from that
new oil crowd in the City, once I give them particulars of the leases. You're
mad. We're too deeply in this to back out, Tasker. We've got to go through. I
only wanted to know the station he arrives at, and that I now know."


"What's
your plan?" asked the other.


"You're
coming home with me to-night, to Grosvenor Gardens, and you'll wait till I
arrive with Selby and help me get him in."


"You're not
going to—?"


The man's breath
failed him.


"Kill him,
I suppose you were going to say? No; it's a much simpler matter. I'm not quite
a fool. Selby will never know what really happened to him, and I shall be the
last person in the world he will suspect."


"Are you
alone in Grosvenor Gardens?" interrupted the other.


"Vyvan's
home; she came back from Paris this morning. But you need not worry about the
girl; she is so used to my all-night habits that she is hardly likely to leave
her room to investigate any strange sound she may hear."


"The
servants?"


"Only the
cook sleeps in the house, and you couldn't wake her before seven with a hammer.
The maids sleep out, do not come on duty till eight."


But the fat man
was not convinced.


"This is a
big thing, Felboro, a bigger thing than we've ever tackled before. If anything
went wrong it would mean penal servitude—"


"What will
it mean if they discover that for five years you have been issuing faked
balance-sheets and appropriating money from your various companies for your own
use?" asked the other quietly. "We want this money badly, you and I.
You're not going to back out?"


Sir Charles
shook his head, though in his heart was the very fear of death.


 


JIM SELBY had
reached Brussels in the early hours of the morning, and, carrying out his
instructions to the letter, left the Belgian capital by the first train for
Ostend, where he stayed at one of the few hotels which were open at that
season.


The Treaty,
which had been written on paper of an extraordinary thinness, was secreted
beneath his shirt. Nevertheless, he slept that afternoon behind a locked door,
a revolver corded to his wrist. That these precautions were necessary he
discovered on going for a short stroll before dinner. He had seen two loungers
at a street corner, and had mentally noted their appearance. He had not gone
fifty yards towards the Place des Armes when, glancing back, he saw the men
behind him. Ostend in the winter is a desolation; there were very few people in
the streets, and no sign of a gendarme.


The Place des
Armes, however, was fairly well filled, for the market had been held that day.
He glanced around and saw the two men hesitating at the corner of the Place.
They had momentarily lost sight of him, and this was his opportunity. Turning
the corner of another street leading into the market-place, he doubled back,
and, overhauling a fiacre, ordered the driver to take him back to his
hotel.


His ruse was
only temporarily successful, for he had hardly been back in his room five
minutes when, glancing out of the window, he saw his two shadowers standing on
the opposite sidewalk.


The
arrangements, however, which had been made for him in advance were very
thorough. It was growing dark when a big limousine swept up to the door, and
without a moment's wait Jim, who had paid his bill, stepped into the machine,
deposited his valise, and in another second was gliding rapidly towards the
centre of the town.


The manoeuvre
evidently took the men by surprise. Glancing back through the peephole he saw
one of them running across the road to a telephone booth. Probably they also
had a car in readiness, he thought. But he saw no sign of them until he had
passed through Wenduyne and the lights of Blankenberghe were coming up to meet
him. Then it was he saw the two head lamps of the big car twinkling in the
distance as they crossed the sandy dunes.


There was a
delay of a few minutes at the Dutch frontier whilst he showed his papers, and
by the time he was cleared he saw the lights of the car a hundred yards behind.
They, however, were not prepared to cross the frontier, and had neither papers
nor permis. And for the time being he had shaken off his discomfited
enemies.


At midnight,
when the Flushing mail packet was on the point of departure, a motor-boat came
shooting across the broad waters of the Scheldt, and a very tired young man
clambered up to the pier. It was four o'clock and a cold foggy morning when Jim
landed at Dover, and had the satisfaction of seeing two Scotland Yard men fall
in behind him at half-a-dozen paces' distance and follow him to his carriage,
standing before the locked door until the train moved out. He had dozed on the
ship, and was wide awake when the train came into Victoria, five minutes ahead
of time.


He was looking
round for a taxi when a cheerful voice hailed him, and a man in a long fur coat
came across the station roadway with outstretched hand.


"Why, Lord
Felboro, you're the last person in the world I expected to see at this
hour," smiled Jim.


"I came
down to meet that inconsiderate daughter of mine, who chose the night boat
without regard to her father's need for sleep," said Felboro genially.


"Lady Vyvan?
Is she on the train?"


"Doesn't
look like it," said Lord Felboro, glancing down the platform. "I
suppose she'll arrive by the seven o'clock train. Did you come from
Paris?"


"No I
didn't come direct from Paris," said Jim; "and I don't think the
Paris passengers are on this train. I remember somebody telling me that the
Paris boat had been held up by fog in the Channel."


"Oh, that's
it!" said his lordship, apparently relieved. "Well, she'll find her
way home. Where are you going?"


Jim's intention
had been to go immediately to the Foreign Office and deliver his package to a
waiting secretary.


"Foreign
Office at this hour of the morning!" scoffed Felboro. "You've a much
higher opinion of the industry of Civil Servants than I, my dear Selby! Come
along to Grosvenor Place and have some breakfast. You look pretty ill."


"I?"
said Jim in surprise. "Good heavens! I never felt better in my life. And
I'm afraid I can't go to Grosvenor Place until I have called at
Whitehall," he said.


"In that
case let me drop you there," said Felboro, "and I'll wait till you
have finished your business and take you home."


He showed Jim
into the two-seater saloon and took his place at the steering-wheel. As the car
emerged into the station yard it was raining a steady, persistent drizzle, and
the streets were cloaked in a thin veil of yellow fog.


"Pleasant
place to come back to— London," said his lordship. "I think a
cigarette will make the drive endurable."


He stopped the
car at the gates and pulled a case from his pocket. Jim accepted a cigarette
gratefully, and held a match for his lordship before he lit his own.


"Pull up
the window— it's a poisonous morning," said Felboro, and sent the car
leisurely into Victoria Street.


They were
half-way between the station and the Houses of Parliament when he asked a
casual question of his companion. There was no answer, and glancing round
Felboro saw that the young man's chin was on his chest; the cigarette, still
smouldering, had fallen between his feet. He stooped and picked it up, threw it
through the window, then, bringing the car round in a complete circle,
increased the speed. Before the sombre entrance of 793, Grosvenor Gardens, he
stopped, jumped out, looked left and right, then caught the unconscious man
under the arms and dragged him across the pavement and up the stairs,
depositing him against the door. Almost immediately it was opened by Tasker.


"My word,
you've done it!" he said in horror, as he looked at the huddled figure.


"Don't
talk, help me to carry him into the dining-room," said the other sharply,
"before an infernal policeman comes along."


Together they
half-carried, half-dragged the messenger into Felboro's small study and laid
him on the sofa.


"Go out and
shut the door," ordered the master of the house.


The trembling
Tasker returned in time to see his companion draw a thin package from the bosom
of the drugged man.


"You've got
the other envelope and the seals ready?" said Felboro. "Good! Now
imitate this writing as closely as you can, whilst I see what is in the
package."


He slit open the
end and pulled out some twenty sheets of typewritten manuscript, turning the
pages rapidly, and stopping only to jot down notes as they occurred to him.


"Here is
the paragraph about the leases," he said. "Now we shall see—"


"Father!"


He looked up
suddenly. The door had opened noiselessly and a girl's slim figure had appeared
against the dark background of the hall. She was staring at the prostrate
figure of Jim Selby.


"What is
it? What have you done?" And then her eyes fell upon the papers on the
table. "It is the Treaty!" she gasped. "The Treaty that Jim was
bringing from Paris! Oh, father!"


"Get
out!" Felboro's face was almost demoniacal in its fury. "Get back to
your—"


But she had
already crossed the room and was kneeling by Jim's side, trying to revive him.
Her father gripped her roughly by the arm and dragged her back.


"You fool,
what are you trying to do? He'll never know that the package has been tampered
with!" he hissed, "I'll take him to the Foreign Office and say he
fainted—"


She was strangely
quiescent, and moved obediently to his hand. Then, before he could realize what
was happening, she had snatched the papers from the table and had thrust them
into the front of her dress.


"You shan't
see them, you shan't!" she said with passionate intensity. "Father,
how could you!"


"Give me
those papers!" cried Lord Felboro furiously.


"My dear
young lady"— the quavering voice of Tasker was heard for the first time— "don't
you realize that if this thing gets out, your poor father—" 


"It's out,
my boy; it's out!"


Felboro spun
round at the voice. The door was open, but now the passage was brightly
illuminated. He saw a figure, veiled and robed like a monk. Two eyes burnt
through the slits of the hood which covered the Thing's face, and on his head
glittered and sparkled a strange coronet the like of which he had never seen
before. It was a coronet which had surmounted the helms of the knights of old,
a thing of delicate gold work and flashing gems.


"Meet the
Earl of Nowhere," said the cracked voice behind the mask. "John
Lackland, Nemo..." He pointed a black-gloved finger at the speechless Lord
of Felboro. "Give me back my lands and hereditaments, my broad manors, my
woodlands, and houses great and small, thief and double thief!"


Whatever Lord
Felboro lacked, it was not courage. His hand dropped to his pocket, but before
he could close upon the grip of his automatic, something long and black and
sinister covered his heart.


"Don't
move, my robber-baron! Those papers." He took them gently from the girl's
outstretched hand. "Stand against the wall."


The men obeyed
as he slipped the papers back into the folder and scribbled bold, irregular
characters across the face: "Stolen but unread," and added his
sprawling signature. Then, with a strength which surprised the girl, he stooped
and lifted the drowsy man to his feet, and before they realized what had
happened, had disappeared. They heard the slam of the front door, followed by
the whir of engines. When Felboro rushed out, car and man had gone.


 


2: The Hold-Up




LORD FELBORO stood by the window of his library, looking out upon the gloomy
street with a frown upon his face. Night was falling, and the wet pavements
reflected the gleam of the lamps. The library was in darkness, save for the red
glow of the fire which burnt in the silver grate. Presently he turned slowly
and addressed the unprepossessing man who sat huddled in a deep armchair, his
fingers beating a nervous tattoo upon the padded arm.


"My dear
Tasker," he said, in his suave, even tone, "you are rattled! And when
you are rattled, you are a fool— a child, who starts at every creak of the
floor and the howl of every gust of wind that comes down the chimney. 'The Earl
of Nowhere' is probably Mr. William Sikes."


"He doesn't
write like a burglar," growled the other fearfully. "I don't like it,
Felboro—"


"Thanks to
the spread of popular education," said Lord Felboro coolly, "even
burglars can compose letters and inscribe them in a fair round hand.
Personally, I take no notice of anonymous letter-writers, and less notice when
they describe themselves by a title which is extinct. I tell you I knew Saltesh
very well indeed. He died unmarried and without legal issue. I was the trustee
of his estate: who should know better?"


"You were
such a mighty good trustee that there's no estate left," growled Sir
Charles Tasker. "That is why he's after you, Felboro."


Lord Felboro
laughed quietly.


"Then why
doesn't he come into the open? If he thinks that I have robbed him, there are
the law courts: I understand that they still function. No, my dear fellow,
you're crazy. And as for the Earl of Nowhere, whose face has not been seen, who
has neither lawyer nor banker, nor, for the matter of that, identity, he is in
all probability a vulgar blackmailer, and having a dim idea that I helped
myself to the Saltesh property and dissipated the mythical thousands, thinks to
frighten me into paying."


Sir Charles's
lips curled in a sneer.


"Don't let
us pretend to one another, Felboro," he said. "You had every penny
that old Saltesh left; you squandered it at Monte Carlo and Deauville, to say
nothing of a few score of race-tracks all over the country. You'd be in a devil
of a mess if there was an heir to the Saltesh title."


Lord Felboro did
not speak for a while, slowly pacing the room, his hands in his pockets, his
chin on his breast.


"We will
leave Saltesh out of the question for the moment," he said at last.
"The point is, are you going to help me on Wednesday?"


"No!"
The word was almost shouted, and again his lordship laughed.


"What are
you afraid of?"


"I'm afraid
of many things," said Tasker, in a grating tone. "I'm afraid about
that Selby.... Yes, you can laugh, but the Government are not going to take
that lying clown. You can't drug and kidnap a King's Messenger without a
come-back."


"I hate
your cheap American slang," said Felboro calmly, helping himself to a
cigarette from the silver box on the table. "There has already been a
come-back, as you call it. I have had detective officers in this very room,
questioning me as to where I left Jim Selby after I met him at Victoria
Station; and I told them that, as we drove along Victoria Street, he asked if
he could get out of the car and walk, and that was the last I saw of him."


Again Tasker's
lips curled.


"They
didn't suggest, by any chance, that you drugged Selby, brought him here and
took the dispatches he was carrying, did they?" he sneered. "Do you
think they don't know, Felboro?"


Lord Felboro
chuckled.


"They were
quite satisfied with my explanation," he said. "And now, are you
going to help me?"


Tasker, the
weaker man of the two, hesitated. He was, as his host never failed to remind
him, in the same boat as Lord Felboro. They were two ruined men, their chief
assets the title one inherited, the other bought in the days of his prosperity,
and they were in urgent need of money.


"My dear,
good fellow," Felboro continued, shrewdly scanning his companion in the
half-light, and judging rightly that he was wavering, "if it comes to a
showdown— I am now employing one of your favourite American expressions— in
other words, if all the past is known, if the truth, not only about Saltesh,
but a dozen little adventures in which you and I have participated, is exposed
in cold print, what do you imagine will be the consequence? You and I have been
Ali Baba, Dick Turpin, and all the discreditable fraternity of robbers rolled
into one. We have lived by swindling, by cold-blooded thieving, and by almost
every sort of crook work, for the past ten years— let us face the facts. You
were rather anxious to do so a few minutes ago."


Sir Charles
Tasker looked round nervously at the door.


"Vyvan is
not in," said his lordship, slightly amused, "and if she were in, you
may be sure that she would not betray me. One's child is loth to do that sort
of thing, from a purely selfish point of view, perhaps, since the discredit
which would come to me must inevitably be reflected upon her. I am being
pressed for money; I need enormous sums to save me from bankruptcy."


"Why not go
through the courts and end it? I'm thinking of doing so myself," growled
Sir Charles.


"You're a
fool," said the other contemptuously. "There is greater honour to be
gained at the Old Bailey than in Carey Street by my code. And, besides, who is
going to suspect me? And if they suspect me, who is going to dare put the law
in motion without positive proof? My house in Grosvenor Gardens is as morally
impregnable as was the old robber-baron's castle in the material sense."


In the silence
which followed, the ticking of the little clock on the mantel-shelf came distinctly
to the worried baronet.


"You can
call it robbery, if you like."


"But this
is robbery— bare faced— and I'm not in it. If you think I'm going to take a
risk—"


"I shall be
taking all the risk you're likely to take, my friend," said Felboro
impatiently. "Do you imagine I am going to ask you to don a mask, or that
I shall put a pistol in your hand and say, 'Go along and hold up the Rex Faston
dinner-party'?"


Sir Charles
looked at him suspiciously.


"Who are
you going to get to do the dirty work?" he asked curiously.


The answer to
his question was well timed. There was a knock at the door, and Felboro's
shabby butler came into the room.


"Will you
see Mr. Philip, sir?"


"In
here," said his lordship curtly, and, when the servant had gone:


"Philip?"
Tasker frowned. "Who the devil is he? Not— not Philip, the footman, from
the Folly Club?" he gasped.


Lord Felboro
nodded, and before the other could reply, the tall figure of the immaculate
Philip appeared in the doorway.


"Don't go,
Tasker. Come in, Philip, please, and sit down."


The footman came
suspiciously into the room and looked from one to the other.


"Your
lordship sent for me. I could not come before."


"I did not
expect you before, Philip," said Lord Felboro suavely. And then, with
scarcely a break, he asked: "When were you in prison last, Philip?"


The man started,
and his brows met.


"In prison,
my lord?" he faltered.


"You have
been in prison several times," said Lord Felboro. "I think the last
occasion was some four years ago. You have been in prison because you have not
had proper direction."


Philip was
silent.


"I thought
nobody knew of my past," he said at last.


"It is
nothing to be ashamed of," said his lordship, as he smilingly handed a box
of cigars to the visitor. "There is only one crime I recognize, and that
is the crime of being caught."


He saw Tasker's
look of horrified warning, but proceeded.


"For the
sake of a few paltry pounds you have been to penal servitude. Had been directed
as I would have directed you, my dear Philip, you would not only have escaped
penal servitude, but you would not now be a poor man, dependent upon the tips
which the Folly members bestow upon you." He smiled cynically at the
younger man.


"Precious
few they are!" said the footman.


"Exactly. I
am now going to put up a job for you, and I can do so without the slightest
reservation, because, supposing that you wished to carry a story to the police,
who on earth would take your word against mine? That is the great advantage of
the position I occupy, Philip— my credibility. Your word, on the other hand,
with your unfortunate record behind you, would never for a moment be believed.
So you see"— he was addressing Tasker as much as the man— "I take
absolutely no risk in putting before you a plan which I have most carefully
thought out, and which, I think, will result in your enrichment— er— our mutual
benefit."


Philip stood,
twisting his hat in his hands, his eyes on the carpet, and Felboro watched him
closely.


"I don't
know whether your lordship is joking," he began, in a hesitant voice, "but
if you're not— and there's big money—"


"Sit
down," said Lord Felboro, and, head to head, they talked in low tones for
the greater part of an hour.


 


CAPTAIN Jim
Selby, King's Messenger, listened with amazement and concern as the bearded
chief of the Criminal Intelligence Department gave his cold-blood version of a
recent unpleasant adventure. He had arrived from Paris carrying important
dispatches, and had been met at the station by a member of the peerage, who had
offered to drive him to his house. Half-an-hour later, Jim Selby had been
awakened by a policeman. He was sitting on the snow-covered steps of the
Treasury in Whitehall.


"If Felboro
drugged me with a cigarette," he said in bewilderment, "why on earth
did he leave my dispatches? I had nothing else of value."


"That is
what baffles me," said Superintendent Steel; "but there is no doubt
whatever that Lord Felboro, in spite of his position, is a crook of crooks. He
has a bad history."


"But
Felboro is a rich man—" began


Jim, and then,
as a horrible thought flashed through his mind: "His daughter— Lady Vyvan—
she is not—"


He could not
bring himself to put his fears into words, and was ridiculously elated when the
superintendent shook his head.


"No, Lady
Vyvan isn't in it, poor girl! As to Lord Felboro being a rich man—" He
laughed. "Felboro has been a crook for the past fifteen years, to my
knowledge, but has worked in such a clever way that he has left no loophole for
us to grab him. He deals, but not exclusively, in big Stock Exchange swindles,
and when he descends to stealing— and he has before now—if he does not steal
diamonds or gold or precious stones, he takes something more valuable— information!"


"Information?"
repeated the puzzled Jim.


The officer
nodded.


"That is
why he got, or tried to get, your dispatches. I understand they contained
particulars of a new treaty, which has already affected the oil market."


"Then
Felboro has benefited by reading the treaty?"


The officer
shook his head,


"My own
impression is that he had no time to read it I've spent two days tracking the
oil operators, and I cannot connect him, directly or indirectly, with the big
bear movement which started on the afternoon of your arrival in London. My own
theory is that Felboro made a mess of things: he either hadn't time to read the
treaty through, or to grasp its significance thoroughly. No, the big operator
in oil is a mysterious gentleman named Smith, of Tonbridge. Who he is, heaven
knows."


Jim smiled.


"Perhaps
the Earl of Nowhere," he suggested, and to his surprise Superintendent
Steel took his suggestion seriously.


"It may
be," was his reply, but he refused to be drawn any further.


Jim Selby went
out of Scotland Yard, his head in a whirl, and made his way towards the
rendezvous that Vyvan had appointed in the scrawled note which he had received
that morning.


Felboro a thief!
He knew him for a gambler; he knew, too, that the man and his boon companion
had been associated together in certain questionable transactions which had
brought them to the very edge of the law. Men in his position could do, and
sometimes did, shady things. He knew a cadet of a noble house who was spoken of
as a cardsharp, but that Felboro could be a criminal seemed incredible.


He saw the girl
sitting in one of the garden chairs that lined the deserted path near the pond,
and thought at first that she had not seen him, for she did not raise her eyes
even when he sank down in a chair by her side. If she knew! His one thought was
how she might be spared the shock of knowledge. On this point he was determined:
he must find some way by which she could be removed from the sinister
association of her evil parent.


"Jim, do
you know that my father is a thief?"


The question
took Jim Selby's breath away. The pale, watery sunlight, which all the morning
had gleamed reluctantly and at intervals through the racing cloud-rack, caught
the girl's pale face as she turned to ask the question, and threw deeper
shadows beneath the fine eyes which had not closed in sleep for two nights.


He would have
turned the question with a jest, but there was something in Vyvan Sanclair's
face which checked the smile that he forced to his lips.


"What a
question to ask!" he began; but she stopped him.


"Jim, you
came from Paris the other morning carrying dispatches. Father met you at the
station and brought you home. Whether he drugged you in the car or after you
came to the house, I do not know, but you were unconscious when I saw
you—"


"You saw
me?" he said in astonishment; and she nodded.


"He robbed
you, or tried to rob you, my dear." Her hand sought his. "That is
true, isn't it?"


He did not
answer, and she went on:


"Father is
a thief, Jim— isn't it horrible! The last lord of Felboro, with our traditions
behind him!"


"You're
probably mistaken." He tried again to turn the subject, but she smiled
faintly.


"I'm
leaving him after to-night— my aunt has asked me to stay with her. I should
have gone this afternoon, but father says— Do you know Rex Faston?" she
asked.


Everybody knew,
or knew of, Rex Faston. He was the one war millionaire whom peace had further
enriched. He had dabbled in steel, in ships, cotton, munitions and exchanges,
and had climbed out of every market with an enlarged fortune. A hopeless little
vulgarian, with a passion for display, he had purchased a ducal town house,
where he entertained on a scale that would have abashed Heliogabalus. It was
Rex who gave a dance and spent eight thousand pounds on floral decorations
alone. Mrs. Rex carried on her plump person a fabulous fortune in pearls alone,
and her emeralds were accounted the finest collection in the world. And she
generally wore them all on great occasions.


"I know Rex
and Mrs. Rex," said Jim with a wry face. "I met the lady in Paris
last winter— she had everything on except the kitchen stove."


Vyvan nodded.


"Were
dining there to night— and father insisted that I should go. Mr. Faston expects
a royal personage, though father says that nobody of importance will be there.
It is rather curious, because I met Mrs. Faston this morning, and she gave me
to understand that father was bringing Prince Cyril. Her husband has invited
all the rich and impossible people he knows. He wants to—"


"Cut a
shine?" suggested Jim, when she paused. "Poor dear! And you have to
go?"


"And
you," she said quietly.


"I?
Heavens, no! I'm not invited. Besides, I don't want to meet—" He stopped
suddenly.


"My father?
But you must! I have a horrible feeling that something is going to happen, and
I want you there. I asked Mrs. Faston if you might come. I— I told her you were
a friend of the prince's!" Jim's jaw dropped. "It doesn't matter— he
won't be there," she went on quickly. "Oh, Jim, you must come! I know
there is trouble coming. Father is desperate. All sorts of people have been
calling at the house for money."


 


THAT NIGHT, when
Vyvan was dressing for dinner, his lordship went out into the dark courtyard
behind his house, opened a door that led into a mews, and ushered his visitor
into his little study.


"I had a
job getting away from the club to-night," grumbled Philip. "If your
lordship had only written a word or two—"


"Don't be a
fool!" snapped Lord Felboro. "Do you think I wanted my name
associated with your actions?"


Philip grinned.


"I see— you
were scared in case I got caught, eh? Now look here, my lord, I'm not going to
do this job until you make me safe!"


Felboro's brows
met.


"What do
you mean?" he asked with deadly quiet. "There will be no risk. I have
given you the key of the gate which will admit you into the little garden. The
dining-room is on the ground floor; the french windows you can easily force,
and the car will be waiting— you can drive a car?"


Philip nodded.


"That will
be waiting at the corner of the street."


"What about
the 'busies'?" asked Philip.


"The
detectives? They will be at the front of the house. Faston never has them
inside. You ought to make your getaway easily."


"But
suppose I don't?" said the other doggedly. "You spouted a lot this
morning about nobody taking my word and everybody taking yours. That's not good
enough for me, my lord. I want it down in black and white that you and me are
in this job on equal shares."


Lord Felboro
stared at him, and then a smile dawned on his face.


"All
right," he said with a shrug, and, sitting down at his desk, he pulled a
sheet of paper from the rack and wrote, under the suspicious eyes of the
footman:


 


It is agreed
that Philip, Lord Felboro and Sir Charles Tasker are equally concerned in the
hold-up at Mr. Rex Faston's house, and that the proceeds shall be equally
divided.


 


HE SIGNED it
with a flourish, "Felboro," dried the paper before the fire, folded
it neatly and put it into an envelope, closing down the flap.


"Will you
listen at the door? I thought I heard my daughter's voice," he asked and
as Philip walked to the door, Felboro slipped a folded sheet of blank paper
into the second envelope he had taken from the rack and, moistening the flap
with his forefinger, sealed it The thing was done so quickly that Philip was
hardly at the door before the first envelope had passed to the inside pocket of
Felboro's dress coat, and the blank substitute lay invitingly on the
blotting-pad.


"I hear
nobody," said Philip.


He took up the
letter, turning it over in his hand.


"I will put
a seal on the back," said Lord Felboro, "and I trust to you to return
it with the seal unbroken as soon as the job is over and the loot
divided."


The man seemed
satisfied, and, with the envelope in his pocket, followed his lordship to the
back of the house.


Mr. Rex Faston's
house in Park Lane was one of the largest and stateliest in that distinguished
thoroughfare. It had on one side a tiny garden large enough for a lime-tree to
grow unhindered by bricks and mortar. Mr. Faston seldom showed his visitors the
garden, confining himself to escorting them from one magnificent room to
another, impressing them with the cost of the marble staircase, the wonderful
expensiveness of the rare wood paneling, and the amazing value of the picture
gallery which he had acquired with the house.


He was a short,
red-faced man, somewhat rotund, and his English was not of the best. He was
explaining to other stout and red-faced men and their buxom consorts his
disappointment at the prince's non-arrival, when Lord Felboro and his daughter
arrived. But for Felboro's title and the position he was supposed to hold, Mr.
Faston's tone would have been a little more vicious and his manner colder, for
even the presence of an earl, supported by the vague distinction of a King's
Messenger and Sir Charles Tasker, did not wholly compensate for the missing
guest.


"I say,
Felboro, old boy," he greeted his guest, "that was 'orrible news you
telephoned to me, 'is royal 'ighness not being able to come, and all my friends
'ere was expectin' 'im. Are you sure he'll come later?"


"He's
pretty certain to drop in," said Felboro glibly. He hesitated. "There
was a dinner-party at the palace, and he couldn't get away."


He glanced round
approvingly at the company, met Jim Selby's stern glance with a smile and a nod
as though they were the best friends in the world, and continued his
examination of the ladies' adornments. There was not one of these women who did
not carry sufficient jewels on her person to keep the most extravagant-minded
of men in luxury for a year. Here was a haul the like of which no hold-up man
had seen.


Soothing his
host's disappointment as well as he could, he remarked casually upon the danger
in which the guests stood.


"Burglars?
Not on your life!" said Faston scornfully. "There's a couple of
detectives knocking about, but I don't allow them in the 'ouse— they look
common, Felboro, and commonness I can't stand."


Jim had made his
way to Vyvan, and drew her into a quiet corner of the ornate drawing-room.


"Do you
still think something is going to happen to-night?" he asked.


She nodded.


"I feel
sure. Father's been so nervy all day, and he locked himself up in his study
to-night before we came out, and that is always a bad sign. Have you a
revolver?"


He lifted his
eyebrows, and laughed.


"I'm so
sorry," he apologized. "My dear, of course I haven't. What can
happen?" he said more gently, when he saw the look of distress in her
face. "Surely you're not expecting a visit from the Earl of Nowhere?"


"If I were
only expecting that I should be happy," she said, and made no further
reference to her premonition.


Just after the
butler announced that dinner was served, Sir Charles Tasker found time for a
word with his chief.


"I'm scared
as hell," he grunted under his breath. "What did you want to bring me
here for?"


"I'll tell
you," said the other in the same tone. "If any of the women scream,
get to the door. There's a little bolt just underneath the lock. You won't see
it unless you look for it. Shoot the bolt— you needn't let anybody see you
doing it."


Tasker went red
and white.


"What— what!"
he spluttered, but Felboro had already turned away from him.


Nothing unusual
happened during the dinner. The sweets were served, coffee and cigarettes had
ended an over-elaborate meal, and the footmen had retired, when Jim, looking up
suddenly, saw Lord Felboro take his watch from his pocket, glance at and
replace it almost instantly. From Felboro his eyes ranged the table till they
rested on Tasker. The man was livid, the hand that raised a wine glass to his
lips trembled violently. Jim was all alert. What was to happen, and when? He
was not left long in doubt.


Crash!


The french
windows behind him were jerked violently apart, and open-mouthed, silent, the
glittering company watched the black-masked figure that appeared. In one
black-gloved hand he carried an automatic pistol, the other was raised to
enjoin silence.


"No shouts,
no squeaks, no squeals," he chuckled. "Meet the Earl of Nowhere,
everybody! Come here, you!"


His finger
crooked to the white-faced Felboro.


"Come,
robber chief, ravisher of broad lands, destroyer of inheritances!"


Compelled by the
magnetic quality of the voice, Felboro rose slowly and walked towards the mask.
And then suddenly the hand of the "Earl of Nowhere" shot out. Before
Felboro could realize what had happened, the hand was in his pocket; and when
it was withdrawn, it held a square envelope.


"No jewels,
no ropes of greasy pearls, my fat-faced profiteer!" chortled the man in
the mask, and in a moment was gone.


 


PHILIP— Philip!
It was impossible, impossible! Felboro, burning with rage, leant out of the
door of the taxicab that was carrying him to Grosvenor Gardens, and cursed the
driver for his slowness.


The
burglar-footman would not turn traitor— it was impossible! He threw a coin to
the driver and flew into the house. Philip had arranged to meet him in his
study immediately after the robbery, and the entrance from the mews had been
left open for the purpose. Unlocking the door, he threw it wide and switched on
the light. As he did so, he uttered an exclamation of amazement, a hoarse cry.
For, lying on the floor, his wrists handcuffed, his arms and legs strapped and
a heavy cloth tied over his mouth, lay Philip.


In a second
Felboro had loosened the bonds and torn away the gag, and the face of the
footman stared up at him.


"Just as I
was going into the garden in Park Lane somebody caught hold of me and shoved a
wet towel on my face, and I don't remember much more."


He put his
manacled hand into his pocket vaguely and took out the "letter" which
Felboro had given him. The seal was still intact. Felboro snatched it from his
hand and ripped it open. Perhaps by some miraculous mistake this was the
damning document he had signed, and the blank had been taken by the masked
intruder. With trembling fingers he took out the paper. At first he thought it
was blank, and then he saw, written on one corner, in violet ink:


 


I am adding
your confession to my dossier.


 


There followed a
roughly-drawn earl's coronet and a capital "N."


 


3:  The Post-Office Clerk


 


THE Rugarian
Minister gave a dinner and dance in honour of his sovereign's birthday, and the
big house in Portman Square was filled with the élite of London society. The
curious crowd which stood on the pavement were kept clear of the cover which
the red awning stretching to the kerb afforded, and watched the glittering
arrivals and cheered in a half-hearted fashion the popular minister, whose duty
brought him to the reception.


Detective-Inspector
Bennett, on duty in the big hall, saw a familiar figure wearing on his coat the
glittering insignia of a Rugarian order, and became instantly alert. The Earl
of Felboro handed his crush hat and his coat to an attendant, mechanically
smoothed his hair, and strolled up the hall towards the stairs that led to the
drawing-room. Suddenly his eyes caught the detective's, and he nodded.


"Good
evening, Mr. Bennett," he said. "You're keeping an eye on Mr.
Vereski's diamonds, one hopes?"


"Yes, my
lord," said Inspector Bennett with a smile.


"Stout
fellow," said his lordship, and went slowly up the stairs.


Bennett jerked
his chin upwards and a guest in evening dress who had been lounging in the hall
came towards him.


"Follow
Felboro; don't leave him out of your sight."


"Lord
Felboro?" said the other in surprise.


"Lord
Felboro," said Bennett emphatically. "You're not likely to see a
bigger crook in Portman Square tonight."


"Good
lord!" gasped his subordinate, to whom this was news indeed. "What— the
Earl of Felboro— a crook?"


"Follow
him," said the other tersely, "and keep him under observation."


Nobody knew
better than Inspector Bennett how dangerous a man this good-looking nobleman
was, and how insuperably difficult was the task of countering his many
enterprises. Scotland Yard knew him to be associated with some of the worst
gangs of swindlers in Europe. Society knew him as a man with an unenviable
reputation, and guessed all that Scotland Yard suspected. But suspicion was one
thing, knowledge another. A false move might ruin the highest-placed police
official, and an indiscreet word of condemnation might cost the boldest of
society men just as much money as a jury would award for libel.


Lord Felboro
might not be received in the Royal Enclosure, but so many people were under a
similar ban: and society found no excuse for barring him from their
entertainments. Outwardly he was a polished, charming gentleman; be certainly
had the privilege of calling the prettiest girl in London daughter. There were
many glances of covert unfriendliness turned towards him as he strolled up to
the minister and shook hands, but he was too dangerous a man for the majority
of people to offend openly.


Lady Vyvan
Sanclair was standing in the corner of the room talking to Jim Selby when her
father appeared, and the smile left her face.


"I didn't
know my father would be here," she said.


Jim was looking
round.


"Where is
his unspeakable friend?"


In these
unflattering terms he spoke of Felboro's shadow, but the podgy little Sir
Charles Tasker had not been invited.


"Is your
father interested in Rugarian politics?" asked Jim.


She shook her
head.


"I don't
know; I don't think so," she said.


"I wonder
why he's here," he said thoughtfully.


He might have
added that he saw nothing to be gained for Lord Felboro out of this social
function, but he would not run the risk of hurting her feelings.


She took his arm
and led him into an anteroom, and found a settee in one of the corners,
partially secluded from view.


"I want to
talk very seriously to you, Jim," she said, "and it's about this
terrible man, the Earl of Nowhere."


He chuckled.


"I almost
said I'm tired of hearing about the Earl of Nowhere," he said. "In
fact, I dare not go to a fancy dress ball for fear I see a black mask appear
from his ancestral home, which I understand is really the bottomless pit!"


"Be
serious," she said. "You know, of course, my father was trustee of
the Saltesh estate? The old earl died without issue, and father administered the
property."


"Yes, there
was no property to administer, according to your father's statement. He was the
nearest friend of Lord Saltesh and was in his confidence, and, according to
him, he had known all along that the estate was insolvent. This mysterious mask
claims to be the heir to the title and the non-existent property."


She nodded.


"Father had
a letter from him this morning: I saw it when I went into his study. It
contained the most dreadful accusations; said that father had gambled away half
a million pounds belonging to the writer! There was a long list of the various
estates which this mysterious man said father had sold, with a price against
each, and the date on which they were disposed of. And it finished up: I am
conferring upon you the Earldom of Dartmoor, and within a month you will take
up your position at your new family seat."


"What did
your father say?" asked Jim.


"He came in
and saw me reading the letter. He seemed amused; and yet I couldn't help
feeling that behind his smile there was a— fear."


"Of course,
it's all bunkum," laughed Jim. "I haven't a very good opinion of your
father, but I don't imagine that Saltesh left a penny."


"You're
wrong, Jim. Something father told me later leaves no doubt in my mind that
there were these estates. And then I had a very serious talk with him at lunch.
He said that there might be somebody who thought they had a right to the
Saltesh estate, that there was a little money to go to the heir, and that he
was going to bank it, in case there was a legal claim."


"What does
that mean?" asked Jim.


"I don't
know, I can't think. All that I know is that at the moment father has no money
to bank at all! You know, dear, he is an inveterate gambler, and every penny he
gets goes that way."


She was silent
for a moment, and he asked:


"What do
you— guess?"


"That
father is terrified; that these continuous threats have so got on to his mind
and have so terrified him that he intends getting the money by hook or by
crook, so that he may have it on the day the claim is made. His confidence
seems to be shaken by the information which this mysterious person has."


Jim whistled.


"Half a
million wants getting," he said, very truly.


So thought Lord
Felboro. When he returned to his house that night he found Sir Charles Tasker
dozing in a chair before the fire, and roused him by the simplest expedient of
kicking his foot as he passed. The little man blinked himself awake.


"Hallo!"
he growled, a scowl on his unprepossessing face. "I've been waiting here
since ten." He looked at the clock over the mantelpiece. "It's one
now. You told me ten—"


"If I'd
told you six, you'd have been here, my dear fellow," said his lordship,
helping himself to a whisky and soda. "I've been to Vereski's
reception."


"Well?"


"The famous
Vereski diamonds were on view, as also were the notorious Vereski emeralds.
They adorned the portly person of his good lady. I was scared that they had
already been sent to Rugaria."


Sir Charles
grunted something.


"On the
contrary, it was very interesting," said his lordship, as he drained the
glass and set it down on the table, "and in a way amusing. Bennett from
Scotland Yard was there; he put a man on to trail me—he was never more than a
foot away from me throughout the evening. I want those stones, Tasker."


"You're a
fool," spluttered the other. "Burglary is not in your line. What did
you want to go and see them for?"


"To make
sure they were in London— and let me add that anything is in my line,"
said Felboro coolly.


"You can
count me out," grunted Sir Charles.


"I have
already counted you out, my friend, though I shall need your help. You have a
smuggling friend who returns to America on Saturday. He can take the stones
with him."


The other glared
up at him.


"What's the
good of that kind of game?" he asked. "Do you imagine you could sell
the jewels in the open market? And if they went to one of these fellows who
deal in stolen property—"


"Fence' is
the word you want," said Lord Felboro. "I shouldn't get a twentieth
of their value— I know all about that. And believe me, my dear Charles, I do
not intend going to a fence. Stones, taken from their mounts and added to a few
others, could be smuggled into America and would fetch top price. There's from
a hundred thousand to two hundred thousand pounds for the asking. Pull yourself
together and then come down to the club: I believe there's an all-night
session, and I should like to introduce you to a counter-revolutionary who has
been my guest there since eight o'clock this evening."


"I don't
want to go to the club," growled the little man. "Do you realize
we've put ourselves in the power of that cursed footman? And what's this
rubbish about revolutions?"


Lord Felboro
laughed softly, but did not answer the latter part of the question.


"Philip? My
dear man, an ex-convict wields very little power. The criminal classes are
notorious liars, and even the credulous Mr. Bennett would place very little
reliance upon any statement that Philip made."


"He bungled
the last business—" began Sir Charles.


"Not he,
but we. Let us give him credit. He is a reliable man, and we may yet find him
useful. Come along, my car is at the door."


Grumbling, the
baronet followed his host into the street and shiveringly buttoned his coat to
his neck, for the night was cold and raw.


At the Frivolity
Club the festivities were at their height. The dancing floor was almost ankle
deep in confetti; streamers hung from the chandeliers; and the revellers were
in that stage of exhilaration which is so difficult to distinguish from the
more sordid varieties of intoxication.


Lord Felboro
stood in the doorway, his quick eyes scanning the people in the room. And then
the band struck up, and the couples left their tables to fill the floor, and
with this thinning-out process he saw the man he sought. It was a young man in
an ill-fitting evening suit that looked as though it had been made for somebody
else, and he sat aloof from the cheery throng at a small table placed in a
corner of the room. Apparently he was quite satisfied with his isolation, for
he beamed stupidly upon the gay throng as it wove a pattern of kaleidoscopic
colour across the limited dancing space.


"That's our
man," said Felboro, and, threading his way through the dancers, he came to
the lonely occupant of the table.


A paper cap was
askew on his head, and a grotesque paper cravat was tied about his throat, He
looked up with a foolish smile as Felboro and his companion came.


"Hallo, my
lord!" he said, and made a blundering attempt to rise.


"Sit down,
Dempster," said Felboro. "You haven't any wine. Tut, tut, this will
never do. I told the head waiter to keep you supplied with anything you
wanted."


"You've
been simply topping to me, my lord!" said the young man enthusiastically.
"I've never had such an evening in my life. Mind you, they're a bit
standoffish here, and when I asked one of these girls to dance, the fellow who
was with her looked at me as though he'd cut my throat for fourpence!"


"Perhaps
you have to bring your own dancing partners to places like this," said
Felboro good-humouredly. "Still, you're enjoying yourself?"


"It's
ripping," said the other. "I'll have something to tell the fellows
about at the office!"


"You
haven't danced, eh?"


Lord Felboro
fumbled his chin and took a swift glance round the hall. Presently he saw a
girl whom he knew, and, going across to her, whispered a few words. She smiled
and, rising, preceded him back.


"I want to
introduce Mr. Dempster, Miss Dail," said Felboro. "I'm sure Miss Dail
would give you a dance."


"Why, of
course," said the girl, and led the stammering young man out on to the
floor.


"Who the
devil is he?" asked Sir Charles, gazing at the vacuous youth as he piloted
his partner with some skill.


"His name
is Dempster; he is a clerk in the post office, and it is his job to keep a
record of all the heavily insured registered packages which go out of this
country to the Continent," said Felboro slowly. "In fact, he not only
prepares the waybill, but he seals the bag. I met him some time ago through a
friend of mine."


"But what's
the idea?" asked Sir Charles, when the other paused.


"The Rugarian
minister returns to the Balkans to-morrow. He had a telegram this morning— rather,
yesterday morning— calling him into consultation. He will be abroad for six
months." Lord Felboro spoke rapidly, lowering his voice. "Madame
Vereski invariably transports her jewellery through the post, since she had her
case stolen a few years ago. Tomorrow a registered package will come to Mr.
Dempster and will be dealt with in the usual way."


"And you
will be in the office and ring the changes?" suggested Sir Charles, and in
spite of his annoyance Felboro laughed.


"You're a
fool! Suppose I did, and the stones were missing, do you think the inquiry
wouldn't embrace me? No; my plan is very much more simple. To-morrow afternoon
the stones will be taken to the G.P.O., handed over the counter, and sent by
special messenger to Dempster's room. They will be placed in the bag and
apparently forwarded. I say 'apparently' because the package addressed to the
Rugarian Foreign Office will be brought to my house by Dempster," he said
coolly.


The other's jaw
dropped.


"Are you
serious?"


"Quite
serious," he said.


Tasker saw a
warning glance in his companion's eyes, and the next minute the young man came
back. For a while no conversation was possible; but when another man had
claimed the girl and taken her away to dance, the three were left alone and
Lord Felboro immediately turned the conversation in the direction he had
carefully chosen.


"Well,
Dempster, have you got any farther with your investigations?"


The young man's
face instantly assumed an air of sobriety.


"Yes, my
lord," he said, "I have got proof now that the revolution is timed
for the fourteenth of December."


"Revolution?"
croaked Tasker in surprise, when a warning glance from the other stopped him.


"Arms have
been coming into this country by the thousand," the youth went on.
"The Red Army is almost equipped, and on the day—"


"When will
the day be?" asked Felboro anxiously.


Dempster shook
his silly head.


"That I
haven't been able to discover," he said gravely. "I only want that to
expose the whole plot. If I could only find the mysterious power that is
working behind the scenes—"


"Ah!"
said Felboro, shook his head and sighed.


"You don't
know?" asked the other eagerly. "Why, you guyed me the first time I
spoke about the revolution."


"One
doesn't betray oneself to a new acquaintance."


"Do you
know who is the 'Idden 'And'?" In his agitation Mr. Dempster took great
liberties with the Kings English.


"I know
where this movement is being directed from," said Felboro slowly,
"and I know that tomorrow a complete list of the chief conspirators, the
stations and the secret orders, is going out of this country to the controlling
power."


Sir Charles
Tasker, who had sat dumbfounded through the conversation, began to see light.
Mr. Dempster stared at his lordly host.


"I suppose,
my lord, nothing would induce you to give me that information?"


The voice of the
amateur detective was tremulous with anxiety; he was almost sober in the
pursuit of his illusion.


Felboro looked
left and right and lowered his voice.


"The chief
conspirator is Monsieur Vereski, the Rugarian minister," he said. "I
have been doing a little secret service work myself, and I know that he is
leaving the country hurriedly tomorrow, and that, in order that he should not
be searched, he is sending all the information by post."


Mr. Dempster's
face went red and while.


"Not
registered?" he asked eagerly.


Felboro shook
his head.


"That I
haven't been able to discover."


"Suppose he
does?" burbled the young man. "Suppose it comes through me? Gosh!
What a chance!"


"You
wouldn't dare open it, it would be too risky," said Lord Felboro.


"Wouldn't
I, though? I'd do anything for the dear old country," said the patriotic
Mr. Dempster.


Felboro frowned,
evidently deep in thought.


"You could
get it away without anybody knowing, make an examination, take a copy of the
documents, and then send them on as though nothing had happened— it might be
done that way."


This Mr.
Dempster considered.


"I could,
with a little help," he said anxiously.


"I hate
offering my assistance. The risk is so great, and I should be practically at
your mercy." His lordship silenced the others protests of loyalty.
"But I'll risk it. Bring the package to my house.... But suppose you're
detected?"


Dempster went
pale at the thought.


"I wouldn't
care; I'd say nothing," he affirmed stoutly. "And it could be
done."


"'Phone me
in the morning— yes or no," said his lordship at parting. "I will be
waiting for you."


It was a very
long time before Sir Charles Tasker could find his voice after the young man
had gone.


"I don't
know whether I'm awake or asleep. With such lunatics as this—"


"There are
thousands of them, sometimes on the side of the revolutionaries and sometimes
against them. They're prepared to believe any cock-and-bull story that's got a
revolver and a bomb in it. Why, one of the biggest patriotic societies in the
country had a meeting the other day, and a public speaker said there were a
hundred and twenty thousand armed Reds awaiting the signal to rise! And a
million people believed him! This kind of obsession is as common as jazz."


"But
suppose he squeaks?"


"He
won't," said Felboro quickly. "I'll find a pretext for examining the
contents of the package alone, and I'll report there's nothing there. When the
parcel reaches its destination and it is found that the stones are gone, he'll
be too scared to tell the part he's played, and may look upon it merely as a
plot on the part of a Red enemy to ruin him."


"Can such
fools exist?"


"There's
one born every minute," said his lordship sententiously.


There was no
doubt whatever that Lord Felboro was in a very serious frame of mind. The
drip-drip of threats had worn a cavity in the stone of his complacency. There
was no heir to the earldom of Saltesh: this he asserted in and out of season until
he believed his own assertion. It was fairly clear that there existed somebody
who sincerely believed in the honesty of his claim; and this mysterious person,
who called himself the Earl of Nowhere, was most diabolically well informed.
Felboro would take no risks. He might never be called upon to find the money,
but this mystery man might produce proof, and in that case it would be an Old
Bailey matter unless the money was in existence, even though Felboro promised
himself that he would fight like the devil to retain its possession.


And there was a
certain piquant novelty in stealing to save. Hitherto he had robbed to
squander, and had lived alternately on the heights of prosperity and in the
deep and gloomy valleys of poverty.


He was dressing
next morning when the telephone bell rang, and he heard the agitated voice of
his humble friend.


"The word
is emphatically 'yes.' I've been thinking it over, your lordship, and—"


"Don't talk
so much on the wire," said Lord Felboro. "I will be waiting."


He did not give
the young man a chance of' speaking further, but hung up the receiver.


That he might
involve this misguided youth in total ruin did not disturb him for a second.
His only concern was with himself. He must cover his tracks so effectively
that, even though the authorities traced Dempster to his house, they could not
connect him with the robbery he contemplated. And as to the Earl of Nowhere— he
frowned. At least the Unknown was ignorant of this little scheme of his.


The excuse for
Dempster's calling was not difficult to find. Lord Felboro had first met the
young man when he had called at the house to collect a subscription towards a
boys' club in which Dempster was interested, for he was a young man with a
public spirit. And his lordship arranged that both the subscription card, which
had been left with him, and his cheque, dated that day, and a little note which
he wrote in the course of the afternoon, should go away with Dempster and
should stand as sufficient reason for the visit.


It was five
o'clock when the young man came. He was trembling with excitement, and no
sooner had the study door closed than he whispered:


"I've got
it!... directed to Vereski himself, and registered!"


"What did
you do?"


"I put it
on the waybill, but didn't send it in the bag. I can easily correct the mistake
to-morrow. Here it is."


He brought out a
flat, oblong package, heavily wrapped in white paper, taped and sealed, and
laid it on the table. Lord Felboro looked at the package with a scientific eye.


"I think I
can get this out without disturbing the seals," he said. "Will you
excuse me a moment?"


He walked
quickly into the little inner study and closed the door. The instruments he was
likely to use he had laid out, and in five minutes he had opened the case,
slipped out the jewels and dropped them in his pocket before he replaced the
covering. So quick was he that when he came back to the expectant youth with
the package apparently untouched, Dempster thought the parcel had not been
opened.


"I've been
thinking it over," said Felboro gravely, "and I've decided that, in
your best interests, these seals ought not to be forced. The documents may be
there; on the other hand, there may be something valuable, and it would be a
very serious thing for you if that was so."


"Aren't you
going to open it?"


Felboro shook
his head.


"No: take
my advice, my boy, get it back to the post office and send it on in the next
bag."


Dempster was
disappointed, but the older man converted him to his way of thinking.


"All right,
my lord; I'm sure your advice is the soundest," he said.


"Here is
your subscription card and my cheque." Felboro called him back to give him
these necessary articles of evidence. "If anybody ever wants to know why
you came here that was the reason— you understand?"


"Yes, my
lord," said Dempster.


Felboro saw him
off the premises, then walked up to his bedroom, locked the door, and, pulling
out the two necklets, laid them on his dressing-table. They winked and
glittered brilliantly in the light of the overhead lamps.


"You're
beauties," he murmured, "but I've got to get rid of you without
delay."


He had a small
box all ready, and he packed away the gems in cotton wool, wrapped them up and,
going into his dressing-room, found a piece of tape; returning, he tied up the
package and sealed it. With this in his pocket he made his way to Tasker's
house, and found that admirable man in such a state of terror that he was on
the point of collapse.


He laid the
package on the table and Sir Charles fingered it fearfully—he asked that it
should he opened.


"I want to
see what I'm sending," he said.


With a curse his
lordship cut the tapes and took out the cardboard box. As he lifted the top
layer of cotton wool, he sneered:


"Did you
think I was double-crossing you?"


And then he
stopped. The box was empty—empty save for a card on which was printed a coronet
and the word "Nowhere!"


"A curious
incident has occupied the attention of Scotland Yard," said the Daily
Megaphone. 


 


A registered
package containing jewels of considerable value, forwarded to the capital of
Rugaria, failed to arrive. Inquiries were telegraphed to London, and whilst the
post office officials were investigating the matter, another wire came from
Rugaria saying that the jewellery had arrived but in a different package.
Inside the case which held them was a slip of paper inscribed: 'With the
Compliments of the Earl of Nowhere.'
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PHILIP, the
footman at the Frolic Club, was gazing pensively into the long and beautiful
saloon when he heard a footstep on the marble pavement of the vestibule, and,
turning round, met the cold scrutiny of Middlebrow. The tall, good-looking
footman bowed as his lordship passed.


"Good
morning, my lord," he said.


Lord Felboro
turned back. Glancing round to see that he could not be overheard:


"You were
once in very serious trouble, weren't you, Philip?"


"Yes, my
lord."


"You were,
in fact, a convict. I am told?"


"That is
so, my lord," said Philip quietly.


"I want you
to come to my place in Grosvenor Gardens this afternoon. I have a little job I
should like you to do, though I don't remember that you were particularly
successful the last time my— er— friends employed you."


"That was
very unfortunate, my lord." said Philip.


Without another
word his lordship walked into the dining-room, found a corner seat, and waited with
some impatience for the arrival of his friend and confederate. When Sir Charles
Tasker waddled in, there was on his unhealthy face a frown which Felboro
recognized as a sign of the man's perturbation of mind.


"Have you
seen that cursed newspaper?" was Tasker's first question.


"I have
seen that cursed newspaper," said the other, smiling faintly. "You
mean the Daily Megaphone— accursed for the moment because it has
published a fantastical story about the Earl of Nowhere."


London had been
agog over this same Earl of Nowhere for months past. He had appeared in a dozen
extraordinary circumstances, and the newspaper which had set itself to
investigate the wherefore of this strange apparition had discovered that every
time the Earl of Nowhere had made his appearance it had been to the
disadvantage of one man, and one man only— The Earl of Felboro.


"I've got
the paper in my pocket—" began Tasker.


"I have the
cutting in mine," said his lordship. "According to this enterprising
journal, the Earl of Nowhere is in reality the Earl of Somewhere. In other
words, he is the heir to the Saltesh property, which I administer, and which he
accuses me, not so much of maladministration as of having stolen the property
and applied the proceeds of its sale to my own base purposes— very amusing, is
it not, Tasker?"


"Do you
call that amusing?" almost bellowed the baronet, as he took the paper from
his pocket and laid it on the table before the other.


His lordship
fixed his monocle and examined the marriage certificate that had been
reproduced.


"It is
probably a fake," he said. "You know what these newspapers are—they
will do anything for sensation—"


"Suppose it
isn't a fake?" demanded Tasker. "Suppose this is a reproduction of
the genuine certificate, and that old Saltesh was secretly married to some
infernal girl, then the heir— the paper prints his birth certificate— can come
down on you for an account of your stewardship. That would be rather
awkward."


"It would
be more than awkward— it would be painful," said Lord Felboro. "But why
hasn't he come into the light before? Why was it necessary for him to adopt
this stupid disguise and make himself a nuisance to me?"


Tasker did not
answer. Raising his eyes at that moment Lord Felboro saw a familiar figure come
into the dining room.


"There's
Selby," he said coolly. "He's rather clever at guessing riddles— I'll
ask him over."


He smiled and
beckoned Jim Selby, and Jim, who had had a very unhappy experience with the
unscrupulous Lord Felboro, hesitated for a second, and then, curiosity getting
the better of him, he walked across to where sat the two men whom, of all
others, he most completely distrusted.


"Sit down,
Selby. Have you seen my daughter this morning—by the way, she has been with you
a great deal lately. I do hope that you're not going to get her talked
about?"


"My dear
Lord Felboro," said Jim blandly, "as if the scandal of being your
daughter would not outweigh any other which is likely to come her way! I have
asked Vyvan to be my wife."


Felboro raised
his eyebrows.


"In these
matters," he said, a little irritably, "one usually consults the
parents of one's fiancée."


"I didn't
think it was worth a consultation," said Jim coolly. "The truth is,
Lord Felboro, if you can bear the truth—"


"I will
endeavour," murmured the other.


"Your name
is not a particularly savoury one, and I thought I was acting in your best
interests when I ignored you."


Felboro mastered
his momentary rage with an effort and smiled.


"I wish you
joy," he said ironically. "I had other plans for Vyvan, but—" he
shrugged his shoulders "—she and I have never been exactly en rapport."
He looked at Jim long and thoughtfully, and then: "I brought you over to
ask you something. Now what the devil was it?" In this manner did he
dismiss the subject of his daughter's future, to which, if the truth be told,
he had in that consideration given more thought than ever he had given in his
life. Jim Selby was a man in comfortable circumstances; he was, moreover, the
sole heir of an immensely rich uncle. He might be useful in the future, he
decided. And as though he read his thoughts, Jim said quietly:


"This
marriage, of course, will end our association, Lord Felboro. I hope you will
never look upon me as a convenient son-in-law, because if you do you will be
disappointed."


Again he was favoured
with that cold stare.


"What the
devil was it I wanted to see you about? Oh, I know! I was going to ask you what
you thought of the revelations in this morning's Megaphone. I am
starting an action for libel, of course."


Jim smiled.


"You would
hardly be well advised, would you? There is no doubt that when the Earl of
Saltesh died he left an heir to his property—"


"Why hasn't
he come forward and claimed it?" growled Tasker. "That's what we want
to know. What does he want to go monkeying about for, wearing masks and all
that sort of thing?"


The solution of
that mystery had already come to Jim.


"He wants
his money back," he said, "And from what I've heard and what I guess,
he's got quite a lot. Suppose he had come demanding the fortune that his father
had left, what chance would he have had of getting it? He might have had you
arrested for defalcation, but it would be a question as to whether he would get
a conviction. You're much too clever a man not to have covered your tracks.
Instead, calling himself the Earl of Nowhere, he has appeared at very awkward
times for you, and by this method has managed to bleed you, at any rate, of
some of his money."


The other bit
his lip thoughtfully.


"Yes, there
is that," he said. "Such a solution has already occurred to me. Do
you know who he is?"


Jim shrugged.


"The Earl
of Nowhere? The Megaphone says that he is staying in a Bloomsbury flat,
waiting the psychological moment to come forward and enter his claim to the
estate. Apparently his mother, after his birth, took him to America, and there
he remained in ignorance of his parentage till by an accidental discovery of
some of his father's letters he learnt that he was the heir to the Saltesh
estate."


"All
rot!" interrupted the other impatiently. "That's what the newspaper says.
But he'll have some trouble to establish his claim, and greater trouble to get
from me what little money there is left."


"That I can
well believe," said Jim as he rose to go.


Tasker waited
until the King's Messenger was out of hearing, and then he turned to his
companion.


"What are
you going to do about this? Will you fight it?"


"In the
courts?" asked Felboro contemptuously. "Am I mad? Of course, I will
use every process of the law to keep this man at arm's length, and I shall
oppose his claim right up to the last."


"And if it
succeeds," sneered Tasker, "what will happen to you?"


His lordship lit
a cigarette and sent a curl of smoke whirling to the ceiling before he spoke.


"He mustn't
succeed," he said, and added: "I want you to be at Grosvenor Gardens
this afternoon, not later than three."


"What is
going to happen?" asked Sir Charles fearfully.


"I will
tell you— then," was the unsatisfactory reply.


As he walked out
of the club and got into his car he saw his daughter drive up in a taxi, and he
had half a mind to stop and talk to her, but with a shrug of his shoulders sank
back into the luxurious depths of the padded seat and promptly erased her from
his thoughts.


She was lunching
with Jim that day, and was later than most guests usually are.


"I saw Father:
he was driving off as I arrived," she said as she preceded Jim to the
table be had reserved. "Is it true, what is in the newspapers?"


Jim nodded.


"I don't
think there is any doubt about it," he said, "There is an Earl of
Saltesh, and he intends claiming the estate which your father
administered."


"But Father
says there is no estate to claim."


"I don't
suppose there is," said Jim dryly.


He might have
added that with such a trustee as Lord Felboro the chance of the new earl
coming into a substantial kingdom was a very remote one.


Vyvan made no
further reference throughout the lunch to her father. She had no illusions
about him; knew that he had been associated with more shady deals than any
convicted swindler. He was one of the ugly facts of life that she must accept;
and for a long time she had been aware that only his cleverness and the
position he held in society had prevented his arrest in connection with
half-a-dozen financial swindles which he had either engineered or in which he
had conspicuously participated. The bearer of an honoured name, he had been
crooked from his youth up. And that he had succeeded in winning the confidence
of the Earl of Saltesh to such an extent that that elderly and dissolute man
had made him his sole trustee, was not so much a tribute to his craft, which
quality he did not lack, as to the sympathy that existed between these two men.


He was sitting
in his study that afternoon at three o'clock when Tasker arrived. That stout
man, seating himself uncomfortably on the edge of a chair, waited in some
trepidation for Felboro to unfold his plan. But apparently his lordship was in
no hurry to give his confidence.


"You'll
have to wait a little while," he said. "I am expecting a
visitor."


"Who is
that?" asked Sir Charles uneasily.


"A man in
the employ of the Megaphone newspaper," said Felboro. "I have
always found, my dear Charles, that if you wish to get information from a great
company, there are two sources which are infallible. The first of these is the
head of the company, who is, as a rule, a very rich person. The second is any
individual who has access to facts. A striking illustration of this is to be
found in the case of the young man in the registered letter department of the
Post Office. And although our scheme came to grief, my theory worked out
excellently well. Now, if I wanted to discover the writer or inspirer of these
articles in the Megaphone, and I went to the editor or to the proprietor
of the newspaper, it is ninety-nine chances to one that I should be kicked out
of the office. Newspaper editors have a very keen sense of their
responsibilities. The Megaphone says that the real Earl of Saltesh is
living in a flat in Bloomsbury— which means, of course, that he is doing
nothing of the kind. That paragraph was merely put in as a blind, to throw any
seeker off the track. Through my valet I have succeeded in getting into touch
with a messenger at the Megaphone office, who not only knows where the
particulars I require are filed, but has the means of getting in touch with
them."


His explanation
was interrupted by the footman announcing Mr. John Jennings, who proved to be a
rather tall, broad-shouldered man of middle age.


Mr. Jennings had
a red and bovine face, and displayed natural nervousness at the presence of a
third person.


"That is
quite all right, Jennings— sit down and have a cigar," said his lordship.
"Sir Charles, here, is an old friend of mine, and you can speak with
perfect freedom before him. Did you find what I wanted?"


"Yes, my
lord," said the man.


"I've seen
the original 'copy' as it came in from this man. He calls himself Wilkins, and
he's staying at No. 16, Elmer Gardens, Edgware Road. That was the name on the
letter attached to the 'copy'. I had an awful job getting it. All the old
'copy' on the Megaphone is kept in a special room on the linotype floor.
Of course, I should lose my job if it was known what I had done."


"It will
never be known. Wilkins, of 16, Elmer Gardens, Edgware Road." Lord Felboro
wrote it down rapidly, "Splendid!"


He opened a
little safe, took out three crisp notes, and handed them across to the
gratified messenger, who was ushered from the room incoherent with gratitude.


"It is
deliciously simple," said his lordship, after he had seen the man off the
premises. "Fortunately, I know something about newspaper offices, and I
knew that if the facts were communicated to the Megaphone, as obviously
they were, the name of the informant would very likely be attached to the
'copy.' It was a simple matter getting in touch with this messenger man—"


"What are
you going to do now?" asked Tasker.


"I will
tell you in a few minutes. I have asked Philip to come here this
afternoon."


"What do
you want him to do?" asked Tasker apprehensively.


"I want him
to get me those two certificates that are reproduced in this morning's
newspaper, and more especially I wish him to get the letters from Saltesh to
his wife, that the paper says are in his possession. I don't think it will be
difficult. Here is Philip."


The door opened
at that minute to admit the convict footman.


"I propose
paying you ten thousand pounds for the services which I shall ask of you,"
said Lord Felboro slowly, and then outlined his plan, Philip listening
intently.


"It seems
easy, my lord," he said. "It this man lives at the address I can get
into the house without much trouble. Are you sure the papers are there?"


For answer Lord
Felboro took the cutting from his pocket and read:


 


The letters
which prove beyond doubt the identity of the Earl of Saltesh, and support the
story of this romantic secret marriage, are in the earl's possession and never
leave him day or night.


 


Philip nodded.


"If that is
true, you can reckon on having those papers tonight," he said. "When
do I get paid?"


"The moment
they are placed in my hand I will keep my promise," said Felboro.


 


IT WAS eleven
o'clock. The hour had just struck from a local church, and Tasker, who had
spent an agonizing two hours in the little study, suddenly jumped to his feet.


"How are
you going to pay him?"


"In
instalments," was the cool reply. "I've got less than three thousand
pounds on the premises, and perhaps he'll get a thousand on account—if he's
lucky."


Half-past eleven
struck— twelve— and then, when Felboro had given up hope of seeing his agent,
and Tasker had put on and taken off his greatcoat for the tenth time, there
came a gentle knock at the door. Felboro had left the study door open, and had
sent the servants to bed, and it was he who turned the knob noiselessly to
admit the visitor.


Philip was in a
hurry.


"Shut that
door quick!" he grunted.


"What's
wrong— are they after you?" asked Felboro, with an unaccustomed flutter at
his heart.


"No, not
yet. There's something I want to tell you."


Felboro followed
him into the study. One glance at Philip told him that something was very badly
wrong.


"Have you
got the letters?" he asked.


"No,"
growled the man, and Felboro's heart sank.


"Couldn't
you find them?"


"Yes, I
found them; they were on the table when he came in."


"He came in
while you were doing the job?" howled Tasker. "Curse him! I knew
something like that would happen... you told?"


"No— told
nothing!" snapped Philip. "He pulled a gun on me, and held me up. He
said: 'I know who you are; you've come from Lord Felboro.'"


"What did
you say?" asked Felboro. 


"I told him
he was a liar," said Philip, "but he only laughed. He said: 'I've
filed an action against Felboro, which he'll not be able to defend."


Felboro smiled.


"Oh, is
that so?" he said softly. "I'll have my defence into the court within
forty-eight hours of the writ being served on me. Well, what happened
then?"


"He
recognized me. He said: 'You're Philip from the Frolics Club,'" the man
went on, and Felboro started. Here was a complication he had not expected.


"Well?"


"Well,"
repeated the burglar with a sneer, "what do you think that meant to me?
Meant I was going to lose a good job. You don't suppose I was going to stand
for that? I hit him with my life-preserver and knocked him out. Look!" He
stretched out his hands; to Felboro's horror they were stained with blood.


"You— killed
him?" asked Tasker. Philip nodded.


"Yes, he's
dead. You've got to help me get out of the country."


Lord Felboro
staggered.


"Dead? You
killed him?" he asked hollowly.


"It was he
or I," said the burglar between his teeth. "He was expecting me. He
had told his friends that I was coming, and that you were going to send me. I
want some money."


Like a man in a
dream, Felboro opened the safe, and, taking out a packet of notes, gave a few
to the man.


"What about
my ten thousand?"


"You can't
have it. You'd better take what you can get."


The man counted
the money, grumbling. "Seven hundred," he said in disgust. "That's
enough to get you out of the country. We shall want the rest for ourselves. Now
clear."


Philip slunk out
of the room, and they heard the door close behind him. The two men, left alone,
looked at one another. "I think this is the end," said Felboro. He
put the remainder of the notes in his pocket.


"Go home
and collect all the money you can. Drive yourself to Harwich and catch the
early morning boat for the Continent. I will go by way of Dover-Flushing."


"But they
can't bring us into it," faltered Sir Charles, "If Philip gets
away—"


"You don't
suppose a chap like that can get away? He hasn't the brains to make an escape.
Before tomorrow night we shall be under arrest if we stay here. Clear
out!"


At seven o'clock
the next morning a tall and distinguished-looking man strolled along the Dover
quay.


Half-an-hour
later the Earl of Felboro, wrapped in a heavy fur overcoat, was watching the
cliffs of Dover grow fainter and fainter.


 


IT WAS on the
tenth of the month that Lord Felboro made his dramatic escape from England, and
on the twenty-fifth when, minus his moustache, and with his appearance slightly
altered, he sat down to breakfast in a little Viennese café and asked for the
first English newspaper he had seen since he left England. He turned the pages,
seeking some information about the Marble Arch murder. He knew there had been a
murder somewhere in the neighbourhood of Marble Arch, because, when he was in
Berlin, he heard two Englishmen speaking about it, and moved away lest his face
betrayed him.


Now he saw the
news— a rather attenuated paragraph headed "The Edgware Road Crime":


 


Walter
Brayde, the man charged with the alleged murder of his wife in the Edgware
Road, was committed for trial yesterday.


 


Walter Brayde— wife?
What did it mean? On the seventh— that crime had been committed three days
before he left England!


He turned the
pages in bewilderment, and then he saw a startling heading which held his eye
and left him breathless:


 


THE
SALTESH CASE

NEW EARL'S CLAIM ESTABLISHED


 


The paragraph
which followed ran:


 


Lord Felboro
has had eight days to file a defence in the action brought by the claimant to
the Saltesh earldom, and as he has failed to contest the action which his
lordship is bringing for the recovery of the estate, Lord Saltesh automatically
succeeds in his action.


The new Lord
Saltesh has had an adventurous career. He arrived in this country from America
penniless, and for some time was employed at the Frolics Club, where he was
known as Philip. To the suggestion made by our representative that he was the
original Earl of Nowhere, whose mysterious appearances and disappearances were
so startling, his lordship laughingly replied that the real Earl of Nowhere, so
far as he knew, was Lord Felboro, whose sudden disappearance front London has
been so much commented upon.


______________________
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"GOOD morning, Pudgy. Gorgeous day, ain't
it?" an insinuating voice remarked.



Peter Bragg
glanced up from the volume he was studying and eyed his partner with a frown of
disapproval. Angus's costume suggested a mind more fixed upon golf than the
serious affairs of life.


"Thought I
might run down to Ranelagh for the morning, if there's nothing fresh
doing," the latter observed.


"Come in
and shut the door," Peter Bragg insisted, throwing the volume he was
reading to the further end of the room. "I am greatly disturbed. I fear
that I shall have to get rid of Miss Ash."


"Get rid of
Miss Ash, the perfect secretary, the little grey mouse of the building?"
Angus exclaimed. "Why, what's she been up to?"


"Nothing at
all," was the sombre reply. "The only thing is I've just finished the
sixteenth volume of collected stories dealing with the operations of the
amateur detective and in every one the chief marries his secretary. It's
getting on my nerves, No one could possibly marry Miss Ash."


Angus strolled
over and seated himself on the edge of the table.


"I'm not so
sure," he reflected. "Miss Ash always seems to me to be rather living
up to her idea of the perfect secretary when she is here. I should like to meet
her out on the razzle-dazzle before I confirmed your point of view."


"You would
never meet Miss Ash out on the razzle-dazzle," Peter Bragg declared
confidently. "And as regards your round of golf you may have to postpone
it until this afternoon, unless you choose to leave me alone to interview a
French lady with a most intriguing voice--at least it sounded so over the
telephone. I confess that I should prefer your presence."


"If there's
anything doing," Angus conceded, with laudable resignation, "the golf
can go hang. I haven't got a match, anyway. What is it?"


"A
Mademoiselle Lenclos rang up about ten minutes ago to ask for an interview. I
gathered that she was employed in a Hanover Square dressmaking
establishment."


"That
setting pleases me," Angus confessed, opening his cigarette-case. "I
shall remain to help you. Have you any idea as to her particular line of
trouble?"


"None
whatever. She appeared distressed."


"They all
do. There goes the bell! . . ."


Mademoiselle
Julie Lenclos was somewhat of a revelation even to Angus, whose experience of
her sex was wide and varied. She was a very beautiful young Frenchwoman,
dressed, although it was barely half-past ten in the morning, in the very
height of fashion. She crossed the room to the chair which Peter Bragg had
invited her to take, with a swaying little movement of the hips which was the
latest mode of progression amongst the sirens of the stage. Her use of
cosmetics was judicious but manifest. She was without a doubt a strikingly
attractive young person as she disposed of her long, slim body in the client's
chair and, crossing her legs, displayed the lavish perfection of her silk-clad
limbs. Angus felt his enthusiasm for golf wane.


"Mademoiselle
Lenclos," Peter Bragg remarked, looking at the slip of paper upon his
table. "What can we do for you, Mademoiselle? I am Mr. Bragg, and this is
my partner, Mr. Angus."


Angus bowed and
straightened his tie as he met the pleasantly challenging flash of a pair of
wonderful dark eyes. Mademoiselle spoke very correct English, but with a strong
French accent.


"I am in
much trouble, Mr. Bragg," she announced. "I speak to you, do I not,
in confidence?"


"In
absolute confidence," they both assured her.


"I am the
premier mannequin at Monet's, in Hanover Square," she continued. "I
have been there for a year, and I have brought them much business. My--"
she hesitated for a moment--"my husband lives in Paris. He searches there
for models and brings them over to London."


"You are
married?" Peter Bragg observed.


She nodded.


"In my
profession," she confided, "it is very much as on the stage. We keep
those little affairs to ourselves. You see, much is done by influence. You
gentlemen will understand what I mean--" her eyes rested upon
Angus--"when I say that a girl who is not known to be married has better
opportunities of business in the world."


"Quite
so," Angus murmured sympathetically.


"Um!"
Peter Bragg interjected.


"Messieurs
will understand also," she went on, after a moment's pause, "that in
my business it is sometimes a little difficult to keep--I think you say at
arm's length--all the offers one receives from gentlemen who profess to be
admirers. My husband is of a jealousy enormous, and to keep friends with him I
have to be very careful. There is employed at our establishment in Hanover
Square a young man named Paul Bonnaire. He is, messieurs, a great artist."


"He designs
ladies' clothes?" Angus suggested.


"Divinely,"
Mademoiselle asserted with enthusiasm. "He never fails. His ideas are from
heaven. His draperies, his curves, the simplicity yet elegance of his touch, it
is all too wonderful. He is a great artist."


"And also a
friend of Mademoiselle?" Peter Bragg asked.


"Also,"
she admitted, "a friend of mine. I accept his companionship often during
my husband's absence because it gives me excuses for refusing others less
desirable."


Her eyes rested
first upon one and then upon the other of the two men as though seeking for
encouragement and understanding. Nothing could penetrate behind the deep
glasses of Peter Bragg, but Angus inclined his head slightly in gentle but
regretful sympathy. Mademoiselle understood the inner meaning of that
expression, and permitted a faint smile to part her lips.


"I have
already, have I not, explained," she went on, "the terrible jealousy
of my husband? When he comes to London we used often to dine at restaurants,
and there were often scenes. I wear the dresses of the house--it is the wish of
Madame--and I cannot help it if attentions are offered me which I do not
encourage. That, however, makes my husband furious. Lately he has insisted upon
dining at a little café off Shaftesbury Avenue, where we take a salon to
ourselves. Here alone he is content. The cooking, I confess, is excellent, and
it is something that Henri does not sit glaring round the place."


"What might
be the name of this café?" Angus enquired diffidently.


Mademoiselle
looked at him with reproof in her large brown eyes.


"It may
have to be," she said, "that I must disclose it. For the present we
wait. In a foolish moment, I speak, however, to Paul--to Monsieur Bonnaire--of
the place. It was one night when we were plagued with too much crowd and too
loud music. I consent to take him there. Afterwards I realise the imprudence,
for my husband is too well known to the patron. However, the harm is done, we
go, again and again. Three days ago Monsieur Bonnaire departs to visit
important clients in Rome. Yesterday, to my great surprise, who should
arrive in London, without models, without reason, but my husband."


Peter Bragg
settled himself down in his chair with the air of one who would have said,
"Now we come to something." Angus ventured upon a little murmur of
sympathetic interest,


"My
husband," she proceeded, "he arrives in a strange mood. I have known
him when he has been furiously jealous and I have feared him less. He asks me a
few questions. He is so silent that he terrifies. Last night we dine at the
café and I am more than ever afraid. There are many little salons. Always he
and I have occupied number thirteen. When I have dined with Paul it has been
number fourteen. For no reason whatever that I can see, my husband last night
insisted upon being served in number fourteen. We dine there, and he behaves
very strangely. He is sometimes silent, sometimes he talks wildly. He drinks
more wine than I have ever seen. He is absent for half an hour whilst he talks
to the patron. He has no air of enjoyment, yet for to-night he has ordered the
same salon. We dine there again. He will not listen to a theatre or one of the
gayer places. Behold now, the tragedy arrives! To-night Monsieur Bonnaire
returns, and I have appointed with him that he comes direct to the little
restaurant where he will expect to find me waiting alone in number
fourteen."


"An
embarrassing situation," Peter Bragg admitted, "but surely you have
many means of letting Monsieur Bonnaire know that it would be--er--better for
him to stay away?"


"But I ask
myself what it means?" she cried, holding out her hands. "I had his
address in Rome, but he left there yesterday. Sometimes from Paris he flies,
sometimes he comes from Ostend. All that I know is that I have promised to be
in number fourteen at nine o'clock to-night, and he will surely be there."


"The affair
appears to present no special difficulty," Peter Bragg observed. "In
the first place, I presume it is impossible for you to meet the trains
yourself?"


"Absolutely.
This is the first time since his return that my husband has allowed me out of
his sight for a quarter of an hour. Madame desired a consultation with him, and
I jumped into a taxi to visit a client. I must be back again in a quarter of an
hour, and from that moment I shall not even be able to speak to anyone without
his overhearing."


"In that
case," Peter Bragg advised, "you must write a few words to this
Monsieur Bonnaire, and it will be our business to see that he gets them. You
must describe him as accurately as you can, and provide us with a photograph,
if possible. My agents shall be at Croydon and at Victoria, and will meet every
incoming train and aeroplane. There appears to me to be very little chance that
we shall not be able to intercept your friend."


For the first
time she appeared a little relieved. She looked around the room for a moment as
though seeking for some place of concealment and, finding none, stepped to the
back of her chair, placed her foot upon another and, with a little apologetic
murmur, thrust her hand down the top of her stocking and produced a small
snapshot.


"I have
brought this with the utmost difficulty," she confided. "Monsieur
Bonnaire is slight and fair. He has blue eyes, delicate hands and features. He
is always dressed with great perfection. He is a young man très elegant. The
more I think of him the more it makes me shiver to imagine what might happen if
the two should meet in Henri's present mood. My husband is a very large man,
and exceedingly powerful."


Peter Bragg and
Angus both studied the snapshot which the former had taken into his hands. It
represented a peculiarly vapid-looking young man, foppishly dressed, with curly
hair and an impertinent simper. Angus half closed his eyes with a suppressed
shiver, whilst his partner pushed pen and paper towards their client and
watched whilst she scribbled a few lines.


"With this
and your description, Mademoiselle," Peter Bragg announced, as he accepted
the note and placed it with the photograph under a paper-weight, "I think
you may rest in peace. It is exceedingly improbable that Monsieur Bonnaire will
present himself at your restaurant to-night."


She rose with a
little sigh of relief.


"Your
fee," she began.


"The matter
may not be concluded. Come and see us when all is well." 


"Please
do," Angus echoed.


She looked
across at him and smiled. Angus took it upon himself to see her to the door.


"Madame
might tell me the name of the café," he begged, under his breath.


She looked up at
him, a provocative little gleam in her eyes. "That, monsieur, might take
someone else?"


"You know
better."


"When I
return, then," she whispered as she passed through the door.
"Monsieur must be discreet."


She departed,
leaving behind a trail of some delicate perfume and a distinct impression of
disturbing femininity. Angus strolled back into the room.


"By Jove, I
wouldn't have missed that!" he exclaimed enthusiastically. "Pudgy,
old thing, isn't she a ripper?" 


Peter Bragg was
already busy with the telephone.


"We'll have
Havers, Rivington and Bishop up here," he announced. "Between them
they can cover all the ground. Of course, to have made an absolute certainty of
the thing we should have insisted upon knowing the name of the restaurant and
had a man outside there too.


"Disgusting-looking
little bounder," Angus murmured, glancing at the snapshot, and throwing it
down with a grimace.


"There's no
accounting for tastes," was his partner's sententious comment.


No young man in
the world was less liable to nerves or nervous apprehensions than the
Honourable George Angus, yet he awoke the next morning with a start and a vivid
sense of horror. It seemed to him in his waking dreams that he had seen a small
man being beaten to death by one so much bigger and superior in size and
physique that it was like a rat being pounded viciously by a man with a stick.
He pictured to himself a stuffy little sitting-room, a waiter with only
sufficient courage to shout from a safe distance for help, and the wonderful
eyes of Mademoiselle Lenclos aflame with horror. He smiled to himself as he
realised the source of his sudden hallucination, but its effect remained with
him, and he descended to the consulting-rooms of the firm at least half an hour
before his usual time. His partner had not arrived, but Miss Ash, the perfect
secretary, presented herself almost at once with two folders under her arm.


"Reports
from the Strand house this morning just come in, Mr. Angus," she
announced. "They are all three identical. The young man whose description
was given does not appear to have arrived. Headquarters are meeting all further
trains and aeroplanes until further notice."


Angus was
conscious of a sudden return of his sense of apprehension. He took up the
morning paper and glanced it rapidly through. There was nothing in its contents
of an alarming character.


"A lady has
rung up," Miss Ash continued--"the young lady who was here yesterday
morning. She urgently wished to speak to you. She said she would ring up
again."


The telephone
bell tinkled, and Angus picked up the receiver.


"It is the
gentleman who was kind to me yesterday?" a distracted voice demanded.
"Monsieur, I am terrified. Tell me at once--Monsieur Bonnaire?"


"All trains
were met and both aeroplanes," Angus told her. "Monsieur Bonnaire did
not arrive."


"It is
impossible," was the quick reply. "You have failed. He would
come--oh, I know he would come. Listen. I have a quarter of an hour. I take a
taxi, I come at once."


"I shall be
here," Angus replied.


She arrived,
without a doubt in distress. There were dark lines under those beautiful eyes.
Angus would have shown her the reports, but she waved them away.


"I know
Paul," she insisted. "It was arranged that we dine together at nine
o'clock yesterday evening. He would be there. Something has happened to
him."


"Where were
you and your husband last night?" Angus asked.


She shivered.


"My
husband's behaviour," she confided, "is of the most extraordinary.
Again we dined at the café, in number fourteen. All the evening he was like a
man noisy with wine. He laughed and shouted and kept opening champagne which we
could not drink, and every now and then he broke off and listened as though he
were expecting someone."


"I have
every confidence in our agents," Angus assured her consolingly. "I
cannot believe that Monsieur Bonnaire arrived yesterday."


"He might
have come from Harwich," she answered. "He is like all artists, most
unreliable. He wanders from place to place as it pleases him. But Monsieur, it
is this which terrifies me: my husband he knows. I read it in his manner. He
knows."


"How much
is there to know?" Angus asked her.


She shrugged her
shoulders.


"What does
it matter?" she rejoined. "It is what he believes. If he knows that I
have dined there alone with Paul, that I was expecting to dine with him there
last night, it is enough. If he would speak I I could bear anything better than
his present mood."


"What is he
proposing to do to-night?"


She gave a
little cry which was almost a sob.


"The same
thing! He has ordered the dinner. He went to see the patron. He has even chosen
the wines. And as for me, whilst he eats and drinks and watches me, I can do
nothing. I am in torture. Last night, when nine o'clock struck I thought I
should have called out, shrieked, at the horror of it. I am not hysterical,
monsieur. I am a woman of common-sense, but I am afraid."


"But what do
you suppose can have happened to Monsieur Bonnaire?"


"I can
suppose nothing," she admitted. "That is the terror of it. I can
imagine nothing. I know only that I am afraid."


"I think
you had better tell me the name of the restaurant," Angus suggested.
"We will have some enquiries made there. It is just possible that Monsieur
Bonnaire will have sent a message direct."


"It is the
Café Guido, in Half Dean Street," she confided. "It is rather a
narrow opening, and the restaurant is on the left. Straight up the stairs are
the salons."


Angus nodded.


"Is there
any way in which we can communicate with you if we have any news of Monsieur
Bonnaire?" She shook her head despairingly.


"I can
think of none. Except for a few minutes or so like this, Henri never leaves my
side. He is terrifying. When I have the chance I will ring you up. Always send
a message if there is news. Your men may watch if you will, but I know, I feel
Paul is in England. You do not understand, monsieur--he is a man of sentiment,
not a man of commerce. We were to have dined together last night at nine
o'clock, and there is nothing in this world would have kept him away. You will
forgive, but I must hurry."


In the depths of
her despair, she produced her vanity case on the way to the door, touched her
lips for a moment with the stick, and glanced critically at the effect. She
closed the case with a little snap, smiled up at Angus with mechanical
coquetry, and departed.


Peter Bragg,
when he arrived a few minutes later, listened to his partner's account of
Mademoiselle Lenclos' visit, and studied the reports in silence.


"I find
nothing here," he declared at last, "to justify any sort of concern.
My agents make no mistakes. It is impossible that the young man should have
arrived at Victoria or at Croydon. Ergo, I do not believe that he is in
England. The young lady with the guilty conscience is alarming herself
unnecessarily. I see no further scope for action on our part."


"I might be
able to find out if he really has returned," Angus reflected.


"You can take
over the affair if you wish to," Peter Bragg suggested. "It does not
greatly concern me. There is nothing in it which appeals to the scientific side
of our profession."


"Very
well," Angus assented. "I will make a few enquiries on my own."


"Do. You're
not a young man without experience, or I should perhaps feel it my duty to warn
you that ladies of the type of Mademoiselle Lenclos with a husband in Paris and
a lover in London are a little dangerous."


"I like
dangers," Angus replied, taking up his hat.


Without any
particular difficulty he was able to persuade his sister, Lady Ella Moningham,
to accompany him to the establishment Monet where she was a valued client. The
information he casually sought was readily vouchsafed. Monsieur Bonnaire was
without a doubt the artist of the place. He was at present on the Continent. He
had been expected home last night, but so far had not arrived. He might
possibly be at his rooms, and putting in a late appearance. He was not of
punctual habits, The address of his rooms was easily obtained, and during the
afternoon Angus presented himself at a sedate little block of flats in
Bayswater, and received the information that Monsieur Bonnaire had been
expected to return last night, but had not done so. By this time Angus was in a
more reasonable frame of mind. He had decided that his partner's view of the
case--that the affair was not likely to contain any elements of possible
interest--was the correct one. Nevertheless, he carried out his original
intention. At nine o'clock that evening he excused himself from dining with a
friend, and made his way to Half Dean Street. He found the café, passed up the
passage, where a commissionaire relieved him of his coat and hat, and stood
upon the threshold of the restaurant gazing around. The place was crowded with
a throng of apparently the better-class tradespeople of the district, with a
sprinkling of less easily distinguishable clients. There was scarcely a table
vacant, and for a moment his presence was unnoticed. Then two people entered
behind him and pushed their way forward. A fat little man with a black
moustache, seated at a desk, sprang to his feet and hastened to greet them.
Angus found Mademoiselle Lenclos standing by his side, and with her a great
bearded Frenchman--a man gross almost in his size, with masses of black hair
and resonant voice. There was a gleam of fear in Mademoiselle Lenclos's eyes as
she recognised her neighbour, but Angus looked coldly away without any form of
interest or recognition. Meanwhile the patron and her companion stood shaking
hands and talking rapidly. Angus, without appearing to listen, heard every
word. It was a conversation of the usual type--congratulations from Madame's
husband upon the prosperity of the place, a remark or two about mutual friends
in Paris. All the time Madame stood listlessly by. A waiter approached Angus,
but he waved him away. He was better content to linger where he was for the
moment.


"The salon,
monsieur," the patron went on, concluding his conversation with his
friend, "awaits you. Dinner is prepared--all that you desire. Louis
himself arrives. It is well."


A maître
d'hôtel from upstairs came hurrying into the room. With bows and smiles he
preceded monsieur and madame as they turned away. The patron went back to his
desk. Attracted, however, by the sight of an unusually distinguished-looking
visitor, he paid his respects to Angus. The latter leaned towards him
confidentially.


"You are
very full here," he said. "I should like a salon. I'm expecting a
lady."


The patron
smiled. It was quite possible. Monsieur could certainly be accommodated. Would
he give himself the trouble to mount?… Angus followed him outside, and Louis,
who had completed his task of escorting his other clients to their salon, was
summoned. He conducted Angus to the first floor.


"Number
fourteen," the latter observed, pausing as they passed along the
passage--"my lucky number at roulette--it is free?"


"Alas,
monsieur," the maître d'hôtel regretted, "number fourteen is
occupied."


"And
thirteen?"


"Thirteen
also. Monsieur can have number twelve."


Angus was shown
into a salon--an unwholesome-looking little apartment with red plush couch,
drawn blinds, a bare table-cloth, bare walls, and two exceedingly uncomfortable
easy-chairs.


"Monsieur
is expecting a friend, perhaps?"


Angus nodded.


"Leave the
door open, and I will receive her when she arrives," he said. "In the
meanwhile show me the menu."


He ordered the
best dinner the place could offer, with champagne and a cocktail for himself,
the latter to be served immediately, and slipped a pound note into the man's
hand.


"The lady
may be delayed," he explained. "Put the caviare on the table, and
leave me alone."


The maître
d'hôtel, with a liberal tip in his pocket, was all amiability. Angus lit a
cigarette and waited for his cocktail. Through the open door he could hear
continually the sound of the Frenchman's booming voice, the occasional
laughter, the jingle of glasses. He listened at first idly, afterwards with a
growing curiosity. There was something about the tone of the man, its note of
forced though uproarious gaiety, the continual popping of corks, which seemed
to him somehow unnatural. Mademoiselle Lenclos' description of the previous
evening, and her terror, suddenly surged back into his mind. All the time there
came no sound from number thirteen.


Louis presently
reappeared. His attitude was sympathetic.


"The lady
monsieur was expecting has not arrived?" he enquired.


Angus shrugged
his shoulders.


"I am
afraid," he said, "that it will be no use waiting for her now. You
had better serve dinner."


The manner of
the man underwent a change. His tone became apologetic.


"It is
impossible to serve monsieur alone," he announced. "It is a rule of
the house."


"Why the
devil not?" Angus demanded. The man shrugged his shoulders.


"Our salons
are nearly always taken," he confided, "and there was at one time a
little trouble with the police. It is established now as a rule of the house
that any gentleman dining here must be accompanied by a lady."


"But
supposing she doesn't come," Angus protested. "Surely I'm allowed to
eat my dinner."


"It will be
served downstairs, monsieur."


There was a
knock at the door which Louis at once threw open. Outside was a woman, a slim,
attractive figure in her plain black evening gown and small hat. The maître
d'hôtel drew a sigh of relief.


"The lady,
monsieur," he announced. "Dinner shall be served at once."


Angus, who had
risen to his feet, stared at the newcomer in amazement. There was something
familiar about her inscrutable smile and the quiet grace of her movements, but
for a moment he was unable to believe his senses. She came a little further
into the room, and smiled up into his face.


"I hope you
were expecting me," she said calmly. "I'm not very late, am I?"


The waiter had
departed. Angus permitted himself to be astonished. "Miss Ash!" he
exclaimed.


"Of
course," she murmured, taking the vacant chair and raising the glass which
contained his untasted cocktail to her lips. "You seem to have made your
plans quite well, Mr. Angus," she continued, "but you cannot know
much of this sort of place or you would understand that it is not permitted for
a man to dine alone in a private room."


"So the
waiter was just telling me. But how on earth did you know I was coming
here--how on earth did you know anything about it?"


"I read Mr.
Bragg's précis of the case this evening," she explained. "I
came to the conclusion that he was wrong, and you were right in following it
up. I knew, of course, what you would do. I thought I had better come in case I
was wanted."


For a moment he
had forgotten even why he was there. He was finding out new things about Miss
Ash. She had grey eyes with dark lashes, a sensitive mouth, a wonderfully clear
complexion, the delicacy of which was enhanced by the slight touch of colour
upon her lips. She was eating caviare now, and watching him with something of
that inscrutable look in her eyes.


"Tell me
how far you have got?" she invited.


He accepted what
had seemed to him the impossible. He was dining alone with Miss Ash in a very
shabby salon, and Miss Ash was no longer a nonentity, but a very attractive
person.


"They are
in the next room but one, this Lenclos woman and her French husband," he
confided. "Can't you hear them? It's the intervening room I'm wondering
about. You notice how quiet everything is there, and yet they tell me that it
is occupied."


The door was
opened by a waiter bringing the first course of their dinner. Louder than ever
they could hear the laughter of the Frenchman, the semi-hysterical voice of his
companion, the jingling of glasses. As soon as they were alone Miss Ash looked
up at her companion.


"There is
something going on," she declared with conviction. "That man is not
talking naturally--neither is the woman."


Angus rose
impulsively to his feet, but she waved him back.


"There is
no hurry for a few minutes--and I am very hungry. Petite marmite is my
favourite soup. Whatever is happening had better develop a little."


He sat down
again.


"But what
can be happening?" he demanded.


"In five
minutes," she proposed, "you can try to discover."


She finished her
soup, rose to her feet and opened the door, noiselessly, as usual. She listened
for a moment.


"You did
well to come here," she acknowledged. "There is no one about at
present. I will keep guard, and let you know if anyone comes up the stairs. See
who is in the room between."


He stole past
her and softly turned the handle of number thirteen, only to find the door
locked. He looked back at her, and she nodded understandingly, stepped into
their own salon, drew the key from the inside of the door and handed it to him.
It turned in the lock of number thirteen without difficulty, and together they
crossed the threshold. The room was in darkness, but from the first Angus felt
the presence of some other person. He touched the switch and flooded the room
with light. A smothered exclamation broke from Miss Ash's lips. In an
easy-chair placed close to the wall which separated the room from number
fourteen was a puny little man, ghastly pale, with frightened eyes, gagged and
tied hand and foot.


"What the
devil!" Angus began.


The young man
moaned faintly. It was evident that his strength was nearly exhausted. Miss
Ash, who had slipped out of the room for A moment, returned with a knife. Angus
cut through the cords and released the gag. The victim staggered to his feet
with a groan, only to immediately collapse. Between them they supported him
into their salon, forced a few spoonfuls of soup between his teeth, and
followed them up with a glass of wine.


"Are you
Paul Bonnaire?" Angus asked.


The young man
nodded. He drank more of the wine thirstily.


"How long
have you been in that room?"


"Since
yesterday evening. I came to order dinner. Whilst I was sitting there, they did
this."


"Who?"


Paul Bonnaire
mclined his head towards the wall. Monsieur Lenclos was laughing more loudly
than ever. There was the sound of the popping of yet another cork.


"He and the
patron. I want to get away. Will you go downstairs with me and put me into a
taxi?"


"What are
you going to do about it?" Angus asked. "Shall you report to the
police?"


The young man
considered for a moment.


"There is
something to be done," he muttered, "At present I am not sure."


He took a few
more spoonfuls of soup and another glass of wine, and then rose to his feet
with a little sob. The voice of the Frenchman in number fourteen, harsh with
meretricious gaiety, was once more audible.


"I can't
stand any more," he faltered. "Take me down and find me a taxi,
please."


Angus wrapped
him in his own overcoat and led him down the stairs. They passed the entrance
to the restaurant unnoticed. The commissionaire was momentarily off duty, but
Angus found a taxi, and gave the address. The young man sank into a comer
wearily.


"I don't
know who you are, sir," he said. "You have been very kind."


"That's all
right," Angus assured him. "I'll send for my coat sometime."


The taxi-cab
drove away, and Angus once more climbed the stairs. He found Miss Ash engaged
upon her second course. He seated himself opposite her, and laughed softly.


"Well,"
he said, "having completed the business of the evening, let us now drink
to our better acquaintance, Miss Ash."


She raised her
glass composedly.


"You didn't
recognise me at first, did you?"


"I
certainly did not," he acknowledged. "There has never been anything,
if you will allow me to say so, in your deportment at Bellevue Mansions to
suggest your--er--your present self."


"I have
always been told," she said, "that the first duty of a secretary was
to leave her individuality at home--physically and temperamently."


"You certainly
succeed," he observed.


"It gives
one only a few hours in which to live one's natural life," she sighed.
"One has to make the most of them."


Dinner became
almost a cheerful meal. Angus was amazed to find himself embarked upon a mild
but pleasant flirtation. With the arrival of coffee she broke it off to ask an
abrupt question upon a subject which they had hitherto almost ignored.


"What did
you think of that young man?" she asked.


"A pitiful
little bounder," Angus pronounced--"frightened out of his life,
too."


She stirred her
coffee reflectively.


"I'm not
quite so sure. I watched him when he was sitting here. He was thinking hard all
the time. When you led him out of the room he half turned his head towards
number fourteen."


"All that I
noticed about him was his anxiety to get away," Angus olmnrvrd dryly.


She remained
silent. Presently she shrugged her shoulders. Whatever her ideas might have
been she dismissed them.


"A dress
designer, a man milliner and a mannequin!" she murmured. "Why should
one worry about them, except professionally? May I have one of your
cigarettes, please, Mr. Angus."


It was about an
hour later, just as Angus was preparing to ask for the hill, when they became
aware of the sound of stealthy footsteps outside. Miss Ash was the first to
hear them. She listened for a moment, and then, crossing the room towards the
door, opened it softly. Angus, close behind her, realised that someone had
turned out the light. He felt for the switch and found it. Outside number
fourteen, with his hand upon the door knob, was Paul Bonnaire, carefully,
almost foppishly, dressed in dinner-clothes. Even at that distance they could
see the light flash upon his jewelled buttons and studs. They saw it flash,
too, upon something else--something which he gripped tightly in his right hand.
Even as they stood there he threw wide open the the of the room.


"Quick!"
Miss Ash cried.


Angus sprang
forward. The little scene was there framed in the doorway--scene of drama and
terror. His companion's scoffing words flashed through Angus's brain at that
moment. "The dress designer, the man milliner and the mannequin "
were for that moment at least human beings. The great bearded Frenchman was
cowering back upon the sofa, his mouth open, his eyes staring and filled with
horrible fear;. The woman stood upright as a marble figure, her arms
outstretched towards Bonnaire. Her cry was the first thing that broke that
terrible stillness, Then the shots! The Frenchman had leapt up with the pain of
the first bullet crashing into his body, only to collapse a moment afterwards,
a shapeless, distorted mass of flesh, the frenzied fear of death glaring from
his eyes. By this time Angus had reached Bonnaire--too late, however, to avert
the tragedy. The woman was standing after her first shriek, silent, her arms
still outstretched towards her lover. Whether she had been doomed in his
thoughts or not, no one could surmise. As he realised the presence of the
newcomers, Bonnaire turned the pistol upon himself, pulled the trigger, and
sank into the arms of the woman by his side, his dying fingers yielding without
a struggle the weapon which Angus wrenched away. The woman looked across at the
latter, and there was a light of incipient madness in her eyes, in the sound of
her laugh. She snatched up her vanity-case, gazed into it critically, dabbed
powder on to her cheeks, touched her lips with salve.


"Get me a
taxi, please," she directed.


_________________
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"Build
thou more stately mansions, O my soul— "


 


THE POST BAG of the nursing home was always
sent to the village when the gardeners departed at six, so if any belated
letter-writer desired to communicate with the outer world at a later hour, he
had to walk to the pillar box at the cross roads with his own missives. As I
had little time for my private letter-writing during the day, the dusk usually
saw me with a cigar and a handful of letters taking my after-dinner stroll in
that direction.


It was not my
custom to encourage the patients to accompany me on these strolls, for I felt
that I did my duty towards them during working hours, and so was entitled to my
leisure, but Winnington was not quite in the position of an ordinary patient,
for he was a personal friend of Taverner's, and also, I gathered, a member of
one of the lesser degrees of that great fraternity of whose work I had had some
curious glimpses; and so the fascination which this fraternity always had for
me, although I have never aspired to its membership, together with the amusing
and bizarre personality of the man, made me meet half way his attempt to turn
our professional relationship into a personal one.


Therefore it was
that he fell into step with me down the long path that ran through the
shrubbery to the little gate, at the far end of the nursing home garden, which
gave upon the cross roads where the pillar box stood.


Having posted
our letters, we were lounging back across the road when the sound of a motor
horn made us start aside, for a car swung round the corner almost on top of us.
Within it I caught a glimpse of a man and woman, and on top was a considerable
quantity of luggage.


The car turned
in at the gate of a large house whose front drive ran out at the cross roads,
and I remarked to my companion that I supposed Mr. Hirschmann, the owner of the
house, had got over his internment and come back to live there again, for the
house had stood empty, though furnished, since a trustful country had decided
that its confidence might be abused, and that the wily Teuton would bear
watching.


Meeting Taverner
on the terrace as we returned to the house, I told him that Hirschmann was back
again, but he shook his head.


"That was
not the Hirschmanns you saw," he said, "but the people they have let
the house to. Bellamy, I think their name is, they have taken the place
furnished; either one or other of them is an invalid, I believe."


 


A WEEK LATER I
was again strolling down to the pillar box when Taverner joined me, and smoking
vigorously to discourage the midges, we wandered down to the cross roads
together. As we reached the pillar box a faint creak attracted our attention,
and looking round, we saw that the large iron gates barring the entrance to
Hirschmann's drive had been pushed ajar and a woman was slipping softly through
the narrow opening they afforded. She was obviously coming to the post, but
seeing us, hesitated; we stood back, making way for her, and she slipped across
the intervening gravel on tiptoe, posted her letter, half bowed to us in
acknowledgement of our courtesy, and vanished silently as she had come.


"There is a
tragedy being worked out in that house," remarked Taverner.


I was all
interest, as I always am, at any manifestation of my chief's psychic powers,
but he merely laughed.


"Not
clairvoyance this time, Rhodes, but merely common sense. If a woman's face is
younger than her figure, then she is happily married; if the reverse, then she
is working out a tragedy."


"I did not
see her face," I said, "but her figure was that of a young
woman."


"I saw her
face," said Taverner, "and it was that of an old one."


His strictures
upon her were not entirely justified, however, for a few nights later
Winnington and I saw her go to the post again, and although her face was heavily
lined and colourless, it was a very striking one, and the mass of auburn hair
that surrounded it seemed all the richer for its pallor. I am afraid I stared
at her somewhat hard, trying to see the signs from which Taverner had deduced
her history. She slipped out through the scarcely opened gate, moving swiftly
but stealthily, as one accustomed to need concealment, gave us a sidelong
glance under long dark lashes, and retreated as she had come.


It was the
complete immobility of the man at my side which drew my attention to him. He
stood rooted to the ground, staring up the shadowed drive where she had
disappeared as if he would send his very soul to illuminate the darkness. I
touched his arm. He turned to speak, but caught his breath, and the words were
lost in the bubbling cough that means haemorrhage. He threw one arm round my
shoulders to support himself, for he was a taller man than I, and I held him
while he coughed up the scarlet arterial blood which told its own story.


I got him back
to the house and put him to bed, for he was very shaky after his attack, and
reported what had happened to Taverner.


"I don't
think he is going to last long," I said.


My colleague
looked surprised. "There is a lot of life in him," he said.


"There is
not much left of his lungs," I answered, "and you cannot run a car
without an engine."


Winnington was
not laid up long, however, and the first day we let him out of bed he proposed
to go to the post with me. I demurred, for it was some little distance there
and back, but he took me by the arm and said: "Look here, Rhodes, I've got
to go."


I asked the
reason for so much urgency. He hesitated, and then he burst out, "I want
to see that woman again."


"That's
Mrs. Bellamy," I said. "You had better let her alone; she is not good
for you. There are plenty of nice girls on the premises you can flirt with if
you want to. Let the married women alone; the husbands only come round and kick
up a row, and it is bad for the nursing home's reputation."


But Winnington
was not to be headed off.


"I don't
care whose wife she is; she's the woman I— I— never thought I should see,"
he finished lamely. "Hang it all, man, I am not going to speak to her or
make an ass of myself, I only want to have a look at her. Any way, I don't
count, I have pretty nearly finished with this sinful flesh, what's left of
it."


He swayed before
me in the dusk; tall, gaunt as a skeleton, with a colour in his cheeks we
should have rejoiced to see in any other patient's, but which was a danger
signal in his.


I knew he would
go, whether I consented or not, so I judged it best we should go together; and
thereafter it became an established thing that we should walk to the cross
roads at post time whether there were letters or not. Sometimes we saw Mrs.
Bellamy slip silently out to the post, and sometimes we did not. If we missed
her for more than two days, Winnington was in a fever, and when for five
consecutive days she did not appear, he excited himself into another
haemorrhage and we put him to bed, too weak to protest.


It was while
telling Taverner of this latest development that the telephone bell rang. I,
being nearest the instrument, picked it up and took the message.


"Is that
Dr. Taverner?" said a woman's voice.


"This is
Dr. Taverner's nursing home," I replied.


"It is Mrs.
Bellamy of Headington House who is speaking. I should be grateful if Dr.
Taverner would come and see my husband; he has been taken suddenly ill."


I turned to give
the message to Taverner, but he had left the room. A sudden impulse seized me.


"Dr.
Taverner is not here at the moment," I said; "but I will come over if
you like. I am his assistant; my name is Rhodes, Dr. Rhodes."


"I should
be very grateful," replied the voice. "Can you come soon? I am
anxious!"


I picked up my
cap and went down the path I had so often followed with Winnington. Poor chap,
he would not stroll with me again for some time, if ever. At the cross roads I
paused for a moment, marvelling that the invisible barrier of convention was at
last lowered and that I was free to go up the drive and speak with the woman I
had so often watched in Winnington's company. I pushed the heavy gates ajar
just as she had done, walked up the deeply shaded avenue, and rang the bell.


I was shown into
a sort of morning room where Mrs. Bellamy came to me almost immediately.


"I want to
explain matters to you before you see my husband" she said. "The
housekeeper is helping me with him, and I do not want her to know; you see the
trouble— I am afraid— is drugs."


So Taverner had
been right as usual, she was working out a tragedy.


"He has
been in a stupor all day, and I am afraid he has taken an overdose; he has done
so before, and I know the symptoms. I felt that I could not get through the
night without sending for someone."


She took me to
see the patient and I examined him. His pulse was feeble, breathing difficult,
and colour bad, but a man who is as inured to the drug as he seemed to be is
very hard to kill, more's the pity. I told her what measures to take; said I
did not anticipate any danger, but she could phone me again if a change took
place.


As she wished me
goodbye she smiled, and said: "I know you quite well by sight, Dr. Rhodes;
I have often seen you at the pillar box."


"It is my
usual evening walk," I replied. "I always take the letters that have
missed the post bag."


I was in two
minds about telling Winnington of my interview, wondering whether the
excitement into which it would throw him or his continued suspense would be the
lesser of the two evils, and finally decided in favour of the former. I went up
to his room when I got back, and plunged into the matter without preamble.


"Winnington,"
I said, "I have seen your divinity."


He was all agog
in a minute, and I told him of my interview, suppressing only the nature of the
illness, which I was in honour bound not to reveal. This, however, was the
point he particularly wished to know, although he knew that I naturally could
not tell him. Finding me obdurate, he suddenly raised himself in bed, seized my
hand, and laid it to his forehead.


"No, you
don't!" I cried, snatching it away, for I had by now seen enough of
Taverner's methods to know how thought-reading was done, but I had not been
quick enough, and Winnington sank back on the pillowless bed chuckling.


"Drugs!"
he said, and breathless from his effort, could say no more; but the triumph in
his eyes told me that he had learnt something which he considered of vital
importance.


I went round
next morning to see Bellamy again. He was conscious, regarded me with sulky
suspicion, and would have none of me, and I saw that my acquaintance with his
household was likely to end as it had begun, at the pillar box.


An evening or
two later Mrs. Bellamy and I met again at the cross roads. She answered my
greeting with a smile, evidently well enough pleased to have some one to speak
to beside her boorish husband, for they seemed to know no one in the district.


She commented on
my solitary state. "What has become of the tall man who used to come with
you to the post?" she enquired.


I told her of
poor Winnington's condition. Then she said a curious thing for one who was a
comparative stranger to me, and a complete stranger to Winnington.


"Is he
likely to die?" she asked, looking me straight in the face with a peculiar
expression in her eyes.


Surprised by her
question, I blurted out the truth.


"I thought
so," she said. "I am Scotch, and we have second sight in our family,
and last night I saw his wraith."


"You saw
his wraith?" I exclaimed mystified.


She nodded her
auburn head. "Just as clearly as I see you," she replied. "In
fact he was so distinct that I thought he must have been another doctor from
the nursing home whom you had sent over in your stead to see how my husband was
getting on.


"I was
sitting beside the bed with the lamp turned low, when a movement caught my
notice, and I looked up to see your friend standing between me and the light. I
was about to speak to him when I noticed the extraordinary expression of his
face, so extraordinary that I stared at him and could find no word to say, for
he seemed to be absolutely gloating over me— or my husband— I could not tell
which.


"He was
standing up straight, not his usual stoop." (`So you have been watching
him tool' I thought.) "And his face wore a look of absolute triumph, as if
he had at last won something for which he had waited and worked for a very long
time, and he said to me quite slowly and distinctly: `It will be my turn next.'
I was just about to answer him and ask what he meant by his extraordinary
behaviour, when I suddenly found that I could see the lamp through him, and
before I had recovered from my surprise he had vanished. I took it to mean that
my husband would live, but that he himself was dying."


I told her that
from my knowledge of the two cases her interpretation was likely to prove a
true one, and we stood for some minutes telling ghosts stories before she
returned through the iron gates.


Winnington was
slowly pulling round from his attack, though as yet unable to leave his bed.
His attitude concerning Mrs. Bellamy had undergone a curious change; he still
asked me each day if I had seen her at the pillar box and what she had had to
say for herself, but he showed no regret that he was not well enough to
accompany me thither and make her acquaintance; instead, his attitude seemed to
convey that he and she were partners in some secret in which I had no share.


Although he was
over the worst, his last attack had so pulled him down that his disease had got
the upper hand, and I saw that it was unlikely that he would ever get out of
bed again, so I indulged his foible in regard to Mrs. Bellamy, feeling sure
that no harm could come of it. Her visits to the pillar box, what she said, and
what I said were duly reported for the benefit of the sick man, whose eyes
twinkled with a secret amusement while I talked. As far as I could make out,
for he did not give me his confidence, he was biding his time till Bellamy took
another overdose, and I should have felt considerable anxiety as to what he
intended to do then had I not known that he was physically incapable of
crossing the room without assistance. Little harm could come, therefore, from
letting him daydream, so I did not seek to fling cold water on his fantasies.


One night I was
aroused by a tap at my door and found the night nurse standing there. She asked
me to come with her to Winnington's room, for she had found him unconscious,
and his condition gave her anxiety. I went with her, and as she had said, he
was in a state of coma, pulse imperceptible, breathing almost nonexistent; for
a moment I was puzzled at the turn his illness had taken, but as I stood
looking down at him, I heard the faint click in the throat followed by the long
sibilant sigh that I had so often heard when Taverner was leaving his body for
one of those strange psychic expeditions of his, and I guessed that Winnington
was at the same game, for I knew that he had belonged to Taverner's fraternity
and had doubtless learnt many of its arts.


I sent the nurse
away and settled myself to wait beside our patient as I had often waited beside
Taverner; not a little anxious, for my colleague was away on his holiday, and I
had the responsibility of the nursing home on my shoulders; not that that would
have troubled me in the ordinary way, but occult matters are beyond my ken, and
I knew that Taverner always considered that these psychic expeditions were not
altogether unaccompanied by risk.


I had not a long
vigil, however; after about twenty minutes I saw the trance condition pass into
natural sleep, and having made sure that the heart had taken up its beat again
and that all was well, I left my patient without rousing him and went back to
bed.


Next morning, as
Winnington did not refer to the incident, I did not either, but his
ill-concealed elation showed that something had transpired upon that midnight
journey which had pleased him mightily.


That evening
when I went to the pillar box I found Mrs. Bellamy there waiting for me. She
began without preamble:


"Dr.
Rhodes, did your tall friend die during the night?"


"No,"
I said, looking at her sharply. "In fact he is much better this
morning."


"I am glad
of that," she said, "for I saw his wraith again last night, and
wondered if anything had happened to him."


"What time
did you see him?" I enquired, a sudden suspicion coming into my mind.


"I don't
know," she replied; "I did not look at the clock, but it was some
time after midnight; I was wakened by something touching my cheek very softly,
and thought the cat must have got into the room and jumped on the bed; I roused
myself, intending to put it out of the room, when I saw something shadowy
between me and the window; it moved to the foot of the bed, and I felt a slight
weight on my feet, more than that of a cat, about what one would expect from a
good-sized terrier, and then I distinctly saw your friend sitting on the foot of
the bed, watching me. As I looked at him, he faded and disappeared, and I could
not be sure that I had not imagined him out of the folds of the eiderdown,
which was thrown back over the footboard, so I thought I would ask you whether
there was— anything to account for what I saw."


"Winnington
is not dead," I said. And not wishing to be questioned any further in the
matter, wished her good night somewhat abruptly and was turning away when she
called me back.


"Dr.
Rhodes," she said, "my husband has been in that heavy stupor all day;
do you think that anything ought to be done?"


"I will
come and have a look at him if you like," I answered. She thanked me, but
said she did not want to call me in unless it were essential, for her husband
so bitterly resented any interference.


"Have you
got a butler or valet in the house, or is your husband alone with you and the
women servants?" I enquired, for it seemed to me that a man who took drugs
to the extent that Bellamy did was not the safest, let alone the pleasantest company
for three or four women.


Mrs. Bellamy
divined my thought and smiled sadly. "I am used to it," she said.
"I have always coped with him single-handed."


"How long
has he been taking drugs?" I asked.


"Ever since
our marriage," she replied. "But how long before that I cannot tell
you."


I did not like
to press her any further, for her face told me of the tragedy of that
existence, so I contented myself with saying:


"I hope you
will let me know if you need help at any time. Dr. Taverner and I do not practise
in this district, but we would gladly do what we could in an emergency."


As I went down
the shrubbery path I thought over what she had told me. Taking into
consideration that Winnington had been in a trance condition between two and
two-thirty, I felt certain that what she had seen was no phantasy of her
imagination. I was much puzzled how to act. It seemed to me that Winnington was
playing a dangerous game, dangerous to himself, and to the unsuspecting woman
on whom he was practising, yet if I spoke to him on the matter, he would either
laugh at me or tell me to mind my own business, and if I warned her, she would
regard me as a lunatic. By refusing to admit their existence, the world gives a
very long start to those who practice the occult arts.


I decided to
leave matters alone until Taverner came back, and therefore avoided deep waters
when I paid my evening visits to Winnington. As usual he enquired for news of
Mrs. Bellamy, and I told him that I had seen her, and casually mentioned that
her husband was bad again. In an instant I saw that I had made a mistake and
given Winnington information that he ought not to have had, but I could not
unsay my words, and took my leave of him with an uneasy feeling that he was up
to something that I could not fathom. Very greatly did I wish for Taverner's
experience to take the responsibility off my shoulders, but he was away in
Scotland, and I had no reasonable grounds for disturbing his well-earned
holiday.


About an hour
later, as I had finished my rounds and was thinking of bed, the telephone bell
rang. I answered, and heard Mrs. Bellamy's voice at the end of the line.


"I wish you
would come round, Dr. Rhodes," she said, "I am very uneasy."


In a few minutes
I was with her, and we stood together looking at the unconscious man on the
bed. He was a powerfully built fellow of some thirty-five years of age, and
before the drug had undermined him, must have been a fine-looking man. His
condition appeared to be the same as before, and I asked Mrs. Bellamy what it
was that had rendered her so anxious, for I had gathered from the tone of her
voice over the phone that she was frightened.


She beat about
the bush for a minute or two, and then the truth came out.


"I am
afraid my nerve is going," she said. "But there seems to be something
or somebody in the room, and it was more than I could stand alone; I simply had
to send for you. Will you forgive me for being so foolish and troubling you at
this hour of the night?"


I quite
understood her feelings, for the strain of coping with a drug maniac in that
lonely place with no friends to help her— a strain which I gathered, had gone
on for years— was enough to wear down anyone's courage.


"Don't
think about that," I said. "I'm only too glad to be able to give you
any help I can; I quite understand your difficulties."


So, although her
husband's condition gave no cause for anxiety, I settled down to watch with her
for a little while, and do what I could to ease the strain of the intolerable
burden.


We had not been
sitting quietly in the dim light for very long before I was aware of a curious
feeling. Just as she had said, we were not alone in the room. She saw my glance
questing into the corners, and smiled.


"You feel
it too?" she said. "Do you see anything?"


"No,"
I answered, "I am not psychic, I wish I were; but I tell you who will see
it, if there is anything to be seen, and that is my dog; he followed me here,
and is curled up in the porch if he has not gone home. With your permission I
will fetch him up and see what he makes of it,"


I ran down
stairs and found the big Airedale, whose task it was to guard the nursing home,
patiently waiting on the mat. Taking him into the bedroom, I introduced him to
Mrs. Bellamy, whom he received with favour, and then, leaving him to his own
devices, sat quietly watching what he would do. First he went over to the bed
and sniffed at the unconscious man, then he wandered round the room as a dog
will in a strange place, and finally he settled down at our feet in front of
the fire. Whatever it was that had disturbed our equanimity he regarded as
unworthy of notice.


He slept
peacefully till Mrs. Bellamy, who had brewed tea, produced a box of biscuits,
and then he woke up and demanded his share; first he came to me, and received a
contribution, and then he walked quietly up to an empty arm chair and stood
gazing at it in anxious expectancy. We stared at him in amazement. The dog,
serenely confident of his reception, pawed the chair to attract its attention.
Mrs. Bellamy and I looked at each other.


"I had always
heard," she said, "that it was only cats who liked ghosts, and that
dogs were afraid of them."


"So had
I," I answered. "But Jack seems to be on friendly terms with this
one."


And then the
explanation flashed into my mind. If the invisible presence were Winnington,
whom Mrs. Bellamy had already seen twice in that very room, then the dog's
behaviour was accounted for, for Winnington and he were close friends, and the
presence which to us was so uncanny, would, to him, be friendly and familiar.


I rose to my
feet. "If you don't mind," I said, "I will just go round to the
nursing home and attend to one or two things, and then we will see this affair
through together."


I raced back
through the shrubberies to the nursing home, mounted the stairs three at a
time, and burst into Winnington's bedroom. As I expected, he was in deep
trance.


"Oh you
devil!" I said to the unconscious form on the bed, "what games are
you up to now? I wish to Heaven that Taverner were back to deal with you."


I hastened back
to Mrs. Bellamy, and to my surprise, as I re-entered her room I heard voices,
and there was Bellamy, fully conscious, and sitting up in bed and drinking tea.
He looked dazed, and was shivering with cold, but had apparently thrown off all
effects of his drug. I was nonplussed, for I had counted on slipping away
before he had recovered consciousness, for I had in mind his last reception of
me which had been anything but cordial, but it was impossible to draw back.


"I am glad
to see you are better, Mr. Bellamy," I said. "We have been rather
anxious about you."


"Don't you
worry about me, Rhodes," was the reply. "Go back to bed, old chap;
I'll be as right as a trivet as soon as I get warm."


I withdrew;
there was no further excuse for my presence, and back I went to the nursing
home again to have another look at Winnington. He was still in a state of coma,
so I settled down to watch beside him, but hour after hour went by while I
dozed in my chair, and finally the grey light of dawn came and found his
condition still unchanged. I had never known Taverner to be out of his body for
such a length of time, and Winnington's condition worried me considerably. He
might be all right; on the other hand, he might not; I did not know enough
about these trances to be sure, and I could not fetch Taverner back from his
holiday on a wild goose chase.


The day wore
itself away, and when night found Winnington still in the same state I decided
that the time had come for some action to be taken, and went to the dispensary
to get the strychnine, intending to give him an injection of that and see if it
would do any good.


The minute I
opened the dispensary door I knew there was someone there, but when I switched
on the light the room stood empty before me. All the same, a presence
positively jostled my elbow as I searched among the shelves for what I
required, and I felt its breath on my neck as I bent over the instrument drawer
for the hypodermic syringe.


"Oh
Lord!" I said aloud. "I wish Taverner would come back and look after
his own spooks. Here, you, whoever you are, go on, clear out, go home; we don't
want you here!" And hastily gathering up my impedimenta, I beat a retreat
and left it in possession of the dispensary.


My evil genius
prompted me to look over my shoulder as I went down the passage, and there,
behind me, was a spindle-shaped drift of grey mist some seven feet high. I am
ashamed to admit it, but I ran. I am not easily scared by anything I can see,
but these half-seen things that drift to us out of another existence, whose
presence one can detect but not locate, fill me with cold horror.


I slammed and
locked Winnington's door behind me and paused to recover my breath; but even as
I did so, I saw a pool of mist gathering on the floor, and there was the
creature, oozing through the crack under the door and reforming itself in the
shadow of the wardrobe.


What would I not
have given for Taverner's presence as I stood there, helplessly watching it,
syringe in hand, sweating like a frightened horse. Then illumination suddenly
burst upon me; what a fool I was, of course it was Winnington coming back to
his body!


"Oh
Lord!" I said. "What a fright you gave me! For goodness sake get back
into your body and stop there, and we'll let bygones be bygones."


But it did not
heed my adjuration; it seemed as if it were the hypodermic syringe that
attracted it, and instead of returning to its physical vehicle, it hung round
me.


"Oh,"
I said. "So it is the strychnine you are after? Well then, get back into
your body and you shall have some. Look, I am going to give your body an
injection. Get back inside it if you want any strychnine."


The grey wraith
hung for a moment over the unconscious form on the bed, and then, to my
unspeakable relief, slowly merged into it, and I felt the heart take up its
beat and breathing recommence.


I went to my
room dead beat, for I had had no sleep and much anxiety during the past
forty-eight hours, so I left a note on my mat to say that I was not to be
disturbed in the morning; I felt I had fairly earned my rest, I had pulled two
tricky cases through, and put my small knowledge of occultism to a satisfactory
test.


But in spite of
my instructions I was not left undisturbed. At seven o'clock the matron routed
me out.


"I wish you
would come and look at Mr. Winnington, Doctor; I think he has gone out of his
mind."


I wearily put on
my clothes and dipped my heavy head in the basin and went to inspect
Winnington. Instead of his usual cheery smile, he greeted me a malign scowl.


"I should
be very glad," he said, "if you would kindly tell me where I
am."


"You are in
your own room, old chap," I said. "You have had a bad turn, but are
all right again now."


"Indeed,"
he said. "This is the first I have heard of it. And who may you be?"


"I'm
Rhodes," I replied. "Don't you know me?"


"I know you
right enough. You are Dr. Taverner's understrapper at that nursing home place.
I suppose my kind friends have put me here to get me out of the way. Well, I
can tell you this, they can't make me stop here. Where are my clothes? I want
to get up."


"Your
clothes are wherever you put them," I replied. "We have not taken
them away; but as for getting up, you are not fit to do so. We have no wish to
keep you here against your will, and if you want to be moved we will arrange it
for you, but you will have to have an ambulance, you have been pretty bad you
know." It was my intention to play for time till this sick mood should
have passed, but he saw through my manoeuvre.


"Ambulance
be damned," he said. "I will go on my own feet." And forthwith
he sat up in bed and swung his legs over the edge. But even this effort was too
much for him, and he would have slid to the floor if I had not caught him. I
called the nurse, and we put him to bed, incapable of giving any further
trouble for the moment.


I was rather
surprised at this ebullition as coming from Winnington, who had always shown
himself a very sweet-tempered, gentle personality, though liable to fits of
depression, which, however, were hardly to be wondered at in his condition. He
had not much to make him cheerful, poor chap, and but for Taverner's
intervention he would probably have ended his days in an infirmary.


When I went down
to the pillar box that evening, there was Mrs. Bellamy, and to my surprise, her
husband was with her. She greeted me with constraint, watching her husband to
see how he would take it, but his greeting lacked nothing in the way of
cordiality; one would have thought that I was an old friend of the family. He
thanked me for my care of him, and for my kindness to his wife, whom, he said,
he was afraid had been going through rather a bad time lately.


"I am going
to take her away for a change, however, a second honeymoon, you know; but when
we get back I want to see something of you, and also of Dr. Taverner. I am very
anxious to keep in touch with Taverner."


I thanked him,
marvelling at his change of mood, and only hoping for his wife's sake that it
would last; but drug takers are broken reeds to lean upon and I feared that she
would have to drain her cup to the dregs.


When I got back
to the nursing home I was amazed to find Taverner there.


"Why, what
in the world has brought you back from your holiday?" I demanded.


"You
did," he replied. "You kept on telepathing S.O.S. messages, so I
thought I had better come and see what was the matter."


"I am most
awfully sorry," 1 said. "We had a little difficulty, but got over it
all right."


"What
happened?" he enquired, watching me closely, and I felt myself getting red
like a guilty schoolboy, for I did not particularly want to tell him of Mrs.
Bellamy and Winnington's infatuation for her.


"I fancy
that Winnington tried your stunt of going subconscious," I said at length.
"He went very deep, and was away a long time, and I got rather worried.
You see, I don't understand these things properly. And then, as he was coming
back, I saw him, and took him for a ghost, and got the wind up."


"You saw
him?" exclaimed Taverner. "How did you manage to do that? You are not
clairvoyant."


"I saw a
grey, spindle-shaped drift of mist, the same as we saw the time Black, the airman,
nearly died."


"You saw
that?" said Taverner in surprise. "Do you mean to say that Winnington
took the etheric double out? How long was he subconscious?"


"About
twenty-four hours."


"Good
God!" cried Taverner. "The man's probably dead!"


"He's
nothing of the sort," I replied. "He is alive and kicking. Kicking
vigorously, in fact." I added, remembering the scene of the morning.


"I cannot
conceive," said Taverner, "how the etheric double, the vehicle of the
life forces, could be withdrawn for so long a time without the disintegration
of the physical form commencing. Where was he, and what was he up to? Perhaps,
however, he was immediately over the bed, and merely withdrew from his physical
body to escape its discomfort"


"He was in
the dispensary when I first saw him," I answered, devoutly hoping that
Taverner would not need any further information as to Winnington's whereabouts.
"He followed me back to his room and I coaxed him into his body."


Taverner gave me
a queer look. "I suppose you took the preliminary precaution of making
sure that it was Winnington you had got hold of?"


"Good Lord,
Taverner, is there a possibility—?"


"Come
upstairs and let us have a look at him. I can soon tell you."


Winnington was
lying in a room lit only by a night-light, and though he turned his head at our
entrance, did not speak. Taverner went over to the bed and switched on the
reading lamp standing on the bedside table. Winnington flinched at the sudden
brightness, and growled something, but Taverner threw the light full into his
eyes, watching them closely, and to my surprise, the pupils did not contract.


"I was
afraid so," said Taverner.


"Is
anything wrong?" I enquired anxiously. "He seems all right."


"Everything
is wrong, my dear boy," answered Taverner. "I am sure you did the
best you knew, but you did not know enough. Unless you thoroughly understand
these things it is best to leave them to nature."


"But— but—
he is alive," I exclaimed, bewildered.


"It is
alive," corrected Taverner. "That is not Winnington, you know."


"Then who
in the world is it? It looks like it to me."


"That we
must try and find out. Who are you?" he continued, raising his voice and
addressing the man on the bed.


"You know
damn well," came the husky whisper.


"I am
afraid I don't," answered Taverner. "I must ask you to tell me."


"Why,
W—," I began, but Taverner clapped his hand over my mouth.


"Be quiet,
you fool, you have done enough damage, never let it know the real name."


Then, turning
back to the sick man again, he repeated his question.


"John
Bellamy," came the sulky answer.


Taverner nodded
and drew me out of the room.


"Bellamy?"
he asked. "That is the name of the man who took the Hirschmanns' house.
Has Winnington had anything to do with him?"


"Look here,
Taverner," I said, "I will tell you something I had not meant to let
you know. Winnington has got a fixation on Bellamy's wife, and apparently he
has brooded over it, and phantasied over it, till in his unconscious
imagination he has substituted himself for Bellamy."


"That may
quite well be, it may be an ordinary case of mental trouble; we will
investigate that end of the stick by and by; but, for the present, why has
Bellamy substituted himself for Winnington?"


"A
wish-fulfilment," I replied. "Winnington is in love with Bellamy's
wife; he wishes he were Bellamy in order to possess her, therefore his delirium
expresses the subconscious wish as an actuality, the usual Freudian mechanism,
you know— the dream as the wish-fulfilment."


"I dare
say," answered Taverner. "The Freudians explain a lot of things they
don't understand. But what about Bellamy, is he in a trance condition?"


"He is
apparently quite all right, or he was, about half an hour ago. I saw him when
he came down to the post with his wife. He was quite all right, and uncommon
civil, in fact."


"I dare
say," said Taverner drily. "You and Winnington always were chums. Now
look here, Rhodes, you are not being frank with me. I must get to the bottom of
this business. Now tell me all about it."


So I told him.
Narrated in cold blood, it sounded the flimsiest phantasy. When I had finished,
Taverner laughed.


"You have
done it this time, Rhodes," he said. "And you who are so
straight-laced, of all people!" and he laughed again.


"What is
your explanation of the matter?" I enquired, somewhat nettled by his laughter.
"I can quite understand Winnington's soul, or whatever may be the
technical name for it, getting out of its body and turning up in Mrs. Bellamy's
room, we have had several cases of that sort of thing; and I can quite
understand Winnington's Freudian wish-fulfilment, it is the most understandable
thing of the whole business; the only thing that is not clear to me is the
change in character of the two men; Bellamy is certainly improved, for the
moment, at any rate; and Winnington is in a very bad temper and slightly
delirious."


"And
therein lies the crux of the whole problem. What do you suppose has happened to
those two men?"


"I haven't
a notion," I answered.


"But I
have," said Taverner. "Narcotics, if you take enough of them, have
the effect of putting you out of your body, but the margin is a narrow one
between enough and too much, and if you take the latter, you go out and don't
come back. Winnington found out, through you, Bellamy's weakness, and, being
able to leave his body at will as a trained Initiate can, watched his chance
when Bellamy was out of his body in a pipe dream, and then slipped in, obsessed
him, in fact, leaving Bellamy to wander houseless. Bellamy, craving for his
drug, and cut off from the physical means of gratification, scents from afar
the stock we have in the dispensary, and goes there; and when he sees you with
a hypodermic syringe— for an ensouled etheric can see quite well— he
instinctively follows you, and you, meddling in matters of which you know
nothing, put him into Winnington's body."


As Taverner was
speaking I realized that we had the true explanation of the phenomena; point by
point it fitted in with all I had witnessed.


"Is there
anything that can be done to put matters right?" I asked, now thoroughly
chastened.


"There are
several things that can be done, but it is a question as to what you would
consider to be right." "Surely there can be no doubt upon that point?
— get the men sorted back into their proper bodies."


"You think
that would be right?" said Taverner. "I am not so certain. In that
case you would have three unhappy people; in the present case, you have two who
are very happy, and one who is very angry, the world on the whole, being
richer."


"But how
about Mrs. Bellamy?" I said. "She is living with a man she is not
married to?"


"The law
would consider her to be married to him," answered Taverner. "Our
marriage laws only separate for sins of the body, they do not recognize
adultery of the soul; so long as the body has been faithful, they would think
no evil. A change of disposition for the worse, whether under the influence of
drugs, drink, or insanity, does not constitute grounds for a divorce under our
exalted code, therefore a change of personality for the better under a psychic
influence does not constitute one either. The mandarins cannot have it both
ways."


"Any
way," I replied, "it does not seem to me moral."


"How do you
define morality?" said Taverner.


"The law of
the land—," I began.


"In that
case a man's admission to Heaven would be decided by Act of Parliament. If you
go through a form of marriage with a woman a day before a new marriage law
takes effect, you will go to prison, and subsequently to hell, for bigamy;
whereas, if you go through the same ceremony with the same woman the day after,
you will live in the odour of sanctity and finally go to heaven. No, Rhodes, we
will have to seek deeper than that for our standards."


"Then,"
said I, "how would you define immorality?"


"As
that," said Taverner, "which retards the evolution of the group soul
of the society to which one belongs. There are times when lawbreaking is the
highest ethical act; we can all think of such occasions in history, the many
acts of conformity, both Catholic and Protestant, for example. Martyrs are
lawbreakers, and most of them were legally convicted at the time of their
execution; it has remained for subsequent ages to canonize them."


"But to
return to practical politics, Taverner, what are you going to do with
Winnington?"


"Certify
him," said Taverner, "and ship him off to the county asylum as soon
as we can get the ambulance."


"You must
do as you see fit," I replied, "but I am damned if I will put my name
on that certificate."


"You lack
the courage of your convictions, but may I take it that you will not
protest?"


"How the
hell can I? I should only get certified myself."


"You must
expect your good to be evil spoken of in this wicked world," rejoined my
partner, and the discussion was likely to have developed into the first quarrel
we had ever had when the door suddenly opened and the nurse stood there.


"Doctor,"
she said, "Mr. Winnington has passed away."


"Thank
God!" said I.


"Good
Lord!" said Taverner.


We went upstairs
and stood beside that which lay upon the bed. Never before had I so clearly
realized that the physical form is not the man. Here was a house that had been
tenanted by two distinct entities, that had stood vacant for thirty-six hours,
and that now was permanently empty. Soon the walls would crumble and the roof
fall in. How could I ever have thought that this was my friend? A quarter of a
mile away, the soul that had built this habitation was laughing in its sleeve,
and somewhere, probably in the dispensary, a furious entity that had recently
been imprisoned behind its bars was raging impotently, nosing at the stoppers
of the poison bottles for the stimulants it no longer had the stomach to hold.
My knees gave under me, and I dropped into a chair, nearer to fainting than I
have ever been since my first operation.


"Well, that
is settled, anyway," I said in a voice that sounded strange in my own
ears.


"You think
so? Now, I consider the trouble is just beginning" said Taverner.
"Has it struck you that so long as Bellamy was imprisoned in a body, we
knew where he was and could keep him under control? But now he is loose in the
unseen world, and will take a considerable amount of catching."


"Then you
think he will try to interfere with his wife and— and her husband?"


"What would
you do if you were in his shoes?" said Taverner.


"And yet
you don't consider the transaction as immoral?"


"I do not.
It has done no harm to the group spirit, or the social morale, if you prefer
the term. On the other hand, Winnington is running an enormous risk. Can he
keep Bellamy at bay now he is out of the body? and if he cannot, what will
happen? Remember Bellamy's time to die had not come, and therefore he will hang
about, an earthbound ghost, like that of a suicide; and if tuberculosis is a
disease of the vital forces, as I believe it to be, how long will it be before
the infected life that now ensouls it will cause the old trouble to break out
in Bellamy's body? And when Bellamy the second is out on the astral plane—
dead, as you call it— what will Bellamy the first have to say to him? And what
will they do to Mrs. Bellamy between them, making her neighbourhood their
battleground?


"No,
Rhodes, there is no special hell for those who dabble in forbidden things; it
would be superfluous."


______________
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1: A Pet Ambition


 


BASEBALL is a great national game. So is love. Baseball is
played by both sexes. So is love. What goes to-day for both, to-morrow is "out."
Both are games hard to dope. In either you never know what's going to happen
from one minute to the next. 


Rosie was the wife's younger
sister. She came all the way to Trenton from Centropolis, Ohio. She was about
seventeen or so, and what is known to the trade as a "fast worker."
Rosie's ambition in life was to dress like a vamp and keep a half a dozen chaps
on the string at the same time. She liked ice-cream sodas, nut sundaes, and
base-ball. She usually got up in the morning in time for lunch. This wasn't so
bad considering she had been strolling around with some handsome steam fitter
until the moon went out. 


Grace, the wife, thought the
world and all of Rosie. Grace's pet ambition was to marry Rosie to some wealthy
young man. Lots of people have peculiar ambitions. 


Personally, I liked Rosie with
all her faults. She called me Uncle Ed and had a habit of dropping in to see me
at my sporting-goods store— whenever she needed money. She usually stopped in
once a day. But as I say, I liked her. 


And I felt sorry for her when the
Trenton Tigers, Joe Bain's hard-hitting, baseball nine, returned from their
mid-August tour of the Jersey wilds and brought along Jerry Duke, alias the, "Million
Dollar Money Hound." 


Jerry was the multiplication kid
of the western hemisphere. 


 


2:  An
Unusual Sight


 


IT was a little past one o'clock
on a hot Saturday, and business at my sporting-goods pavilion was booming. Two
children came in and bought a ten-cent baseball. Then they asked for a pass for
the afternoon's game between the Tigers and the Ridgewood Raiders. They had
hardly gone when Joe Bain, the manager of the local team, drove up in his demon
flivver, jumped out, and came in. 


"Have you seen anything of
Rosie, Ed?" Bain asked. 


"Now that you mention it,"
I answered; "I do remember seeing her at dinner last night." 


Bain, who liked my young
sister-in- law about the same as a pawnbroker likes interest, fanned himself
with a near-Panama hat and looked around the store as if he thought I had
hidden Rosie away on a shelf. "I want to take her down to the game this
afternoon," he explained. "It's going to be a sizzler. The Ridgewood
bunch are playing great ball. And I guess you know the pace the Tigers have
been going along at for the past month." 


"Yes, I've heard about it,"
I said. "They're copping two games out of every seven." 


Bain overlooked my remark. He
kept fanning himself with his hat and began to look under the counters as if my
wife's sister was concealing herself there. "I want Rosie to see Jerry in
action," he continued. "I want to treat her to an unusual sight."



"Then let her see you spend
a dollar all at once," I said. "Who may Jerry be?" 


Bain looked hard at me. "Did
you ever hear anything about the Jamestown flood or the Spanish-American War,
Ed? 'Who may Jerry be?' You're supposed to be a baseball fan and yet you ask a
question like that. I'm ashamed of you." 


"You needn't be. Grace is a
fan, but up until last month she thought Babe Ruth was a chorus girl. I do
recall a Jerry who used to pal around with Tom in the old days before
prohibition. What is he doing now for a living?" 


Bain snickered. "Jerry is a
pitcher. He's a discovery of mine. I picked him up, two weeks ago when we were
in Sawtel. Out there they call him the Million Dollar Money Hound. He has an
income of a thousand berries a week. Not so bad, eh?" 


"Not at all. I suppose he
blows the thousand on candy and cigars and so has to play ball for a living,"
I remarked. 


"Jerry Duke," Bain said
imperturbably, "plays ball to keep his mind occupied, and because he's one
of these baseball fiends who is unhappy unless he's in action. He can't bear
idleness, money or no money. He was born with a twirler's glove on his left
hand and all he thinks about is the game. He's a pitching marvel. 


"I gave him the toughest
kind of a try-out," Bain continued, "and he came through smiling,
with the varnish uncracked. I've got him now under a three-year contract. The
minute a big-league scout sees him I'm a made man. All I have to do then is to
get measured up for a diamond-studded limousine, a winter palace at Palm Beach,
and a hundred and seventy-nine suits of clothes. Awful, eh?" 


"Frightful. Do I understand
that you're going to uncork this pitching member of the industrious rich this
afternoon, Joe?" 


Bain nodded. "I'm going to
send him in against the Raiders and let him work the whole nine stanzas. Duke
is one of those iron wonders that thrive on plenty of hard work. If you want to
treat your eyes to a good time be at the park at three." 


Bain began telling me a lot more
about the sensation of Sawtel, but fortunately he was interrupted by the
appearance of Rosie and my wife. 


Rosie was advertising white silk,
rouge, and peroxide. She resembled a Follies girl who had missed the train
after the troupe had played Trenton. She carried a black-and-white parasol of
the same design as a prisoner's suit. Her lips were so red that they seemed on
fire. She had a glow in her eyes that drove men to the river. She was awful
easy to look at, and terribly hard to forget. 


"Ed," the wife said, "we
just dropped in to find out if you're going to close the store at two o'clock."



"If you know of any one who
wants to buy anything, I'll keep open all afternoon," I replied. 


"Don't be funny," Grace
snapped. "We're going out to the game later. We want to know if you're
coming along, too. We'd love to have you." 


"Sure, to buy the tickets,"
I said. 


This was Bain's cue to step
forward. "Come with me," he chirped, "and sit in a box." 


"Why, that's sweet of you,
Joe," Rosie said. "We accept gladly." 


"And don't fail to see the
Million Dollar Money Hound," I put in. 


The wife sniffed. "No dog is
worth a sum like that!" she said. "What is it, a Pekingese?" 


By the time I had finished
laughing, Joe Bain was almost as red as Rosie's lips. He went into particulars
and Grace apologized for her faux pas. 


"Jerry is a nice name. Is he
cute?" Rosie asked. 


Bain shrugged. "He's got
good pitching sense and a great arm," he answered. "That's all that
is necessary." 


After some more chatter all three
left. Ten minutes later I began to close up the store. Just as I was locking
the front door the two kids who had bought the baseball came up and asked me to
refund their ten cents. Owing to the excessive heat they had decided to invest
in ice-cream cones. 


 


3: "Like
French Pastry."


 


THE hottest place in Trenton was
down at the ball park, and I discovered this fact about five minutes after I
was in the box with my wife and her sister. A tissue-paper suit felt like a fur
coat. Rosie watched the Tigers warm up and I watched the rouge on her cheeks
melt. Grace used a fan. 


"Aren't you overheated,
deary?" she asked Rosie. 


My sister-in-law shook her head. "Not
particularly so. Why?" 


"Your complexion is leaving
you," I said. 


Rosie gave me a glance that
brought the thermometer down about twenty degrees. "Do you think my color
is artificial?" she asked frostily. 


"No, I don't think it,"
I answered. 


Grace read between the lines and
rushed to the defense of her sister. Blows were prevented by the appearance of
Joe Bain. He had the richest young man in Sawtel in tow and proceeded at once
to introduce us all to him. 


"Jerry," Bain said, "these
are the finest people in town. Ed, here, owns that big sporting-goods store you
saw when you came up from the station last night." 


"Twenty per cent off to
professionals," I said, handing Duke a card and a catalogue. 


Sawtel's Million Dollar Money
Hound didn't look any different from other young men of his age. He appeared to
have a couple of eyes, a nose; mouth, arms, legs, and hair on his head. He was
tall and rather thin. He seemed to be a little nervous. This nervousness
increased whenever he looked at Rosie, which was all the time. Just before he
left our box to go to the Tiger dugout he stepped on his own foot and
apologized to Bain. 


"Well, what do you think of
the Duke?" I asked my wife and sister-in-law when we were alone again. 


"Not a whole lot,"
Rosie said indifferently. 


"A very ordinary person,"
Grace murmured. 


"Bain tells me that Duke has
an income of one thousand dollars a week," I remarked. 


"Of course," Rosie said
quickly, "you can't expect me to form an opinion of him when I don't know him.
He isn't as handsome as Wallace Fairbanks; still he's very attractive. Did you
happen to notice how tanned he was?" 


"Yes, I did," Grace
said. "I guess I was a little hasty in saying what I did. Now that I think
it over I can see he is a very charming young man and very good looking. Ed, I
want you to speak to Joe Bain and see if you can't induce Mr. Duke to have
dinner with us to-night. Understand, I'm not overanxious to have him meet
Rosie, but since he is a stranger in town " 


"Say not another word,"
I interrupted. "I get the point. You feel sorry for him and you love to
cook for company and wash extra dishes. You've always been crazy about
entertaining people on hot summer nights. I'll speak to Bain a little later.
Perhaps the rest of the team would like to come, too." 


 "Mr. Duke will be
enough," the wife answered frigidly. 


 


AFTER A WHILE the game began.
Harry Hurley, Trenton's best catcher, handled Duke's delivery. The Sawtel
Dollar King was everything Bain had claimed he was with a little more added to
it. The Ridgewood Raiders boasted an aggregation of the heaviest hitters in the
league. And Duke was working with a strange team on a strange lot. That didn't
mean anything to him, however. He pitched perfect ball and nothing in the least
perturbed him. 


He had a peculiar, snappy way of
shooting the pill over the platter. He wound up similar to a crab being pulled
out of a net. He had wonderful control, speed, and a lot of stuff on the ball.
For four straight innings he held the Raiders to a few stray hits and didn't
let a man get beyond first. He handed them an assortment of fast-breaking
curves and some smoky, straight ones that had the Ridgewood crowd calling for
the cops. 


In the sixth inning Duke got just
a little wild. The first two Raiders walked. The visiting fans thought they had
his nanny and began to ride him. Their kidding seemed to steady Duke. He
settled down and blanked the next three up with hardly an effort, leaving the
two he had passed anchored on the first and second sacks. 


At the end of the eighth he
clouted out a clean homer that cleared, the bases for a quartet of runs. The
game concluded with him on the mound, dealing the same variety of air-tight
ball that made the local fans shout themselves hoarse. 


"A perfectly marvelous
pitcher!" Rosie cried when the game was over. "Wonderful!" 


"Go and speak to Joe Bain,"
the wife ordered. 


I did so and the result was that
when seven o'clock came and we were sitting down to dinner in the dining room
of the bungalow, Jerry Duke was across the table from Rosie. 


He might have been a gusher on
the diamond, but at a dining-room table he was little better than an oil can.
From the minute that Duke began at the soup, his conversation concerned nothing
but the town of Sawtel, New Jersey. He rattled along like a worn-out flivver.
He gave us the population of the burg at the last census. He told us what the
assets and liabilities were of the Sawtel National Bank, how much it had cost
to sewer the town, and how many shingles there were on the roof of the
Methodist Church. By the time dessert was served I was trying to decide whether
to hurl one plate at him or two. 


I figured on a pleasant evening
with more information concerning Sawtel. When dinner was over we went out on
the porch. The minute we hit it Rosie made me forget and forgive a lot of her
past errors. 


"Are you fond of walking,
Mr. Duke?" she asked. 


The pitcher shot a hungry look at
our porch swing. "Not when I'm tired," he said. "It's sort of a
warm evening. Suppose we all sit down together. I know that you're interested
in. hearing how Sawtel has grown in the last two years." 


"Naturally," the wife
murmured in her best company voice. 


"We're crazy to hear all
about it," I said, longing for a rock. 


"Some other night,"
Rosie cut in. "I haven't had a nice walk in the last three days and how am
I going to keep my figure if I don't exercise? Please, Mr. Duke, you're surely
not too tired " 


The Million Dollar Money Hound
cast another lingering look at the porch swing, heaved a sigh, and followed
Rosie down the porch steps. 


A minute later we heard the front
gate shut. 


"Heaven," I said, "will
forgive Rosie's lie about not having had a walk in three, days, I'm sure."



Grace folded her hands in her
lap. "A thousand dollars a week is an awful lot of money," she said. 


"There's a few things that
money doesn't cover," I snarled. "Sawtel, New Jersey, is one of them!"



Grace looked across the lawn. 


"Wouldn't it be wonderful if
they liked each other, Ed? There's no good reason why they shouldn't, either.
You probably didn't notice, but Rosie is looking her best to-night. She's a
beautiful girl. I suppose if they marry she'll have to live in Sawtel." 


"This is the first time I
ever felt really sorry for her," I said. 


I don't know what time it was
when Duke brought my sister-in-law back to the bungalow. At one o'clock Grace
left me to wait up. It seemed like a month later when the front gate shut and I
heard Rosie humming. 


"What do you think of him?"
I asked sleepily, after I had locked the windows on the front door, and taken
the sidewalk in. 


"He's like French pastry,"
she answered. 


"How do you mean?" I
asked. "Indigestible?" 


"No; delicious!" she
said with no large amount of enthusiasm. 


 


4: The Dark
Secret.


 


FOR a week nothing much happened.
The Tigers played four games. Two were in Trenton, one was at Mill River, and
the other at Asbury Park. Duke pitched all four of them. In consequence the
Tigers made a clean sweep. With Bain working the Sawtel wonder every day the
Tigers had climbed up to second place in the league's standing. They were three
games behind the Newark White Sox. 


Jerry Duke was the idol of the
town. To prove how much Trenton thought of him they let him rave about Sawtel
to his heart's content. That seemed to me to be not only the proof of
popularity but the greatest test courage could be put to. 


About two weeks after the game
with the Ridgewood Raiders I got back to the bungalow one evening and found the
wife slightly agitated. 


"Ed," she cried, "guess
what's happened?" 


"Rosie's given up rouge,"
I ventured. "Or Duke has quit talking about Sawtel." 


"They're engaged! They're
engaged to be married!" Grace said excitedly. "But keep this tight
under you hat. Don't go running around town telling every one you know. As yet
it's a secret; only a few people know it. Well, can't you say something?" 


"Sure," I replied; "but
if I did the board of censors would slap a fine on me. 


"A thousand dollars a week!
Think of it !" the wife said. 


"Money don't cover
everything," I said -Soberly. "Poor Rosie— shipped to Sawtel and
linked to a phonograph with only one record in its cabinet." 


I didn't say anything to my young
sister-in-law that gave her the idea that I knew what had happened. And she
kept her engagement to Duke very quiet. It was still a dark secret. Three days
later only ninety people in the town knew about it. But they weren't the
talking kind. 


Rosie bore up nobly under the strain.
More than once I saw a wild look in her eyes when anybody mentioned a word that
began with s-a-w and ended in t-e-l. As Grace said, one thousand berries a week
was so much and a girl would endure a lot to marry a man who received that
amount each and every week. 


Grace and I were on the porch a
few nights after the engagement. We had been there about a half hour when Joe
Bain showed up. 


"I suppose," he said, "Rosie
is out with Jerry?" 


"You're a good supposer. Do
you care?" I asked curiously. 


"Well," Bain said, "he's
an awfully good pitcher— the best Trenton ever had." 


"A really charming young
man," Grace murmured. 


"Did he ever tell you about
the thriving town of Sawtel?" I asked Bain. 


The manager of the Tigers sat up
as quickly as if I had shot him. "Tell me about it? That's the only thing
he knows! I have got so that if anybody mentions that burg in my presence
homicidal tendencies seize me. If he wasn't such a star in the box he'd have a
pair of wings on his back and be playing a flute in an angel orchestra. What
chance is there of seeing Rosie after Jerry brings her back here?" 


"Hardly any," I told
him. 


"They keep very late hours,"
Grace said. 


"Early hours," I
corrected. 


Bain looked at his watch. "Well,
I'm only a manager and not a pitcher and so I've got to get a good night's
sleep. When you see Rosie give her my regard's. You don't suppose there's
anything serious between Duke and her, do you?" 


"Oh, no, nothing like that,"
the wife said. 


"Where do you get such
strange ideas?" I inquired. 


Bain looked at the moon that had
defied prohibition by getting full. 


"He's just the kind of a
chap to appeal to a young girl. I guess he spends money like water. Don't you
think so, Ed?" 


"I can't say," I
answered. "I never spent any water." 


Bain wandered toward the steps. 


"Well, good night. I suppose
you'll be out to-morrow afternoon to watch the Tigers knock the White Sox
kicking?" 


"We'll be there," Grace
promised. 


"If," I said, amending
her statement, "you pass us into a box free of charge." 


Bain said he would and the next
afternoon did. As the game promised to be one of the best of the season Trenton
had turned out in gala array. The White Sox had brought their own delegation of
rooters from Newark. The stands and bleachers had the fans sitting on each
other's shoulders. We piped Rosie, wearing a new straw hat, at the right of the
grand stand back of the safety net.


"To look at her," Grace
cooed, when we caught her attention and waved, "I ask you, would any one
admit that she came from Ohio?" 


"No one from Centropolis,
anyway," I said. 


The wife handed me a look that
had icicles hanging on it. "You're as humorous as a starving man with ten
small children!" she snapped. 


  


5:
Lull In The Storm.


 


THE game began a few minutes
later. 


 I guess it was the first
time the Newark White Sox had ever been treated so unkindly. Duke won the
distinction of being the first pitcher to hold the Sox entirely scoreless. He
held them to seven singles and the ninth was the only round where they got as
many as two hits. Not a Sox runner reached third during the game. 


With the pride of Sawtel working
like well-oiled machinery, the Tigers ended the second frame with Harry Hurley,
the catcher, tripling into the outfield and scoring on a sacrifice fly. In the
third stanza the Tigers added another tally to their credit after two were out.
With the Sox at bat in the fourth inning, the Newarks tried hard to get to Duke
but failed dismally. He worked with a broad smile and teased them over. In the
last half of this session the Tigers were helped along by Newark's errors.
Hurley singled, stole second and went to third when the Newark catcher chucked
past the sack. The Trenton pitcher walked and the pair worked a double steal
successfully, Hurley scoring. 


There was a lull in the storm
until the seventh inning. Duke remained as steady as the Rock of Gibraltar. In
the seventh the Tigers staged a batting fest. The Trenton right fielder fouled
out. The Trenton third baseman singled, but died stealing. Hurley rapped out a one-bagger,
and while Duke was at bat the Newark pitcher caught the Tiger catcher off
first. The White Sox baseman threw wild to second and Hurley reached the bag
safely. He scored a minute later on a clean two-bagger of Duke's. 


Then the Trenton shortstop hit to
the Sox pitcher, who lost his head and threw past first. The shortstop anchored
on first and Duke pulled up at third. With the delighted howls of Trenton
rising on the summer air the Tigers' second baseman came through with a single
that sent the exile from Sawtel home. The busy inning was brought to a close
with a pop fly the Sox short leaped for and smothered. 


The last two frames were
uneventful. The final count was ten-nothing, with Trenton yammering. 


"Thus ends the lesson,"
I said to the wife. "Let's go home and see what's in the ice box for
dinner." 


We found Rosie waiting for us
outside of the gate. For a wonder Duke wasn't with her. 


"Joe Bain is giving the team
a celebration dinner up at the Holly House," she explained, "and so
Jerry won't be with us to-night." 


"That's sad," I
murmured. "We won't be able to hear a thing about Sawtel. I call it tough."



"You're horrid, Ed,"
the wife said. 


I noticed, however, that Rosie
didn't rush to the defense of her Jerry. 


When we reached the bungalow we
perceived a figure sitting on the top step of the porch. 


"It's that traveling
salesman friend of yours from Philadelphia," Grace whispered. "I know
because I can see his purple socks from here!" 


"His name is Charlie Brennan,
isn't it?" my wife's' sister said. 


"You've got a memory like a
bill collector," I told her. 


When we opened the front gate
Brennan got up and came down to meet us. He sold baseball goods for a wholesale
Philadelphia house and always looked in on us when he came to Trenton. He was a
short, stout egg, not as young as he had been once, or as old as he would be. 


"Sorry I couldn't squeeze in
to see the game," Brennan said, after he had passed his hand around. "There
wasn't a seat left and every knot hole around the park was occupied. I hear the
Tigers cleaned up." 


"Your hearing is perfect,"
I said. "You've got a good pair of ears." 


"Will you stop and have some
supper with us, Mr. Brennan? We'd love to have you," the wife lied
heroically. 


I saw Brennan steal a glance at
Rosie. 


"Thanks. I'll be glad to if
I'm not putting you out any." 


The wife threw a nice meal
together. 


After I chased the flies out of
the dining room we all sat down together. Brennan amused us with stories of his
experiences on the road. 


"Did you ever happen to take
a trip out to Sawtel?" he asked us, after a time. 


I looked at Grace. Grace looked
at Rosie. Rosie looked at the ceiling as if she had never seen it before. I
managed to say that we had never been to the town in question. Believe me, it
was some effort getting the words out, and using the hated name. 


"I'll tell the world that
Sawtel is one hustling little burg," Brennan resumed. "It's a tiny
place tucked away in the very corner of the State. But, take it from me, what
they don't know about push and enterprise is minus nothing. They have a chamber
of commerce that's really wonderful. Its members believe there's nothing in the
world like advertising. And that reminds me of Jerry Duke, who is pitching now
for the Tigers. I suppose you know Duke?" 


"We've heard of him," I
admitted. 


Brennan chuckled. "I knew
Jerry when he was a kid. He's a hustler if there ever was one. And a great ball
player. He deserves all his success." 


"Mr. Duke," Rosie said,
"is a very wealthy young man. Back in Saw— his home town, I should say— he's
one of its wealthiest citizens." 


Brennan laid down his knife and
fork. "Is that what he told you? You mustn't believe everything that Jerry
says. He likes to kid a lot. Out in Sawtel they call him the Million Dollar
Money Hound because he's always thinking up stunts to make money and multiplying
what he does make by a hundred. His latest one is good. The ferocious chamber
of commerce which I mentioned gives Duke an income of ten dollars a week for
boosting and advertising Sawtel whenever he's away from it. Jerry's a great lad
!" 


Grace helped herself to a glass
of water. She appeared a trifle wilted. Perhaps it was the heat, or the strain
of the afternoon's game. Rosie looked across at Brennan. 


"Are you sure about that?"
she asked in a funny voice. 


"You bet I am," he
answered. "One of the members of the chamber of commerce told me himself."



My young sister-in-law laid down
her napkin and stood up. 


"Where are you going, deary?"
Grace queried in a limp voice. 


Rosie looked back over her
shoulder. 


"To use the telephone. I
want to call up the Holly House and break an engagement I made with one of the
members of the team. I'll be back in a minute." 


When dinner was over I looked at
my watch. "If you'll pardon me for a few minutes," I remarked to
Brennan, "I'll step down to Sycamore Street and buy the cigars." 


"I've got some good ones
here," he said. 


"I'll buy better ones,"
I answered. "When we celebrate we want the best!" 


 


6:
On The Porch.


 


THE clerk at the cigar store
delayed me twenty minutes talking about the Tiger-Sox game. He played a couple
of verbal innings for my benefit. When I got back to the bungalow the wife was
on the porch. 


No one else was around. 


"Where's Brennan?" I
asked. 


Grace looked up. "He left
about five minutes ago. I guess he thought you weren't coming back." 


I helped myself to the chair
beside her. "Where's Rosie?" I inquired. "Upstairs in her room
crying her eyes out on account of her busted engagement?" 


The wife shook her head. "No,"
she replied. "She and Mr. Brennan went down to the open-air movies
together. I heard her telling him that he had nice eyes. Isn't it too bad that
he wears purple socks, Ed?" 


________________











 


12: The Philosopher
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PURE hayseed!


And he certainly
looked every grain of it as he stood there, gazing with a sort of rapt
curiosity at the stupendous pile of the Dorchester Hotel. Not that he looked—
at any rate to the observer who possessed any sense of psychology— in any way
foolish. Oh, no! Plainly he was of the village, but he was equally not its
idiot!


The tanned face,
with its hint of ruddy, healthy color beneath the brown, wore a simple enough
expression, but in the grey eyes there was more than a hint of shrewdness, and
in the lines that showed in the corners of those eyes, and around the big,
good-tempered mouth, a gentle sense of humor was plainly to be observed.


But in the
rather aged bowler hat, with its oval crown, and its wide brim, curled at the
sides; in his rather bright blue suit, in the ill-fitting clasp of which he
looked definitely uncomfortable; in the stand-up collar, and the big white
satin tie, with its silver horseshoe stick-pin; in the big silver albert watchguard,
with its dangling football medals, and in the clumsy, rather over-polished
black boots, the whole life and soul of Little Muddlecombe-on-the-Splosh could
be seen incarnate.


Indeed, so
plainly could it be seen that during his short stay in London the attention of
several of the more zealous plain-clothes officers had been definitely
attracted. He looked so much too good to be true! Some of these had shadowed
him for a bit; others had got into conversation with him. But in every case the
result had been the same - they had been reluctantly forced to pass him out as
true-blue.  


Equally with the
police, the gentlemen of the opposite fraternity had been tickled by him. The
expert pickpockets had passed him by, knowing that yokels such as this,
forewarned to the dangers of London, invariably keep their money in an un-get-at-able
place. Of the "conmen" many had taken him (as the police had done) to
be a colleague; others had decided that it was too much like robbing a blind
man. The findings of the third, and more business-like, contingent may be
summed up in the words of "Dutch Sam," one of the cleverest of the
fraternity.


He rejoined his
two confederates after a short conversation with the intended victim:


"No good to
us, boys!" was his curt, verdict.


"Why not,
Sam? No dough?"


"Oh, yes—
he's got a bit of dough, all right!" Sam laughed, and the others looked at
him inquiringly. "He told me all about himself— or most things, anyway. Says
that twenty years ago 'ole Garge Bassett' paid a visit to London and came back
with such a wonderful yarn about all he'd seen here that then and there our
friend decided he'd pay a visit, too. He started to save that very week. He was
a farm-boy, then, earning four and six a week. He put aside sixpence every week
ever since. Sixpence a week for twenty years amounts to £26. His fare and
lodgings have cost him four pounds— 'and so' says he, slapping himself, 'I got
mor'n twenty pound left to spend, like— only' (and he laughs like fun) 'I can't
find nothin' to spend it on! Ain't that danged funny?'"


"Well,
what's the matter with that?" inquired one of Dutch Sam's confederates.
"Reckon we can show him, can't we? And, after all, twenty smackers is
better than nothing!"


"Maybe,"
said Sam. "But it can't be done— he's no good to us!"


"Why
not?"


"Because—
as his Nibs on the Bench pointed out the last time he sent me down— the
confidence-trick only appeals to men who are naturally greedy— who want to get
something for nothing. See?"


 


IT was the
following day— his last in London, for the coach that took him home left the
Victoria Coach Station at six o'clock— that Garge was caught. His captor was
little Jerry Sline, who touted for a number of clubs, gambling hells, and less
savory places.


Jerry saw Garge
standing in Leicester Square, gazing around him, and Jerry promptly swooped.


"Excuse me,
but could you direct me to Green Street?"


"I be
sorry, Sir, but ye see I be a stranger here myself, like!" Garge's beaming
and childlike smile convinced Jerry he was a winner.


"Indeed?
.Well, never mind! Ah, here's a pub— they'll be bound to know in there. Would
you care to take a little refreshment with me, Sir?"


The genial eye
of Garge gleamed, responsive to the hospitality offered.


"Glad to,
Sir— if so be as ye'd take a glass with me after?" .


"Sure I
will! Come on, let's get to it!" Jerry knew his business! In less than
five minutes they were talking like old friends. Over the second glass Jerry
remarked:


"Twenty
years' savings, eh? My word, that must amount to something useful?"


Garge grinned
and blushed a little:


"Tidy bit,
Sir -at least, it seems to me. Us doan't earn a mortal lot, though, down
country— an' I be a married man, now. Still, I got twenty pound in my pocket,
so I 'ave!"


"Have you
though?" Jerry hid his disappointment cleverly-he had hoped for more.
"And-you're returning this evening, you say?"


"Aye,
Sir!"


"Got your
ticket, of course?" 


"Aye, Sir,
surely!"


"Ah! Well,
well....!" Jerry seemed to be suddenly smitten by a bright idea. "By
the way, doing anything special this afternoon?"


"Why, no,
Sir!"


"Good! Then
why not come along to my Club, eh? You'll find club life in London quite
interesting, if you've never visited one before. Have you?"


"Why, no,
Sir. I-I've read about they places, though!" The grin on Garge's face was
encouraging.


"Well, you
come along, then. You'll find it interesting all right. Plenty of girls— drinks
all the afternoon. Have a flutter on the tables, too, if you like!"


"Eh?
Flutter on the tables...?"


"Little
gamble, you know! Roulette― chemie, if you care for it?"


Garge's honest
grey eyes were sparkling, and there was a sudden eagerness in his tone:


"What, like
they do at Monte Carlo? I've always wanted to have a look at that there
Cas-i-no...?"


"My
boy," quoth Jerry, clapping him on the back, "you won't know you're
not at Monte itself, once you're inside there! You come right along-now!"


 


GARGE— having
reluctantly allowed his hat to be taken from him by a uniformed attendant (who
had some difficulty in hiding his grin at that wonderful piece of headgear)
stared around him in gentle amazement.


Certainly, it
was a wonderful place, all right! Just like the real Monte Carlo, he thought.
Smartly dressed men, who carelessly produced great wads of notes when they paid
for drinks. And the women! Slim, satin-clad forms— hair of lustrous black,
gleaming gold and flaring red— wonderful jewellery— neat, silken ankles—
marvellous high heeled shoes! Just like the pictures, so it was!


His friend-who
seemed to know everybody there, and was cheerily hailed as
"Jerry-old-boy!" by the men, and "Jerry-darling!" by the
women-took him to the bar, and bought him a bottled beer. Then Jerry whispered
to the waiter, and the waiter hurried off and whispered to a wonderful creature
with almost silver-colored hair.


Presently the
wonderful creature rose, and walked towards the bar. Garge watched her approach
with something like awe. She was sheathed in blue silk that shimmered as she
glided across the floor. She was slim as a young reed, with a marvellous
complexion and a cupid-bow mouth of deepest scarlet. Her arms were bare, and as
white marble, and her frock-an afternoon one actually-seemed to Garge to be an
infinitely daring evening one. Jewels flashed on her hands, around her neck,
and dangled daringly from her ears.


"Hey,
Eve...!" called Jerry.


She gave a
little start, and then came towards them, smiling. By gum, Eve was the right
name for her, too-a pretty one, she was. .


"Lo,
Eve!" quoth Jerry. "What's the poison? Say, meet my friend, Mr George
Dimmock, will you? I want you to look after him for a bit— I got to see a
feller about something!"


Her hand was
marvellously soft and cool; her smile radiant; her eyes blue pools of
invitation.


"Mr.
Dimmock might like a little flutter!" said Jerry, as he hurried off.


"Shall
we?" murmured Eve, slipping a bare arm through George's. AS in a dream he
allowed her to lead him to the tables. On the way he giggled once.


"What's the
joke?" asked Eve.


"If Mary
Ellen could see me now!" grinned George.


"Who's Mary
Ellen?" 


"My
Missus!"


"Oh!"
said Eve, and pouted adorably. At the tables she made him sit on a chair, and
then she sat, bold as brass, on his lap. Garge was near amazed— just like on
the pictures, it was. He'd never thought he'd ever be like this...!


She initiated
him into the mysteries of roulette-still sitting on his knee, with one bare,
cool arm around his shoulders -touching his brown, sun-roughened neck.


Garge decided
that this must be a dream-rather a nice one, though.


"By
gum," said Garge, as he put another pound note in her hand. "That be
the last on 'em!"


"Mean
you're broke?" asked Eve, sharply.


"Aye, for
sure!" grinned Garge.


Five minutes
later that had gone, too. "Really broke, are you?" queried Eve. 


"Surely!"
agreed Garge.


"Hard luck,
chummy!" said Eve, and, bending, she actually kissed him— lightly, like
the touch of a butterfly. Garge gasped, then grinned again.


Eve rose, and
glanced up the room meaningly. The manager made a sign to a couple of big husky
looking fellows with hard faces, and they followed him unobtrusively to the
table. Garge was still sitting there. "


"Finished
playing, Sir?" asked the manager in his ear.


"Aye!"
said Garge, and then grinned: "I be broke!"


"If you
don't mind, then-somebody else will need your chair...?"


"Surely!"
said Garge, and rose. 


"Any
drinks, Sir?"


"I
can't!" said Garge. "I jest told 'ee— I be clean broke!"


The manager had
heard all about this strange country cousin, and had thought him rather
pathetic. Also, he wasn't a bad sort of chap in this way:


"If a
loan's any use...?" he pulled a couple of pound notes from his pocket.
Garge reddened:


"Why,
thank'ee kindly, Sir, but I ain't never 'ad no need to take charity yet, an' I
bean't thinking of starting now. If you'll pardon me, Sir!"


"That's all
right! But— I'm afraid I'll have to ask you to leave the premises, now,
Sir!" He glanced at the two big men, who closed in a little.


"Surely!"
said Garge. "If I could have me hat...?"


Almost magically
the weird contraption was in his hands. At the door, he hesitated, then thrust
out a horny, work-worn hand to the manager:


"Well,
thank 'ee kindly, Sir, fur a very nice afternoon. Maybe I'll be seeing 'ee
again, Sir— in about ten years' time. I reckon. Ye see, I be earning' bit more
now, an' I reckon I can save a bob a week, maybe!"


"That'll be
fine!" smiled the manager. "Now I'll be gettin' home, an' tell my
missus. She will laugh!"


"Will she,
though!" said the manager. "Well, I'm sorry you had such bad luck,"
he was quite sincere, for once— "twenty years' savings, eh?"


"Ah well,
Sir," grinned Garge, from the doorway. "Tern's so bad, Sir, not
really! 'Twill be something to tell the boys in the 'Plough'— and no doubt ye
know the old saying, Sir— easy come, easy go! Good arternoon to ye, Sir!"


And the door
swung to, blotting out Garge's good-humored smile from beneath the quaint old
bowler hat.


_____________
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BLAKE HAD BEEN in very low water for months—
almost under water part of the time— due to circumstances he was fond of
saying were no fault of his own; and as he sat writing in his room on
"third floor back" of a New York boarding-house, part of his mind was
busily occupied in wondering when his luck was going to turn again.


It was his room only in the sense
that he paid the rent. Two friends, one a little Frenchman and the other a big
Dane, shared it with him, both hoping eventually to contribute something
towards expenses, but so far not having accomplished this result. They had two
beds only, the third being a mattress they slept upon in turns, a week at a
time. A good deal of their irregular "feeding" consisted of oatmeal,
potatoes, and sometimes eggs, all of which they cooked on a strange utensil they
had contrived to fix into the gas jet. Occasionally, when dinner failed them
altogether, they swallowed a little raw rice and drank hot water from the
bathroom on the top of it, and then made a wild race for bed so as to get to
sleep while the sensation of false repletion was still there. For sleep and
hunger are slight acquaintances as they well knew. Fortunately all New York
houses are supplied with hot air, and they only had to open a grating in the
wall to get a plentiful, if not a wholesome amount of heat.


Though loneliness in a big city
is a real punishment, as they had severally learnt to their cost, their
experiences, three in a small room for several months, had revealed to them
horrors of quite another kind, and their nerves had suffered according to the
temperament of each. But, on this particular evening, as Blake sat scribbling
by the only window that was not cracked, the Dane and the Frenchman, his
companions in adversity, were in wonderful luck. They had both been asked out
to a restaurant to dine with a friend who also held out to one of them a chance
of work and remuneration. They would not be back till late, and when they did
come they were pretty sure to bring in supplies of one kind or another. For the
Frenchman never could resist the offer of a glass of absinthe, and this meant
that he would be able to help himself plentifully from the free-lunch
counters, with which all New York bars are furnished, and to which any
purchaser of a drink is entitled to help himself and devour on the spot or
carry away casually in his hand for consumption elsewhere. Thousands of
unfortunate men get their sole subsistence in this way in New York, and
experience soon teaches where, for the price of a single drink, a man can take
away almost a meal of chip potatoes, sausage, bits of bread, and even eggs. The
Frenchman and the Dane knew their way about, and Blake looked forward to a
supper more or less substantial before pulling his mattress out of the cupboard
and turning in upon the floor for the night.


Meanwhile he could enjoy a quiet
and lonely evening with the room all to himself.


In the daytime he was a reporter
on an evening newspaper of sensational and lying habits. His work was chiefly
in the police courts; and in his spare hours at night, when not too tired or
too empty, he wrote sketches and stories for the magazines that very rarely saw
the light of day on their printed and paid-for sentences. On this particular
occasion he was deep in a most involved tale of a psychological character, and
had just worked his way into a sentence, or set of sentences, that
completely baffled and muddled him.


He was fairly out of his depth,
and his brain was too poorly supplied with blood to invent a way out again. The
story would have been interesting had he written it simply, keeping to facts
and feelings, and not diving into difficult analysis of motive and character
which was quite beyond him. For it was largely autobiographical, and was meant
to describe the adventures of a young Englishman who had come to grief in the
usual manner on a Canadian farm, had then subsequently become bar-keeper,
sub-editor on a Methodist magazine, a teacher of French and German to clerks at
twenty-five cents per hour, a model for artists, a super on the stage, and,
finally, a wanderer to the goldfields.


Blake scratched his head, and
dipped the pen in the inkpot, stared out through the blindless windows, and
sighed deeply. His thoughts kept wandering to food, beefsteak and steaming
vegetables. The smell of cooking that came from a lower floor through the
broken windows was a constant torment to him. He pulled himself together and
again attacked the problem.


"...for with some
people," he wrote, "the imagination is so vivid as to be almost
an extension of consciousness...." But here he stuck absolutely. He was
not quite sure what he meant by the words, and how to finish the sentence
puzzled him into blank inaction. It was a difficult point to decide, for it
seemed to come in appropriately at this point in his story, and he did not know
whether to leave it as it stood, change it round a bit, or take it out
altogether. It might just spoil its chances of being accepted: editors were
such clever men. But, to rewrite the sentence was a grind, and he was so tired
and sleepy. After all, what did it matter? People who were clever would force a
meaning into it; people who were not clever would pretend— he knew of no other
classes of readers. He would let it stay, and go on with the action of the
story. He put his head in his hands and began to think hard.


His mind soon passed from thought
to reverie. He fell to wondering when his friends would find work and relieve
him of the burden— he acknowledged it as such— of keeping them, and of letting
another man wear his best clothes on alternate Sundays. He wondered when his
"luck" would turn. There were one or two influential people
in New York whom he could go and see if he had a dress suit and the other
conventional uniforms. His thoughts ran on far ahead, and at the same time, by
a sort of double process, far behind as well. His home in the "old
country" rose up before him; he saw the lawn and the cedars in sunshine;
he looked through the familiar windows and saw the clean, swept rooms. His
story began to suffer; the psychological masterpiece would not make much
progress unless he pulled up and dragged his thoughts back to the treadmill.
But he no longer cared; once he had got as far as that cedar with the sunshine
on it, he never could get back again. For all he cared, the troublesome
sentence might run away and get into someone else's pages, or be snuffed out
altogether.


There came a gentle knock at the
door, and Blake started. The knock was repeated louder. Who in the world could
it be at this late hour of the night? On the floor above, he remembered, there
lived another Englishman, a foolish, second-rate creature, who sometimes came
in and made himself objectionable with endless and silly chatter. But he was an
Englishman for all that, and Blake always tried to treat him with politeness,
realising that he was lonely in a strange land. But to-night, of all
people in the world, he did not want to be bored with Perry's cackle, as he
called it, and the "Come in" he gave in answer to the second knock
had no very cordial sound of welcome in it.


However, the door opened in
response, and the man came in. Blake did not turn round at once, and the other
advanced to the centre of the room, but without speaking. Then Blake knew
it was not his enemy, Perry, and turned round.


He saw a man of about forty
standing in the middle of the carpet, but standing sideways so that he did not
present a full face. He wore an overcoat buttoned up to the neck, and on the
felt hat which he held in front of him fresh rain-drops glistened. In his other
hand he carried a small black bag. Blake gave him a good look, and came to the
conclusion that he might be a secretary, or a chief clerk, or a confidential
man of sorts. He was a shabby-respectable-looking person. This was the
sum-total of the first impression, gained the moment his eyes took in that it
was not Perry; the second impression was less pleasant, and reported
at once that something was wrong.


Though otherwise young and
inexperienced, Blake— thanks, or curses, to the police court training— knew
more about common criminal blackguardism than most men of fifty, and he
recognised that there was somewhere a suggestion of this undesirable world
about the man. But there was more than this. There was something singular about
him, something far out of the common, though for the life of him Blake could
not say wherein it lay. The fellow was out of the ordinary, and in some very
undesirable manner.


All this, that takes so long to
describe, Blake saw with the first and second glance. The man at once began to
speak in a quiet and respectful voice.


"Are you Mr. Blake?" he
asked.


"I am."


"Mr. Arthur Blake?"


"Yes."


"Mr.
Arthur Herbert Blake?" persisted the other, with emphasis on the
middle name.


"That is my full name,"
Blake answered simply, adding, as he remembered his manners; "but won't
you sit down, first, please?"


The man advanced with a curious
sideways motion like a crab and took a seat on the edge of the sofa. He put his
hat on the floor at his feet, but still kept the bag in his hand.


"I come to you from a
well-wisher," he went on in oily tones, without lifting his eyes.
Blake, in his mind, ran quickly over all the people he knew in New York who
might possibly have sent such a man, while waiting for him to supply the name.
But the man had come to a full stop and was waiting too.


"A well-wisher of mine?"
repeated Blake, not knowing quite what else to say.


"Just so," replied the
other, still with his eyes on the floor. "A well-wisher of yours."


"A man or—" he felt
himself blushing, "or a woman?"


"That," said the man
shortly, "I cannot tell you."


"You can't tell me!"
exclaimed the other, wondering what was coming next, and who in the world this
mysterious well-wisher could be who sent so discreet and mysterious a
messenger.


"I cannot tell you the
name," replied the man firmly. "Those are my instructions. But I
bring you something from this person, and I am to give it to you, to take a
receipt for it, and then to go away without answering any questions."


Blake stared very hard. The man,
however, never raised his eyes above the level of the second china knob on the
chest of drawers opposite. The giving of a receipt sounded like money.
Could it be that some of his influential friends had heard of his plight? There
were possibilities that made his heart beat. At length, however, he found his
tongue, for this strange creature was determined apparently to say nothing more
until he had heard from him.


"Then, what have you got for
me, please?" he asked bluntly.


By way of answer the man
proceeded to open the bag. He took out a parcel wrapped loosely in brown paper,
and about the size of a large book. It was tied with string, and the man seemed
unnecessarily long untying the knot. When at last the string was off and the
paper unfolded, there appeared a series of smaller packages inside. The man
took them out very carefully, almost as if they had been alive, Blake thought,
and set them in a row upon his knees. They were dollar bills. Blake, all in a
flutter, craned his neck forward a little to try and make out their
denomination. He read plainly the figures 100.


"There are ten thousand
dollars here," said the man quietly.


The other could not suppress a
little cry.


"And they are for you."


Blake simply gasped. "Ten
thousand dollars!" he repeated, a queer feeling growing up in his throat.
"Ten thousand. Are you sure? I mean— you mean they are
for me?" he stammered. He felt quite silly with excitement, and grew
more so with every minute, as the man maintained a perfect silence. Was it not
a dream? Wouldn't the man put them back in the bag presently and say it was a
mistake, and they were meant for somebody else? He could not believe his eyes
or his ears. Yet, in a sense, it was possible. He had read of such things in
books, and even come across them in his experience of the courts— the erratic
and generous philanthropist who is determined to do his good deed and to get no
thanks or acknowledgment for it. Still, it seemed almost incredible. His
troubles began to melt away like bubbles in the sun; he thought of the other
fellows when they came in, and what he would have to tell them; he thought of
the German landlady and the arrears of rent, of regular food and clean linen,
and books and music, of the chance of getting into some respectable business,
of— well, of as many things as it is possible to think of when excitement and
surprise fling wide open the gates of the imagination.


The man, meanwhile, began quietly
to count over the packages aloud from one to ten, and then to count the bills
in each separate packet, also from one to ten. Yes, there were ten little
heaps, each containing ten bills of a hundred-dollar denomination. That made
ten thousand dollars. Blake had never seen so much money in a single lump in
his life before; and for many months of privation and discomfort he had not
known the "feel" of a twenty-dollar note, much less of a
hundred-dollar one. He heard them crackle under the man's fingers, and it was
like crisp laughter in his ears. The bills were evidently new and unused.


But, side by side with the
excitement caused by the shock of such an event, Blake's caution, acquired by a
year of vivid New York experience, was meanwhile beginning to assert itself. It
all seemed just a little too much out of the likely order of things to be quite
right. The police courts had taught him the amazing ingenuity of the criminal
mind, as well as something of the plots and devices by which the unwary are
beguiled into the dark places where blackmail may be levied with impunity. New
York, as a matter of fact, just at that time was literally undermined with the
secret ways of the blackmailers, the green-goods men, and other
police-protected abominations; and the only weak point in the supposition that
this was part of some such proceeding was the selection of himself— a poor
newspaper reporter— as a victim. It did seem absurd, but then the whole thing
was so out of the ordinary, and the thought once having entered his mind, was
not so easily got rid of. Blake resolved to be very cautious.


The man meanwhile, though he
never appeared to raise his eyes from the carpet, had been watching him closely
all the time.


"If you will give me a
receipt I'll leave the money at once," he said, with just a vestige of
impatience in his tone, as if he were anxious to bring the matter to a
conclusion as soon as possible.


"But you say it is quite
impossible for you to tell me the name of my well-wisher, or
why she sends me such a large sum of money in this extraordinary
way?"


"The money is sent to you
because you are in need of it," returned the other; "and it is a
present without conditions of any sort attached. You have to give me a receipt
only to satisfy the sender that it has reached your hands. The money will never
be asked of you again."


Blake noticed two things from
this answer: first, that the man was not to be caught into betraying the sex of
the well-wisher; and secondly, that he was in some hurry to complete the
transaction. For he was now giving reasons, attractive reasons, why he should
accept the money and make out the receipt.


Suddenly it flashed across his
mind that if he took the money and gave the receipt before a witness,
nothing very disastrous could come of the affair. It would protect him against
blackmail, if this was, after all, a plot of some sort with blackmail in it;
whereas, if the man were a madman, or a criminal who was getting rid of a
portion of his ill-gotten gains to divert suspicion, or if any other improbable
explanation turned out to be the true one, there was no great harm done, and he
could hold the money till it was claimed, or advertised for in the newspapers.
His mind rapidly ran over these possibilities, though, of course, under the
stress of excitement, he was unable to weigh any of them properly; then he
turned to his strange visitor again and said quietly— 


"I will take the money,
although I must say it seems to me a very unusual transaction, and I
will give you for it such a receipt as I think proper under the
circumstances."


"A proper receipt is all I
want," was the answer.


"I mean by that a receipt
before a proper witness—"


"Perfectly
satisfactory," interrupted the man, his eyes still on the carpet.
"Only, it must be dated, and headed with your address here in the correct
way."


Blake could see no possible
objection to this, and he at once proceeded to obtain his witness. The person
he had in his mind was a Mr. Barclay, who occupied the room above his own; an
old gentleman who had retired from business and who, the landlady always said,
was a miser, and kept large sums secreted in his room. He was, at any rate, a
perfectly respectable man and would make an admirable witness to a transaction
of this sort. Blake made an apology and rose to fetch him, crossing the room in
front of the sofa where the man sat, in order to reach the door. As he did so,
he saw for the first time the other side of his visitor's face, the
side that had been always so carefully turned away from him.


There was a broad smear of blood
down the skin from the ear to the neck. It glistened in the gaslight.


Blake never knew how he managed
to smother the cry that sprang to his lips, but smother it he did. In a second
he was at the door, his knees trembling, his mind in a sudden and dreadful
turmoil.


His main object, so far as he
could recollect afterwards, was to escape from the room as if he had noticed
nothing, so as not to arouse the other's suspicions. The man's eyes were always
on the carpet, and probably, Blake hoped, he had not noticed the consternation
that must have been written plainly on his face. At any rate he had uttered no
cry.


In another second he would have
been in the passage, when suddenly he met a pair of wicked, staring eyes fixed
intently and with a cunning smile upon his own. It was the other's face in the
mirror calmly watching his every movement.


Instantly, all his powers of
reflection flew to the winds, and he thought only upon the desirability of
getting help at once. He tore upstairs, his heart in his mouth. Barclay must
come to his aid. This matter was serious— perhaps horribly serious. Taking the
money, or giving a receipt, or having anything at all to do with it became
an impossibility. Here was crime. He felt certain of it.


In three bounds he reached the
next landing and began to hammer at the old miser's door as if his very life
depended on it. For a long time he could get no answer. His fists seemed to
make no noise. He might have been knocking on cotton wool, and the thought
dashed through his brain that it was all just like the terror of a nightmare.


Barclay, evidently, was still
out, or else sound asleep. But the other simply could not wait a minute longer
in suspense. He turned the handle and walked into the room. At first he saw
nothing for the darkness, and made sure the owner of the room was out; but the
moment the light from the passage began a little to disperse the gloom, he saw
the old man, to his immense relief, lying asleep on the bed.


Blake opened the door to its
widest to get more light and then walked quickly up to the bed. He now saw the
figure more plainly, and noted that it was dressed and lay only upon the
outside of the bed. It struck him, too, that he was sleeping in a very odd,
almost an unnatural, position.


Something clutched at his heart
as he looked closer. He stumbled over a chair and found the matches.
Calling upon Barclay the whole time to wake up and come downstairs with him, he
blundered across the floor, a dreadful thought in his mind, and lit the gas
over the table. It seemed strange that there was no movement or reply to his
shouting. But it no longer seemed strange when at length he turned, in the full
glare of the gas, and saw the old man lying huddled up into a ghastly heap on
the bed, his throat cut across from ear to ear.


And all over the carpet lay new
dollar bills, crisp and clean like those he had left downstairs, and strewn
about in little heaps.


For a moment Blake stood
stock-still, bereft of all power of movement. The next, his courage returned,
and he fled from the room and dashed downstairs, taking five steps at a time.
He reached the bottom and tore along the passage to his room, determined at any
rate to seize the man and prevent his escape till help came.


But when he got to the end of the
little landing he found that his door had been closed. He seized the handle,
fumbling with it in his violence. It felt slippery and kept turning under his
fingers without opening the door, and fully half a minute passed before it
yielded and let him in headlong.


At the first glance he saw the
room was empty, and the man gone!


Scattered upon the carpet lay a
number of the bills, and beside them, half hidden under the sofa where the man
had sat, he saw a pair of gloves— thick, leathern gloves— and a butcher's
knife. Even from the distance where he stood the blood-stains on both were
easily visible.


Dazed and confused by the
terrible discoveries of the last few minutes, Blake stood in the middle of the
room, overwhelmed and unable to think or move. Unconsciously he must have
passed his hand over his forehead in the natural gesture of perplexity, for he
noticed that the skin felt wet and sticky. His hand was covered with blood! And
when he rushed in terror to the looking-glass, he saw that there was a broad
red smear across his face and forehead. Then he remembered the slippery handle
of the door and knew that it had been carefully moistened!


In an instant the whole plot
became clear as daylight, and he was so spellbound with horror that a sort of
numbness came over him and he came very near to fainting. He was in a
condition of utter helplessness, and had anyone come into the room at that
minute and called him by name he would simply have dropped to the floor in a
heap.


"If the police were to come
in now!" The thought crashed through his brain like thunder, and at the
same moment, almost before he had time to appreciate a quarter of its
significance, there came a loud knocking at the front door below. The bell rang
with a dreadful clamour; men's voices were heard talking excitedly, and
presently heavy steps began to come up the stairs in the direction of his room.


It was the police!


And all Blake could do was to
laugh foolishly to himself— and wait till they were upon him. He could not move
nor speak. He stood face to face with the evidence of his horrid crime, his
hands and face smeared with the blood of his victim, and there he was standing
when the police burst open the door and came noisily into the room.


"Here it is!" cried a
voice he knew. "Third floor back! And the fellow caught red-handed!"


It was the man with the bag
leading in the two policemen.


Hardly knowing what he was doing
in the fearful stress of conflicting emotions, he made a step forward. But
before he had time to make a second one, he felt the heavy hand of the law
descend upon both shoulders at once as the two policemen moved up to seize him.
At the same moment a voice of thunder cried in his ear— 


"Wake up, man! Wake up!
Here's the supper, and good news too!"


Blake turned with a start in his
chair and saw the Dane, very red in the face, standing beside him, a hand on
each shoulder, and a little further back he saw the Frenchman leering happily
at him over the end of the bed, a bottle of beer in one hand and a paper
package in the other.


He rubbed his eyes, glancing from
one to the other, and then got up sleepily to fix the wire arrangement on the
gas jet to boil water for cooking the eggs which the Frenchman was in momentary
danger of letting drop upon the floor.


________________
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'THE BEAUTY of gold,' said the weather-beaten
prospector, 'is that it's as good as Cash from the moment you find it— meaning,
of course, alluvial gold,' he added, after a moment's pause. 


'That's so,'
assented his mate. 'The mint will at once give you its honest weight in clean,
bright, wholesome sovereigns; but they won't do the same for copper ore, or
tin, or wolfram, or anything else a man has the luck to strike.' 


'Right oh,' went
on the first speaker, 'and that's why I've always followed gold, and that's why
I'm in this God-forgotten country at the present moment; but no company
promoters, nor mining agents, and brokers for me, to lick all the gilt off the
cake before a man has a chance to get a bite himself.'


Concluding his
speech with vindictive emphasis, as though he had formerly been a sufferer, the
utterer of this philosophy got on his legs and looked around. 


They were in
Central Australia, the surrounding country, though hardly of the best
description, was, nevertheless, not the actual 'desert' of the far north-west,
nothing but sand and spinifex. A blind creek dragged its shallow, dry channel
along to a final disappearance, and on the tiny flats bordering its 'banks, was
a growth of rough grass, off which three horse were disgustedly trying to pick
their mid-day meal. The ridges on either side, were gravelly and rocky, and in
the far distance the crest of a range peeped up. 


The two
prospectors were out following their vocation on one of the western slopes of
the Macdonnell Range, and though many people, from the great solitude that
reigned around, would consider themselves as being well within the borders of
the great unknown, the two fossickers only reckoned themselves to be the proper
distance from semi-civilisation and their fellow men, a place where a man could
enjoy uninterrupted peace and quiet. 


They had caught
their horses, preparatory to resuming their journey, and were busy settling the
somewhat cumbersome pack, when an unmistakable pistol shot rang out clearly and
sharply. It sounded from across the ridge they were then on, and after
listening some minutes in surprise for a repetition the two men mounted and
rode in the direction of the sound. They gained the crown of the ridge, then
pulled up, and looked curiously ahead. 


The
lightly-timbered decline was but a gradual slope, but though the view was
unimpeded, there was neither sign nor token of life. 


'It must have
been a white man, and he must have left some tracks,' said Rutter— the man who
had spoken so strongly on the subject of brokers. 'Let's have a look for them.'



'Yes, keep
straight ahead, and we should cros them; wonder who it can be?' 


They continued
in the same direction for about ten minutes, then stopped simultaneously and
abruptly. They had come across the tracks; horse tracks going from west to
east. Rutter looked around at the grim solitude wherein was no sign of bird or
beast. 


'Somebody on the
same lay as ourselves; what the deuce could he have been firing at— some
new-chum fool blazing off his revolver for sport. He'll live to want that
cartridge some day.' 


'He shot
something at any rate. What's that?' and the other man pointed to an object
lying on the tracks, in the direction whence they came. They rode quickly over
to examine it. It was the body of a blackboy, huddled up as he had fallen;
crouched oh the ground lace downwards. They dismounted, and examined the dead
Rutter pointed to the still bleeding wound. Shot clean through the heart from
behind he must have told the poor beggar to look round at something, and then
have shot him— cowardly hound he must be.' 


Neither of the
men boasted any overstrained sense of morality, and the shooting of the boy
under the pressure of self-defence would not have  shocked either of them,
but this bore on its face the evidence of such a cold-blooded, treacherous
murder that they felt the hot surge of shame at the thought that it was the act
of a white man's hand and brain. 


One of them
stooped and turned the body over. He was in reality a boy, not a
conventionally-called one, like most blackboys no matter what their age. This
one had been a merry-faced little rascal, and looked as though he had been
laughing when the bullet did its cruel work. 


'What on earth
could he have shot the boy for?' mused Bob Staines. 'Couldn't have been an
accident.' 


'No fear,'
replied Rutter, 'no blooming accident about that. Strikes me it's this way.
He's struck a patch out west, he had to come back for rations, and as he was
afraid the boy would get talking, he shot, him to keep his mouth shut.'


'But why not
have shot him out at the place?' said Staines. 


'Why? Because
there were only the two of them, and he wanted some help with the horses. He's
not so very far to go now.' 


'A couple of
days will bring him to the ! ten-mile camp. What shall we do?' 


 '....Cawwr,
cawwr,' croaked an alighting crow, suddenly. Both men started; the bird had
apparently appeared from nowhere. 


'Cawwr, cawwr,'
croaked another in reply, as a second one appeared, and settled alongside its
mate, both of them regarding the men knowingly, as much as to say, 'We know all
about it.' 


'Wonderful
birds; I could have sworn that there was not one within coo-ee of here; but
you'll be sold, you black brutes. We've got the tools with us, and can spare
time to cover the poor wretch up.' 


'The beauty of
gold,' said Staines, quoting his mate's words as they shovelled the last of the
dirt over a shallow grave. ' 


'All depends in
what hands it gets, returned Rutter. 'Now, look here. Staines; we can do no
good following this skunk into the camp, they will all treat it as a yarn. I
vote that we follow his tracks back and find out what he struck; we've got
plenty of rations, and we are bound to get water on his tracks. What do you
say?'


'I'm on; we'll
have a look anyhow.'


They rode away,
and the two crows, after a little confabulation, had an unsatisfactory
inspection of the new-made grave, and followed them. 


 


BY FOLLOWING the
tracks back Rutter and his mate Staines arrived in a day or two at a patch of
auriferous country, and it had not been marked out and pegged, but the finder
had evidently relied upon the lonely seclusion of the place, which seemed
almost enough to warrant it against chance discovery.


There was a
little permanent spring within about a mile of the patch, and the two
prospectors, respecting the original rights of the finder, settled down to work
at once, finding plenty of payable dirt elsewhere. Naturally, the two men kept
a sharp lookout for the return of the unknown, whom they knew from experience
would not be too particular in the methods he adopted when found that two more
knew of the gold, although, as both agreed, it was not worth the murder even of
a black boy. 


'The man must be
half crazed, and has evidently got the most exaggerated notions about the value
of the find, and the value of human life,' said Rutter one day. 


'All the more
dangerous on that account,' said Staines. 


It was on the
tenth day of their sojourn in the spot were they were working that the
remembered 'Cawwr, cawr,' came from a neighbouring limb. It was not long
unanswered; there came another 'Cawrr,' and the fellow crow alighted,
and both gazed knowingly at the two men. 


'Bless'd if I
don't think it's the same old crow that turned up at where we found the boy.
He's come to warn us that there murdering villain is coming,' said Staines. 


Sure enough, not
many hours had elapsed when there was the tread of a horse, and a horseman rode
up and stopped on the bank within speaking distance of where the men were
working. A dark-featured man, evidently from his speech a foreigner, presumably
from the south of Europe. 


'Good day,
chaps! So you've found my little plant?'


Rutter stood up
and regarded him curiously. 


'Yes; we saw
your pegs, and acted square. Got back all right?' 


'Oh, yes. Had
some trouble with the horses wid myself, that keep me.' 


'Couldn't raise
a black boy, I suppose?' 


'No; the one I
bin have he run away. You no see him?' 


'No,' replied
Staines shortly, and at the instant the watching crow gave a contemptuous 'Cawwr.'


The man looked
at him. 'Dat crow he bin follow me dis two days.' He shook his head at the
bird. 'I shoot you, old fellow, directly,' he said. After a few more words the
man rode back to his camp. 


'Wonder whether
he came back the same way and saw that the boy had been buried? I think not,'
said Rutter, quietly. 


The next few
days passed in comparative peace, the dago, as Staines had christened him,
sticking sullenly to his camp, whence were heard occasional reports throughout
the day. 


'Bah!' said
Rutter, 'let him blaze away. There is nobody but himself to shoot up there.
Suppose he's pegging away at those crows; they never come down here.' 


The next morning
the dago turned up. 


'Mornin', you
chaps, hab you not got one shotgun you can lend me, dat crow he leave me no
peese; he keep on wid his kawr, kawr, all de day, and I no 'it 'im wid my
revolver.' 


'Very sorry, but
haven't got such a thing.' 


'Dat bird, 'e
'ave de evil eye; 'e drive me mad.' 


And the man
left, muttering strange oaths to himself. 


'He's nearly mad
already. Did you notice his eyes? And he does not speak as plain as he did.
Bully for the crow.' 


The next day the
man was down again. He looked wretched, haggard, and with bloodshot eyes.
Evidently he had not slept for some time. 


'How you get on?'
he asked. 


'Oh, fairly
well,' said one. 'We're thinking of cleaning up and making a shift tomorrow;
the place didn't pan out like it promised.' 


'You go and
leave me alone wid dat crow— but you not go before to-morrow, and I must zleep.
Will one man come and camp wid me for one night, you see I am zick for sleep.' 


Rutter
interchanged a glance with his mate. 


'No; you're
camped too far away. Look here, come down here and bring: your blanket; the
crow doesn't visit us.' 


'Thank you; I
will come willingly. Oh, I haf not slept for nights.' 


That evening the
man came. He refused any food, but lay and smoked and chatted until long after
dark; then, encouraged by the peaceful silence, all hands fell asleep.


Through the dead
silence of the dark bush rang a sudden cry that woke both men. 


'He is dere
again. You no hear him, wid his infernal kawr; no, but I stop it,' and the
darkness was broken with a flash of light, and a revolver shot rang out. 


'Here, stop it;
don't get shooting at random, or we'll take a hand.' And the two men hastily
scrambled up and gazed at the demented man. 


'He is here
again, dat devil crow. Do you not 'ear 'im wis 'is beastly kwar. Oh, I finish
you,' and the haunted man, pistol in hand, started across the little creek. 


'Mind where
you're going,' called out Rutter. 'You're right amongst where we were working.'



He had hardly
spoken before there was the sound of a stumble and a fall, followed by a volley
of oaths, a shot and another fall, then succeeded an unbroken silence. 


'I suppose we
bad better go and see what has happened?' said one, and the two prospectors
picked their way across to the scene of the disaster. The man, stumbling along
in his blind fury, had fallen over some rubbish in the creek, and in attempting
to recover himself had had an accident with his revolver, and was now lying
dead. 


This much they
made out by the fitful light of the stars, and with no words of sympathy they
agreed to let things rest until the morning, and went back to resume their
interrupted slumbers. 


Both men were
awake at break of day, and while one was making the fire up the flap of heavy
wings broke the hush of early morning, and the ominous crow and his mate came
and alighted on a bough, and gazed on the dead man with a sneering 'Cawwr.'



'I suppose we
must bury the man and collect his traps together, and whatever gold he's got
stowed away, and hand horses and everything over to the police. We've finished
our work here, anyway, but it is a confounded nuisance. For my part I felt
inclined to leave him to the investigations of our friend up there.' 


'Cawwr,'
agreed the crow. 


'What a nice
mess we would be in if anyone came along just now, and caught us with a dead
body here; suspicious circumstances, to say the least of it. Well, let's go to
work and carry out the programme.' 


They did as
Rutter had proposed, the South Australian Government was the gainer by some
gold and three or four horses, the locality of the find became the scene of a
small unprofitable rush, and in a few months the incident was forgotten by all
but the two men who had been unwilling witnesses of the sordid tragedy.


_____________
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IF THERE WAS one man in college whom the rajah thoroughly
and heartily detested, it was the captain of the boat club. He had many faults;
he was very tall and powerful, and delighted in contrasting the English
physique with that of inferior races; by which he meant, among others, the
rajah's race. His manner was abrupt and overbearing, his laugh loud and
unmusical. In fact, he grated horribly on the rajah; and it was merely the
final straw when, in the exhilaration of a bump supper,— full, as the rajah
remarked in disgust, of cow and strong drink,— he called that prince, in
playful chaff, a "nigger." The rajah swore melodiously in Hindustani,
and I saw that he meant to be revenged.


In those days the entertainment
of the Nebraska Loadstone created a furore. Everybody went to see her, and
everybody came away convinced that she possessed marvelous powers. Her peculiar
gift— but everybody remembers the details of the performance, and how the
tricks were finally, one by one, exposed, so that her adherents and believers
were driven from one position to another, until at last they had to fall back
on one single performance out of all those that the Loadstone gave, and
maintain that on that occasion at least something unexplained and inexplicable
did really happen. It is with the events of that particular evening that I am
concerned. I think I can throw some light on them.


At first, however, there were
many believers and few skeptics. The dean carefully pointed out that Plato
nowhere denied the existence of odic force; and the bursar, who was generally
supposed to be little better than an atheist, declared that Spencer in one passage
impliedly asserted it; even the warden, in his sermon, told us that it was
better, according to Bacon, to believe two errors than refuse one truth— which
was, to say the least of it, sitting on the fence. But none of these
authorities shook the robust skepticism of the captain of the boat club. He
knew a conjurer, and the conjurer had told him how it was done, and he was
going to expose the Loadstone.


"But why haven't you?"
I urged. "She's been here a week."


"He will not be too hard on
her at first," said the rajah, with a little sneer.


"I'll bust her up this very
night," said Waterer. "I would have done it before, only I was gated."


The excuse was good, and Waterer
departed, full of boastings and self-confidence, to gather together a large
number of the noisy men, and make a pleasant party to "guy" the
unhappy Loadstone. I stayed to smoke a pipe with the rajah.


"Of course she's a fraud,"
said he; "and I believe that animal really has got hold of the right
explanation."


"I shall go and see it,"
I announced.


After a moment's silent smoking,
the rajah looked up with a twinkle in his eye. "So shall I— if niggers are
admitted."


After hall, he and I set out
together for the town hall. We found the first two rows of stalls occupied by
Waterer and his friends. They were all in evening dress, and had obviously
dined— not in hall. The rajah and I seated ourselves just behind them. The room
was full, and the feats were being most successful; each was followed by
general applause, broken only by some gibes from our friends in front. These
latter grew so pronounced that the Loadstone's manager at last came forward and
pointedly invited one of the scoffers to submit himself to experiment.


Now was Waterer's chance. He rose
in the majesty of his bulk, walked on to the platform, and said in a loud
voice, as he settled himself on a chair, "If the lady can move me one foot
from this chair, I'll give her a pony!"


The Loadstone advanced and began
to paw him about in her usual fashion. Waterer, who was sober enough to have
lost nothing but his shyness, was apparently too many for her. He was
immovable; and cries of, "Now then! when are you going to begin?" and
so on, became audible. Two or three minutes passed, and the Loadstone turned
with a gesture of despair toward her manager.


"I can't—" she began.


I jumped to my feet, crying, "Wait
a minute! Look!"


For even as she spoke, there was
what is scientifically called a solution of continuity between Waterer and his
chair. Still in a sitting posture, but sitting on nothing, he was at least two
inches from the wicker-work of the chair. I glanced from him to the rajah. That
extraordinary man was in deep, placid, profound slumber. I jogged his elbow and
pinched his arm; he showed no consciousness whatever. I looked at the Loadstone.
She was standing motionless on the stage about a yard from Waterer, with one
hand outstretched toward him, and her eyes fixed on his ascending figure; for
Waterer was gradually, slowly, steadily mounting in his strange journey. He was
now a foot from his chair, still in a sitting position— and up, up, up he was
going. The wretch was white as a sheet, and gasping with fright and
bewilderment. Thunders of applause burst from the audience. It was again and
again renewed; but the Loadstone did not, as her custom was, bow and smile in
response. She still stood motionless, and Waterer still ascended.


At last, at a height of fully
twenty feet from the stage, he stopped. Simultaneously the Loadstone gave a
loud shriek as she fell back into the arms of the manager— and the rajah awoke.


"I beg your pardon," he
said politely; "I was drowsy. Anything going on?"


"No; he's stopped now,"
I answered, my eyes eagerly fixed on Waterer.


The rajah rose from his seat with
a yawn. "There'll be nothing more to-night," he said. "Let's go
home."


"Go home, man!— with that
before our eyes!"


The rajah shrugged his shoulders.


"She won't do anything more,"
he repeated. "Look at her; she's quite done up."


And, indeed, the Loadstone looked
half dead as she gazed fearfully up at Waterer. Her demeanor was not that of a
triumphant performer.


"Do sit down," I urged;
"we must see the end of it."


With a weary sigh, the rajah sat
down, saying, "I'm not sure you will, you know."


While we talked, the audience
grew impatient. However wonderful a feat may be, the public likes to have
things kept moving. They thought Waterer had been in the air long enough, and
there were cries of "That'll do! Let him down!" "Give us
another."


The manager held a hasty
conference with the Loadstone: he seemed to urge her; but she shook her head
again and again, and would do nothing but lie back in a chair, and pass her
hand to and fro over her head. The rajah looked at her with a slight smile. The
clamor increased. I think a sort of panic— an angry panic— seized the audience.


"Bring him down! Bring him
down!" they cried, pointing to the pallid Waterer, who sat as rigid as a
trussed fowl.


After another despairing appeal
to the Loadstone, the manager came forward and made a lame speech. The
Loadstone was exhausted with her unparalleled exertions. She must rest;
presently she would bring him down. Then Waterer's friends arose and ascended
the platform. They walked about, they stood on one another's shoulders; they
made it clear that no cords held Waterer. A pair of steps was called for and
brought. Placed on a sturdy table, they just enabled a man to reach Waterer's
feet. One mounted amidst intense excitement. Turning to the rajah, I exclaimed,
"Look!"


He was asleep again; and the
Loadstone stood stiffly upright, beckoning toward Waterer. Slowly and gradually
he descended, leaving the man on the ladder grasping at empty air, till he sat
again on his seat. The applause burst out, and the Loadstone sank back in a
faint on the floor. The rajah awoke, and the manager dropped the curtain,
hiding the Loadstone, Waterer, and his friends from our view.


"Give me your arm,"
said the rajah; "I am tired." I escorted him to a cab, and we drove
home.


The Loadstone gave no performance
the next evening: she was too fatigued; and Waterer was absent from the boat
and from the sight of men two days. When he reappeared he made no reference to
his friend the conjurer. He slunk about the Quad, looking very pale and upset.
I met him once, when I was with the rajah, on our way to lecture. The rajah
smiled urbanely at Waterer, and said to me, when he had passed:


"It's such a rude thing to
call a gentleman a nigger, isn't it?"


Waterer has not done it again.
And the Loadstone never did that trick again. She took the pony, though. The
manager called on Waterer, and asked for a check. I think that incident pleased
the rajah most of all.


"It is a ready utilization
of the unexpected," he remarked, "which does our friend much credit."


_____________











 


16: The Immigration of Souls


Harold Mercer


1882-1952


The Bulletin, 5 Oct 1938


 


Mrs Parsley, the garrulous and malapropism-prone
landlady of a Sydney boarding house, returns.


 


"DIRECTLY he started to talk about the
immigration of souls," said Mrs. Parsley, "I told I him I was
full." 


Interrupted in
her work in my flat, Mrs. Parsley had returned after interviewing an apparently
discursive prospective tenant.


He had remarked
that he seemed to have seen her somewhere else, "or perhaps it was in some
previous life," he had added; and had then revealed his belief in
transmigration.


"He seemed
a nice, quiet gentleman until he said that," said Mrs. Parsley with that
pensiveness she shows whenever she has sacrificed the prospect of a tenant on
the alter of her principles. "But I have had  quite enough trouble with
immigrating souls, as it is. They're not the sort of things I like to have in
my residential.


"Mr.
Rattray, who was Number 9, was the first. He said, when he first came, that his
dear wife must have a quiet flat where she wouldn't be interfered with by other
people. My private opinion was that he wanted it away from others so that he
could roar at her. For roar he did. And I daresay she deserved it, for she only
smiled and did what she liked.


 "But you
could have knocked me flat with the last straw the day I first heard about them
immigrating souls. Mr. Rattray was sitting in the lobby at the top of the
stairs looking substracted, when I asked him if he'd been for a walk, thinking
he was just resting. He seemed to wake up.


" 'Mrs.
Parsley,' he says, 'I have been far away over the burning desert sands. I've
been by one of them oozes,' he says; and then, when I was wondering whether
he'd got a touch of the sun, he asks me if I believed in immigration of souls.


" 'Most
certainly I do, as long as they're British,' I says.


"He sorta
smiled.


" 'You
don't quite understand me,' he says, 'I mean the passing of souls from one
existence to another. Have you never felt in your mind vague memories of a past
life, when perhaps you kept another residential in the days of, say, King
Charles?'


" 'l'm sure
I haven't,' I retortoised. 'I never kept another residential in my life, and
I'm sure that, even if I had, I've enough to think of about this one, with the
queer things some of the tenants do.'


" 'Or
perhaps in some previous state you were a queen?' he says.


"That gave
me a shock. When tenants try to flatter you, it means they usually want to owe
the rent, and, although Mr. Rattray was supposed, especially by his wife, to
have plenty of money, you never can tell till the numbers go up, as the Bible
says. So I told him flat that I never was a queen, and never expected to be
one.


" 'You
never can tell, Mrs. Parsley,' he says. 'There must be something in these
memories that come to us. Since Mrs. Romaine came to this place I've had the
firm conviction that I've met her elsewhere. And yet I certainly never met her
in my present life. She was part of my life in some former existence. She has
the same feeling.'


"It so took
me aback that I told Mr. Slompack about it; but he had heard already. 'There
may be something in that, Mrs. Parsley,' he laughed. 'A lot of people believe
in it. That Mrs. Romaine is a weird-looking woman— a very fine-looking woman,
too. You can understand her having such ideas. But it beats me why she should
pick on little Rattray. He doesn't look like a man who's' inherited a hero soul
from the past; I don't believe he knew he had a soul until Mrs. Romaine came
here.'


 


"THE
Romaines when they had come had asked me whether they could have cycle circles
in their flat, and although I had told them that a flat was no place for such
things, and certainly I would not permit it, knocking my furniture about, they
took Number 3. I kept my ears open, but they didn't ever bring any cycles. As a
matter of fact, they were very quiet, seeming a bit foreign to me, and they had
a lot of people coming to see them. She was a tall, dark woman, very handsome,
and she said that her husband lived on the aster plain, though how that could
be with him in there in Number 3 I couldn't make out.


"Quite soon
a lot of people in the flats seemed to know about Mrs. Romaine and Mr. Rattray
having immigrating souls, and made a joke of it; but it wasn't any joke to me
having immigrating souls meeting in my corridors and talking together in a way
that some people who didn't know the facts might think was scarcely
respectable. So one day when I heard them talking together— right outside my
flat, if you please!— l asked them in.


" 'The Nile
is rising,' I had heard her say. 'Does that mean nothing to you, Tom?'


" 'Why, of
course, it does!' he said after a while. 'I can remember distinctly, now that
you speak. The Nile, of course!'


"I told
them as nicely as I could that I didn't want to protrude on my tenants'
affairs, but there was a limit.


" 'Mrs.
Parsley, we have felt before this that we owe you some explanation,' said Mrs.
Romaine. 'Mr. Rattray and I are both convinced that we have met before.'


" 'lt's
very nice for old friends to meet—' I began.


" 'I mean
in our previous lives,' interrupts Mrs. Romaine; the way she spoke you almost
had to think that what she said wasn't as mad as it seemed. 'There can be no
harm ; both of us are tied— Mr. Rattray to his wife and I to my husband. It
always seems to have been like that; and, of course, we can't very well let
them know. There can be no harm in our just meeting in the corridors ancf
trying to compare our memories now and then, seeing that we have known one
another at least two thousand years.'


" 'Two
what?' I almost screeched. But she went on as calmly as Horatius playing
bridge. 'Two thousand years ago. The first time we met I was a slave girl, and
Mr. Rattray, who was a captain of soldiers, slew my master. We both remember
that, don't we, Tom?'


" 'The
story of our lives is as enduring as the laws of the Medium Persians,' says Mr.
Rattray, a little proud of himself about having killed that man, even if it was
two thousand years ago.


" 'Mrs.
Parsley, you may find it hard to believe, but I distinctly remember my grief
when my hero was tortured to death.'


"I noticed
that Mr. Rattray didn't like that quite so well.


" 'Then we
have livid memories of another parting. It was in Rome. I was extracted with
grief as the man I loved was taken from my arms. He had to go to face the lions
in the area.


" 'You
can't wonder at us wanting to meet— just as we may meet— and piece together the
vague memories that linger in the back of our minds. But we are tied— it has
always been so with us. We can only hope that in some future existence, when we
meet again, we will be free. I am just telling you these things so that you can
understand.'


"It sounded
like a bedlam let loose to me, and yet the way Mrs. Romaine spoke she seemed to
be quite sane and yet believe every word she spoke. All sorts of things seemed
to have happened to that poor Mr. Rattray ; and you'd think that he would have
been glad enough to take his wife and get away without me giving him notice,
before anything else happened. But, somehow, I didn't give notice to anybody.
They didn't seem to be doing any harm, and although Mr. Romaine lived on the
aster plain, where they can tell your future, he didn't seem to know anything
about his wife having met a man she knew in her previous life— whole lot of
previous lives, it appeared. As for Mrs. Rattray—


" 'Oh, I
know all about my husband and that Mrs. Romaine. Let them have their
immigration of souls; I got this out of him after I'd caught them in the
passage last week. It's a nice gown, don't you think, Mrs. Parsley?' She was a
coldblooded little gold-digger, that one!


Although it was
a worry to have them two talking in the corridors about their past lives, which
they didn't do so often now, I might have forgotten about it if that Mr.
Romaine, who I only saw now and then, hadn't stopped one day and started
talking about the immigration of souls.


" 'Anyone
who doesn't believe in it is foolish,' he said. 'There is nothing else to
explain the memories we have of things that happened long ago— dim they are,
but they are there. And it's a strange thing, Mrs. Parsley, but I have a feeling
that somewhere in this building there is a man whom I knew in a past existence,
and who was an enemy of mine. I have been studying the people who live here,
trying to make out who it would be. Someday I may recognise him.'


"If ever
there was a bolt from the balloon that was! It gave me quite a shock.


"
'Supposing you recognised him, what would happen?' I asked, trying to be just a
casualty, as the saying is.


"He smiled
in a funny way. 'Well, I don't know. In our former lives I killed him. I can
remember that. He might be my enemy again. I have a theory, Mrs. Parsley, that
there are spirits that are always antagonistic. I might kill him again.'


"He spoke
like the calm before the storm, as the saying goes ; it gave me quite a turn.
It was so mysterious, too, him saying something that fitted in like that to
what his wife and Mr. Rattray were saying. There seemed more than a chance of
there being murder on my doorstep. I was all hot and bothered wanting to warn
them two people.


"They come
in together, which explains why I hadn't seen them talking in the corridors so
often; but that made matters all the worse. Mr. Rattray went quite white.


" 'Well, he
doesn't realise that you are the man yet,' says Mrs. Romaine. 'He just feels
that a spirit he knew before is near him. He may never find out it is you.'


" 'I don't
want to give him a chance,' says poor Mr. Rattray.


" 'I won't
have murder done in my establishment,' I said. 'And I must say I don't like
having immigrating souls about the place. One of you couples will have to
leave. I don't care which.'


" 'lf I
suggested to my husband that we should go, he would want to know the reason,'
said Mrs. Romaine. 'Apparently he doesn't suspecLyet; but he might guess.'


" 'I will
try to get Mrs. Rattray to move,' says Mr. Rattray. 'Perhaps that would be the
best.' 


" 'ls it to
end like this, after alol the lives we have lived in vain?' asked Mrs. Romaine.
'I didn't think it possible! Always in our other lives you stood beside me,
Tom. I remember how bravely you went to the torture.'


" 'They
don't have things like that now,' says Mr. Rattray, not looking very
comfortable.


" 'lf we
were brave we would cut the Gordon knot that has kept us apart in life after
life,' said Mrs. Romaine, dramatic like. 'You are tied to a wife who only
thinks of your money, and I Why shouldn't we go away where my husband and your
wife would never find us?'


" 'Oh, this
is terrible!' I says. 'You can't do anything like that!'


" 'ls it so
terrible?' asked Mrs. Romaine. 'Do you realise that we have waited for two
thousand years? And at last'


"Well, that
sounded like madness to me; but I felt I would be glad enough to get rid of
them, one or all of them, whatever they did, what with the talk of murder and
all that; and I left them alone in my flat to make up their minds what they
were going to do.


 


"THE next
few days I was on the horns of a tender-brook, feeling that something terrible
was going to happen; but, although it was quite a relief when Mr. Rattray came
and paid me four weeks' rent and handed me a letter to give to his wife in the
morning, which showed that he was going, I had to tell him he oughtn't to leave
his wife like that.


" 'But I
must,' he says. 'She'll be provided for; I've arranged that.'


"I saw him
slipping some of his bags out the back way, and, although there was giving that
note to his wife in the morning, that seemed to be the end of the trouble. From
what I had seen of Mrs. Rattray she wouldn't worry much, I didn't think. And as
I didn't see Mrs. Romaine, I judged she had gone, too.


"But that
wasn't the end of Mr. Rattray; it wasn't the end otherwise, either; such an
upsetting night as it was you never saw!


"First
there was Mr. Rattray ringing up on the 'phone several times to know if Mrs.
Romaine was in her flat, which she wasn't. And then he came back himself,
looking wild and talking wildly, too.


"He had
arranged to meet Mrs. Romaine at the railway station, but she had not arrived,
he said. He would have her arrested, he said, roaring as if I was his wife.


" 'You
can't have a woman arrested for not meeting you,' I says.


" 'But she
has my money, Mrs. Parsley— five hundred pounds I drew yesterday for expenses!
She fooled me to let her take charge of it. She's got my money!'


"He seemed
nearly mad about it.


" 'Who has
your money?' And there was that Mrs. Romaine in the doorway! She was angry,
too. 'Have you seen my husband, Mrs. Parsley? He was to have met me, but I've
waited for hours. He's slipped me up.'


" 'So you
arranged to meet me, but you were going to meet your husband! Making a fool of
me!' roared Mr. Rattray as if it was his own flat he was in, not mine.


" 'lf you
want to know what's become of your money, he's got it,' she yelled back at him.
'I gave it to him. It was his scheme to fool you with all that immigration of
souls business, and we were to go away together to-day. Mrs. Parsley, have you
the key of my flat? I can't get in. I left my key on the mantelpiece. My
husband may have left a note.'


"He had. We
all went up together; and when Mrs. Romaine opened the note that was lying on
the table she went on so that I thought she would smash all the furniture in
the room.


" 'He says
he is tired of being mesmerised by me; he'll leave me to go on mesmerising that
fool Rattray. As if I would be bothered with a man like that! I'll make him pay
if I have to follow him half round the world. I will! I will!' Mrs. Romaine
went on raving like that. Then she turned sharp and savage on Mr. Rattray.
'There's something in it for you, fool! It's your wife he's taken with him.'


"And that
is just what had happened, which I say blunders will never cease. Anyway, I'm
not taking any more risks with having immigrating souls in these flats,"
concluded Mrs. Parsley, resuming her dusting. "It's bad enough having
people with pasts like a lot of them do have who come here. I don't want them
going back two thousand years."


______________
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"IT'S AN UTTERLY ABSURD
WILL!" declared the young man, fuming. 


"Certainly an imperative
one," admitted the solicitor blandly. "Still, your late aunt always
liked to have her own way." 


"And everyone else's way in
addition, Mr. Curwin." 


"Natural enough from a
woman's point of view. Still five thousand a year with a fine old mansion in
Sussex and a large estate—" 


"All at the price of my not
doing what I never wanted to do." 


The lawyer coughed drily.
"That should please you, Mr. Miller." 


"Then it doesn't,"
retorted Mr. Miller, truculently; "the moment I'm told not to do a thing,
I immediately want to do it."


"Lady Durvernay seems to
have guessed as much, and so " he waved his hand towards the will and
coughed again, whereat Mr. Miller swore softly. He was a very nice looking
young man of twenty-five with a tanned skin, a small moustache and closely
clipped fair hair. H s appearance was that of a soldier, as indeed he was, and
the perfection of his dress showed that he owed more money to his tailor than
his position as a subaltern in the Gunners warranted. Yet hard-up as Dick
Miller had always been, he had never calculated that his aunt, whom he had
always disobeyed, would leave him her money. Out of  perversity, as it seemed,
she had done so, but with a restriction which put him into a fine rage. He had
never obeyed her before, but he would have to do so now, or forfeit more than
he wished to lose. 


But the odd thing was that he had
never given a thought towards doing what Lady Durvernay objected to in her
will. Still the mere fact that she had behaved posthumously in what he regarded
as a dictatorial way, made him burn to decline her order. There was a fair
amount of human nature in Dick. 


"Just read the beastly will
again, Mr. Curwin," he observed when he had cooled down and could resume
his seat without exploding. the lawyer did so. 


It was a short and somewhat
snappy will, which left Richard Tarrant Algernon Miller an estate, a mansion,
and five thousand a year on condition that he did not marry Miss Patty Horn,
the companion of the testatrix. If he did the property, real and personal, was
to revert to an Orphan Asylum. 


Lady Durvernay had left various
legacies to her servants in the shape of money, and one to Miss Horn in the
form of an antique tortoise-shell tea-caddy of the Queen Anne period. 


"And it isn't worth a
fiver," burst out Dick at this stage of the second reading. "Why this
poor girl waited on Aunt Lavinia for years, and put up with her tantrums like
an angel. I never would, not me; the old cat." 


"Well, Mr. Miller, the old
cat, as you disrespectfully call her, has left you a very handsome fortune, and
I congratulate you." 


"Don't be in a hurry,"
Dick advised him coolly. "I mayn't take it." 


"Oh!" Mr. Curwin's face
expressed unbounded astonishment. "Then— then— oh, pardon me, Mr. Miller,
but are you— to put it plainly— in love with—" 


"With Miss Horn? No, I'm
not, and I never intended to be, until I heard you read that rotten will."



"But I don't see " 


"Of course you don't,"
interrupted the client testily, "no one expected that you would. After all
Patty's a deuced pretty girl, and the daughter of a General, who died without
leaving her a cent. Aunt Lavinia took her as a companion, and led her the life
of a third-rate dog. Patty nursed me when I broke my arm out hunting,
too," ended Mr. Miller gratefully, "and kept Aunt Lavinia away when
she bothered me, which she was always doing. And if I choose to marry the
girl," declared Dick furiously, "that's my affair and not—" 


"But you don't want to marry
her. You said as much." 


"And I say it again, I
don't; at least I didn't, until I heard the will. Now I'm beginning to think
she's the prettiest girl I ever saw, and—" 


"Take care, Mr. Miller, she
will cost you—" 


"She may be worth it for all
you know," said Dick, who seemed determined never to allow Mr. Curwin to
finish his sentences. He stood up very straight, adjusted his eyeglass, and
pulled down his frock-coat, simmering all the time like a kettle on the boil. 


"It's all bosh, you know,
Mr. Curwin. I don't want to lose the fortune, and yet what right has Aunt
Lavinia to tell me that I'm not to marry the girl. Oh, indeed; that's a good
one. I wish I could drop across Aunt Lavinia's ghost. I'd give her or It a piece
of my mind. I daresay she's in the room here burbling over the fun." 


Mr. Curwin was a dry-as-dust
lawyer, but when his wrathful client looked into viewless air in search of Lady
Durvernay's spectre, he shivered. The old lady had been so objectionable during
her long life that she would certainly prove to be a most unpleasant
apparition. And in a Chancery Lane office, too. The idea was uncomfortable, and
Mr. Curwin grew cross. "Well, what is your decision?" he demanded
tartly. 


"I shall tell you,"
said Dick, marching towards the door, "when I've seen Miss Patty
Horn," and he betook himself to the West End, leaving the solicitor much
perplexed as to his exact intentions. 


Mr. Miller was perplexed himself
and could not enjoy, for that reason, the very tempting dinner he ordered at
his club. What he had stated to Curwin was true enough; he liked Miss Horn, and
thought her a kind-hearted, clever, patient nurse, besides considering her an
extremely pretty girl. But he had never entertained the idea of falling in love
with her, until the will ordered him not to. Then out of sheer perversity he
began to think how charming she was, and what a popular officer's wife she
would be. Then he told himself that he knew his own mind, and was not going to
have dead and gone elderly ladies dictate to him. If Aunt Lavinia thought that
he was going to obey her whims he would jolly well show her that he would not,
if only to prove that he was a man and not a slave.


And after coming to this
conclusion, Dick, with his young head in the air,  went to seek distraction for
his already distracted mind at a music hall, whistling Rule Britannia. 


The night's rest— what there was
of it— brought counsel, and Dick told himself that he was a fool to let his
desire to manage his own affairs interfere with the possession of a large
property, which he badly wanted. In this frame of mind he sat down and wrote to
Curwin saying that he would accept the money on the conditions named in the
will. 


Then his obstinate vein came uppermost
and he tore the letter into pieces with further whistlings of Rule Britannia.
Finally, he changed into a tweed suit, and took a taxi to Victoria Station. 


In something over the hour he
arrived at Lewes, and chartered a fly, which carried him five miles into the
country and deposited him at the door of the lordly mansion he would inherit if
he chose to do violence to his feelings and obey a dead tyrant. 


"Is Miss Horn indoors?"
Dick asked the old butler, who had known him since he was a dour baby in short
clothes. 


"Sittin' under the Druid's
Oak, Master Richard, the day being fine." 


"I'll look her up,"
said Dick promptly. "Is she— er— quite well ?" 


"As well as can be expected,
Master Richard, seein' my lady left her nothin' but an old tea-caddy, and she
not havin' a penny. But I'm glad, sir, as you're comin' to be— why, he's
gone!" and the butler rubbed his ancient eyes to make certain that Miller
had vanished into thin air, which he had. 


"A very prompt young
gentleman is Master Richard!" was the butler's comment. 


Meanwhile the subaltern was
marching under the glorious foliage of the park trees towards a central dell,
where grew the Druid's Oak in sacred seclusion. 


As it was still spring, the air
was full of life, with singing birds and rustling leaves, blossoming flowers
and radiant sunshine in the azure depths of the sky. Dick began to whistle out
of sheer light-heartedness, then stopped with a shocked feeling, lest Miss Horn
should think he was triumphing over her disappointment. 


Being a well-mannered youth, he considered
it necessary to be demure in the presence of a girl, who had been left without
a shilling, and had been insulted into the bargain. Miss Horn was seated under
the gigantic tree with the tea-caddy on the lap of her cheap black gown.
Although she had been weeping copiously, and her hazel eyes were infinitely
sad, she looked remarkably pretty with her curling brown hair and fair
complexion and general patrician air. She had slim, well-shaped feet, also
hands to match, and Dick halted before she became aware of his presence, in
order to mentally observe that she really was quite lovely. He felt a thrill
somewhere about the region of the heart, but stoutly declined to acknowledge
that it was love. It was sorrow, pity, regret— anything but a desire to take
Patty in his arms and kiss away her falling tears. 


"Mr. Miller!" cried the
girl, rising so suddenly that the tea caddy fell on the grass. "I — I — I
didn't expect to see you here." 


Dick handed back the caddy with a
grave bow, and noticed that she spoke In respectful tones. 


"And you didn't want to see
me, I suppose?" he observed. 


"No, Mr. Miller," she
answered quietly. "I certainly did not." 


"I can't help Aunt Lavinia
giving me the fortune," 


Dick began apologetically. 


Miss Horn cut him short. "I
don't mind your having it. Indeed, I am glad it is you, since your cousins were
always down here paying court to Lady Durvernay. But—" she stopped and
flushed and bit her lip. "She left me this thing," she ended, holding
up the tea caddy, and striving to speak calmly.


"Why?" asked Dick
bluntly, "unless, you are an enthusiastic tea-drinker." 


Patty laughed softly. 


"It wouldn't be much good to
me if I were," she said, the laugh becoming a sigh, "a letter came
with the caddy, written by Lady Durvernay, saying that I was not to open it
until my wedding day."


The young man stared. "In
heaven's name, why?" 


"I don't know. Mr. Curwin is
to give me the key after I am married. Stupid old thing," she added,
looking revengefully at the caddy. "I've got a good mind to break it open
now." 


"Let me help you," said
Dick, obligingly producing his pocket-knife. 


Patty warded him off hurriedly. 


"No! no! no! I shall obey
Lady Durvernay's instructions, for she must have had some reason for giving
them." 


"She never had any reason
save her constant desire to play the bully," cried Dick, his face becoming
hot and angry, "and when I think how she treated—" 


"Never mind how she treated
me," snapped the girl coloring. 


"But, Patty, you—" 


"Miss Horn to you, Mr.
Miller," was the haughty reply. 


"It was Dick and Patty when
you nursed me," he answered, reproachfully. 


"I daresay; but times have
changed." 


"They have," he said
meaningly. "You have the tea-caddy and I have— nothing." 


Patty opened her bright eyes to
their widest extent. 


"You have nothing!" she
repeated slowly, "how can that be, when the will—" 


"Oh, hang the will. I— er— I
beg your pardon." 


"I don't mind; say it
again," and her eyes shone. 


"Hang the will," said
Dick fervently. 


The girl sighed in quite a happy
manner. 


"That does me good! It's a
horrid will indeed. But I daresay you don't think so?" 


"Yes I do. Upon my soul I
do. I would rather you had the money." 


"Oh, nonsense," said
Patty, raising her eyebrows, "you require it badly." 


"I require you badly." 


"How dare you speak to me in
that way!" Miss Horn stamped her pretty foot and clenched her pretty
hands. "Your aunt insulted me, and now you do the same. Go and live at the
Hall on your five thousand a year and leave me to my tea-caddy." 


"I'm not going to live at
the Hall— by myself," vociferated Dick, as she began to cry. 


"Don't dear— don't." 


"Yes, I shall, you horrid
thing. The will—" 


"Hang the will and da—"


"Don't swear." 


Patty, forgetting Lady
Durvernay's interference which had raised an unnecessary barrier between them,
placed her hand over his mouth. Dick caught it and kissed it. 


"Oh, Patty, darling—"


The girl tore herself away. 


"You coward! You
coward!" she sobbed, and dropped down on the grass to weep floods of angry
tears. The young man, much distressed, knelt beside her. 


"Upon my word I didn't mean
to hurt your feelings. Can't you understand. I— I — I— love you." Patty
sat up with a gasp. 


"You don't; you can't; you
shouldn't. It's quite impossible for you to love me in five minutes." 


"I've known you for five
years and more," insisted Dick, speaking .quite honestly. "I liked
you no end when you nursed me, and now that Aunt Lavinia says I'm not to marry
you, I jolly well will." 


"You haven't got my consent
yet." 


"But you'll give it, dear; I
know you will. I'm sure it's love I feel; all at once it came over me that I'd
loved you all along. Only Aunt Lavinia's meddling brought the feeling
uppermost— through a thin crust of friendship," ended Dick, in quite a
poetic way for a British subaltern. 


"How absurd you are. I'm not
worth five thousand a year!" "And the house and the estate. Yes, you
are; you are worth the world to me, darling. Bother the money and become my
wife." 


"No! no! no!" cried
Patty, springing to her feet and hugging the tea caddy to her breast. "I
can't let you marry me. It's your chivalry."


"It's my selfishness,"
Dick assured her.


"I don't think it is selfish
to give up a fortune— for— for—" 


"Love," suggested Dick,
supplying the missing word. "Say love." 


"Do you really mean that,
Dick?" Patty looked at him searchingly. 


"Can't you see!" he
advanced with masterful arms, but she slipped behind the trunk of the tree,
half amused and half annoyed. Like children they ran round and round, Patty
crying out breathlessly, "You don't know your own mind." 


"I know my own wife and you
are she." 


"You always were
silly." 


"Always, save on this
occasion. Ah! I've caught you at last. Dearest Patty, do— do — say — " 


"I shall say nothing — for a
week any how." 


"And then, darling?" 


Patty laughed emotionally and pushed
him away. 


"It's ridiculous. I have my
pride as well as you have, and I shan't be ordered to marry you." 


"You were ordered not
to," Dick reminded her with a shrug and a hug. "I mean you are
ordering me, and it's— it's silly. Go away, and if you are in the same mind in
seven days—" 


"Well? Well? Well?" 


Miss Horn suddenly twisted
herself out of his embrace and fled. 


"I shall consider what to
say," came floating back, as she sped up to the house. 


Of course Dick followed to extort
a more intelligible reply, and, of course, Patty, being as fleet-footed as
Atalanta, managed to gain shelter first, and lock herself in her bedroom. 


Dick returned to town, burning
with affection, and wrote to Curwin, saying that he intended to surrender the
property to the Orphan Asylum and marry Miss Horn— in one month. 


As a matter of fact he did not
marry her for three, and during that time by letters and telegrams and by word
of mouth, he so thoroughly convinced her that he could not exist without her
that Patty, who had really been in love with him for years, yielded to his
proposals. The wedding was very quiet as befitted a pair, that were starting
married life on three hundred a year. 


"And he told me that he
admired you exceedingly for preferring love to money," explained Mrs.
Miller, "although he didn't think you were wise." 


"I'm the wisest man in the
world and the happiest husband," said Dick ! kissing her again and again.
"It was wonderful how quickly I discovered how ardently I loved you."



"Oh, Dick!" she clung to
him in the first-class compartment strewn with rice, which bore them to Salcombe,
"you have acted so nobly. I really am not worth five thousand a year and a
large estate." 


"Yes you are; yes you
are!" 


"You'll never repent?"  


"Never, you foolish darling,"
he kissed her three times, and then placed on her lap- the tea-caddy.
"Open this, dear. Perhaps it's filled with jewels." 


The bride laughed and shook her
pretty head. And when the caddy was opened all it contained was a doubled-up
blue envelope directed in Lady Durvernay's scratchy handwriting to "Mrs.
Richard Miller!" 


Dick looked annoyed. 


"Hang it," he murmured,
staring, "she expected that I would marry you after all." 


Patty laughed again and tore open
the envelope. 


"My dear, she knew how
obstinate you were. But what can she— oh, Dick, it's a will." 


It certainly was— a later will
than that which had lost him the money and gained him a wife. But it left the
Hall in Sussex together with the estate and the five thousand a year to Richard
Tarrant Algernon Miller, exactly as in the former document, but without any
restriction. The second testament had been drawn up by another lawyer, so, as
Dick grimly observed, Mr. Curwin had undoubtedly been genuine in his
condolences. And with the will there was a letter, which the two read together.
Dick's prophetic soul told him of the contents beforehand.


"Aunt Lavinia is going to
crow over me," he said, hastily. 


Aunt Lavinia certainly did, and
wrote with acid triumph. 


 


"Your
husband never would obey me, my dear Patty, but I know that he has done so now,
for you will only read this letter on your wedding-day, and when you are the
wife of that muleish nephew of mine. My dear, I knew that you loved him ages
ago, and if I was hard on you when I was alive, it was only because I wished to
assure myself that you would make Dick a good wife.  Not that Dick deserves
such a one, as he is so obstinate. He always declined to obey me, and I am
quite sure that even the possible loss of five thousand a year has not kept
him, from what he thinks is his own way. Well, in spite of being dead, I have
forced him to obey me, and to marry the girl whom I trained so carefully to be
his wife. My knowledge of human nature in general and of Dick's nature in
particular, has enabled me to carry out this, little scheme. Ask your husband
how he feels now—" 


 


The reader broke off to look at
Dick. 


"My husband," she asked
solemnly, "how do you feel now?" 


"I feel," said the
happy bridegroom with deep emotion, "that Aunt Lavinia has scored a
bull's-eye, and that I am properly sold." 


"Are you sorry?" 


Dick took her on his knee to
assure her with many kisses that he was in a state of blissful joy, which
rendered earth heaven. 


"Five thousand a year,"
said Dick, "a nice country estate and the prettiest and loveliest and
jolliest and altogether most scrumptious wife in the world. And—" 


"What are you listening to,
Dick?" asked Patty looking at his uplifted finger with surprise. 


"Hush!" said the
bridegroom mysteriously, "can't you hear Aunt Lavinia's ghost
chuckling?"


___________
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I WAS POSITIVELY BLINDED. I could hardly
read the note, a neatly written little square sheet of paper; and the
words seemed to swim before my eyes. It was in the very thick of summer term,
and I, Cyril Payne, M.A., Senior Proctor of the University of Oxford, was
calmly asked to undertake the sole charge for a week of a wild American girl,
travelling alone, and probably expecting me to run about with her just as
foolishly as I had done at Nice. There it lay before me, that awful note, in
its overwhelming conciseness, without hope of respite or interference. It was
simply crushing.


 


My dear Mr. Payne,


I am coming to Oxford, as you
advised me. I shall arrive to-morrow by the 10.15 a.m. train, and mean to stop
at the Randolph. I hope you will kindly show me all the lions.


Yours very sincerely,


Ida Van Rensselaer.


 


It was dated Tuesday, and this
was Wednesday morning. I hadn't opened my letters before seeing last night's
charges at nine o'clock; and it was now just ten. In a moment the full terror
of the situation flashed upon me. She had started; she was already almost here;
there was no possibility of telegraphing to stop her; before I could do
anything, she would have arrived, have taken rooms at the Randolph, and have
come round in her queer American manner to call upon me. There was not a moment
to be lost. I must rush down to the station and meet her— in full academicals,
velvet sleeves and all, for a Proctor must never be seen in the morning in
mufti. If there had been half an hour more, I could have driven round by the
Parks and called for my sister Annie, who was married to the Rev. Theophilus
Sheepshanks, Professor of Comparative Osteology, and who might have helped me
out of the scrape. But as things stood, I was compelled to burst down the High
just as I was, hail a hansom opposite Queen's, and drive furiously to the
station in bare time to meet the 10.15 train. At all hazards, Ida Van
Rensselaer must not go to the Randolph, and must be carried off to Annie's,
whether she would or not. On the way down I had time to arrange my plan of action;
and before I reached the station, I thought I saw my way dimly out of the awful
scrape which this mad Yankee girl had so inconsiderately got me into.


I had met Ida Van Rensselaer the
winter before at Nice. We stopped together at a pension on the Promenade des
Anglais; and as I was away from Oxford— for even a Proctor must unbend
sometimes— and as she was a pleasant, lively young person with remarkably fine
eyes, travelling by herself, I had taken the trouble to instruct her in
European scenery and European art. She had a fancy for being original, so I
took her to see Eza, and Roccabrunna, and St. Pons, and all the other queer
picturesque little places in the Nice district which no American had ever
dreamt of going to see before: and when Ida went on to Florence, I happened—
quite accidentally, of course— to turn up at the very same pension three days
later, where I gave her further lessons in the art of admiring the early
mediæval masters and the other treasures of Giotto's city. I was a bit of a
collector myself, and in my rooms at Magdalen I flatter myself that I have got
the only one genuine Botticelli in a private collection in England. In spite of
her untamed American savagery, Ida had a certain taste for these things, and
evidently my lessons gave her the first glimpse she had ever had of that real
interior Europe whose culture she had not previously suspected. It is pleasant
to teach a pretty pupil, and in the impulse of a weak moment— it was in a
gondola at Venice— I even told her that she should not leave for America
without having seen Oxford. Of course I fancied that she would bring a
chaperon. Now she had taken me at my word, but she had come alone. I had
brought it all upon myself, undoubtedly; though how the dickens I was ever to
get out of it I could not imagine.


As I reached the station, the
10.15 was just coming in. I cast a wild glance right and left, and saw at least
a dozen undergraduates, without cap or gown, loitering on the platform in
obvious disregard of university law. But I felt far too guilty to proctorize
them, and I was terribly conscious that all their eyes were fixed upon me, as I
moved up and down the carriages looking for my American friend. She caught my
eye in a moment, peering out of a second-class window— she had told me that she
was not well off— and I thought I should have sunk in the ground when she
jumped lightly out, seized my hand warmly, and cried out quite audibly, in her
pretty faintly American voice, "My dear Mr. Payne, I am so glad you've
come to meet me. Will you see after my baggage— no, luggage you call it in
England, don't you?— and get it sent up to the Randolph, please, at once?"


Was ever Proctor so tried on this
earth? But I made an effort to smile it off. "My sister is so sorry she
could not come to meet you, Miss Van Rensselaer," I said in my loudest
voice, for I saw all those twelve sinister undergraduates watching afar off
with eager curiosity; "but she has sent me down to carry you off in her
stead, and she begs you won't think of going to the Randolph, but will come and
make her house your home as long as you stay in Oxford." I flattered
myself that the twelve odious young men, who were now forming a sort of
irregular circle around us, would be completely crushed by that masterly
stroke: though what on earth Annie would say at being saddled with this Yankee
girl for a week I hardly dared to fancy. For Annie was a Professor's wife: and
the dignity of a Professor's wife is almost as serious a matter as that of a
Senior Proctor himself.


Imagine my horror, then, when Ida
answered, with her frank smile and sunny voice, "Your sister! I didn't
know you had a sister. And anyhow, I haven't come to see your sister, but
yourself. And I'd better go to the Randolph straight, I'm sure, because I shall
feel more at home there. You can come round and see me whenever you like,
there; and I mean you to show me all Oxford, now I've come here, that's
certain."


I glanced furtively at the
open-eared undergraduates, and felt that the game was really up. I could never
face them again. I must resign everything, take orders, and fly to a country
rectory. At least, I thought so on the spur of the moment.


But something must clearly be
done. I couldn't stand and argue out the case with Ida before those twelve
young fiends, now reinforced by a group of porters; and I determined to act
strategically— that is to say, tell a white lie. "You can go to the
Randolph, of course, if you wish, Miss Van Rensselaer," I said; "will
you come and show me which is your luggage? Here, you, sir," to one of the
porters,— a little angrily, I fear,—"come and get this lady's boxes, will
you?"


In a minute I had secured the
boxes, and went out for a cab. There was nothing left but a single hansom.
Demoralized as I was, I took it, and put Ida inside. "Drive to Lechlade
Villa, the Parks," I whispered to the cabby— that was Annie's address— and
I jumped in beside my torturer. As we drove up by the Corn-market, I could see
the porters and scouts of Balliol and John's all looking eagerly out at the
unwonted sight of a Senior Proctor in full academicals, driving through the
streets of Oxford in a hansom cab, with a lady by his side. As for Ida, she
remained happily unconscious, though I blamed her none the less for it. In her
native wilds I knew that such vagaries were permitted by the rules of society;
but she ought surely to have known that in Europe they were not admissible.


"Now, Miss Van
Rensselaer," I said as we turned the corner of Carfax, "I am taking
you to my sister's. Excuse my frankness if I tell you that, according to
English, and especially to Oxford etiquette, it would never do for you to go to
an hotel. People's sense of decorum would be scandalized if they learnt that a
lady had come alone to visit the Senior Proctor, and was stopping at the
Randolph. Don't you see yourself how very odd it looks?"


"Well, no," said Ida
promptly; "I think you are a dreadfully suspicious people: you seem always
to credit everybody with the worst motives. In America, we think people mean no
harm, and don't look after them so sharply as you do. But I really can't go to
your sister's. I don't know her, and I haven't been invited. Does she know I'm
coming?"


"Well, I can't say she
does," I answered hesitatingly. "You see, your letter only reached me
half an hour ago, and I had no time to see her before I went to meet you."


"Then I certainly won't go,
Mr. Payne, that's certain."


"But my dear Miss Van
Rensselaer—"


"Not the slightest use, I
assure you. I can't go to a house where they don't even know I'm coming.
Driver, will you go to the Randolph Hotel, please?"


I sank back paralyzed and
unmanned. This girl was one too many for me. "Miss Van Rensselaer," I
cried, in a last despairing fit, "do you know that as Senior Proctor of
the University I have the power to order you away from Oxford; and that if I
told them at the Randolph not to take you in, they wouldn't dare to do
it?"


"Well really, Mr. Payne, I
dare say you have some extraordinary mediæval customs here, but you can hardly
mean to send me away again by main force. I shall go to the Randolph."


And she went. I had to draw up
solemnly at the door, to accompany her to the office, and to see her safely
provided with a couple of rooms before I could get away hastily to the Ancient
House of Convocation, where public business was being delayed by my absence. As
I hurried through the Schools Quadrangle, I felt like a convicted malefactor
going to face his judges, and self-condemned by his very face.


That afternoon, as soon as I had
gulped down a choking lunch, I bolted down to the Parks and saw Annie. At first
I thought it was a hopeless task to convince her that Ida Van Rensselaer's
conduct was, from an American point of view, nothing extraordinary. She
persisted in declaring that such goings-on were not respectable, and that I was
bound, as an officer of the University, to remove the young woman at once from
the eight-mile radius over which my jurisdiction extended. I pleaded in vain
that ladies in America always travelled alone, and that nobody thought anything
of it. Annie pertinently remarked that that would be excellent logic in New
York, but that it was quite un-Aristotelian in Oxford. "When your American
friends come to Rome," she said coldly— as though I were in the habit of
importing Yankee girls wholesale—"they must do as Rome does." But
when I at last pointed out that Ida, as an American citizen, could appeal to
her minister if I attempted to turn her out, and that we might find ourselves
the centre of an international quarrel— possibly even a casus belli— she
finally yielded with a struggle. "For the sake of respectability,"
she said solemnly, "I'll go and call on this girl with you; but remember,
Cyril, I shall never undertake to help you out of such a disgraceful scrape a
second time." I sneaked out into the garden to wait for her, and felt that
the burden of a Proctorship was really more than I could endure.


We called duly upon Ida, that
very hour, and Ida certainly behaved herself remarkably well. She was so
charmingly frank and pretty, she apologized so simply to Annie for her
ignorance of English etiquette, and she was so obviously guileless and
innocent-hearted in all her talk, that even Annie herself— who is, I must
confess, a typical don's wife— was gradually mollified. To my great surprise,
Annie even asked her to dinner en famille the same evening, and
suggested that I should make an arrangement with the Junior Proctor to take my
work, and join the party. I consented, not without serious misgivings; but I
felt that if Ida was really going to stop a week, it would be well to put the
best face upon it, and to show her up in company with Annie as often as
possible. That might just conceivably take the edge off the keen blade of
University scandal.


To cut a long story short, Ida
did stop her week, and I got through it very creditably after all. Annie
behaved like a brick, as soon as the first chill was over; for though she is
married to a professor of dry bones (Comparative Osteology sounds very well,
but means no more than that, when you come to think of it), she is a woman at
heart in spite of it all. Ida had the most winning, charming, confiding manner;
and she was so pleased with Oxford, with the colleges, the libraries, the
gardens, the river, the boats, the mediæval air, the whole place, that she
quite gained Annie over to her side. Nay, my sister even discovered
incidentally that Ida had a little fortune of her own, amounting to some £300 a
year, which, though it doesn't count for much in America, would be a neat
little sum to a man like myself, in England; and she shrewdly observed, in her
sensible business-like manner, that it would quite make up for the possible
loss of my Magdalen fellowship. I am not exactly what you call a marrying man—
at least, I know I had never got married before; but as the week wore on, and I
continued boating, flirting, and acting showman to Ida, Annie of course always
assisting for propriety's sake, I began to feel that the Proctor was being
conquered by the man. I fell most seriously and undoubtedly in love. Ida
admired my rooms, was charmed with the pretty view from my windows over
Magdalen Bridge and the beautiful gardens, and criticized my Botticelli with
real sympathy. I was interested in her; she was so fresh, so real, and so
genuinely delighted with the new world which opened before her. It was almost
her first glimpse of the true interior Europe, and she was fascinated with it,
as all better American minds invariably are when they feel the charm of its
contrast with their own hurrying, bustling, mushroom world. The week passed
easily and pleasantly enough; and when it was drawing to an end, I had half
made up my mind to propose to Ida Van Rensselaer.


The day before she was to leave
she told us she would not go out in the afternoon; so I determined to stroll
down the river to Iffley by myself in a "tub dingey"— a small boat
with room in it for two, if occasion demands. When I reached the Iffley Lock,
imagine my horror at seeing Ida in the middle of the stream, quietly engaged in
paddling herself down the river in a canoe. I ran my dingey close beside her,
drove her remorselessly against the bank, and handed her out on to the meadow,
before she could imagine what I was driving at.


"Now, Miss Van
Rensselaer," I said sternly, "this will never do. By herculean
efforts Annie and I have got over this week without serious scandal; and at the
last moment you endeavour to wreck our plans by canoeing down the open river by
yourself before the eyes of the whole University. Everybody will talk about the
Senior Proctor's visitor having been seen indecorously paddling about in broad
daylight in a boat of her own."


"I didn't know there was any
harm in it," said Ida penitently; for she was beginning to understand the
real seriousness of University etiquette.


"Well," I answered,
"it can't be helped now. You must get into my boat at once— I'll send one
of Salter's men down to fetch your canoe— and we must row straight back to
Oxford immediately."


She obeyed me mechanically, and I
began to pull away for very life. "There's nothing for it now," I
said pensively, "except to propose to you. I half meant to do it before,
and now I've quite made up my mind. Will you have me?"


Ida looked at me without
surprise, but with a little pleasure in her face. "What nonsense!"
she said quietly. "I knew you were going to propose to me this afternoon,
and so I came out alone to keep out of your way. You haven't had time to make
up your mind properly yet."


As I looked at her beautiful calm
face and lovely eyes I forgot everything. In a moment, I was over head and ears
in love again, and conscious of nothing else. "Ida," I cried, looking
at her steadily, "Ida!"


"Now, please stop,"
said Ida, before I could get any further. "I know exactly what you're
going to say. You're going to say, 'Ida, I love you.' Don't desecrate the verb to
love by draggling it more than it has already been draggled through all the
grammars of every European language. I've conjugated to love, myself, in
English, French, German, and Italian; and you've conjugated it in Latin and
Greek, and for aught I know in Anglo-Saxon and Coptic and Assyrian as well; so
now let's have done with it for ever, and conjugate some other verb more worthy
the attention of two rational and original human beings. Can't you strike out a
line for yourself?"


"You're quite
mistaken," I answered curtly, for I wasn't going to be browbeaten in that
way; "I meant to say nothing of the sort. What I did mean to say— and I'll
trouble you to listen to it attentively— was just this. You seem to me about as
well suited to my abstract requirements as any other young woman I have ever
met: and if you're inclined to take me, we might possibly arrange an
engagement."


"What a funny man you
are!" she went on innocently. "You don't propose at all en règle.
I've had twelve men propose to me separately in a boat in America, and you make
up the baker's dozen: but all the others leaned forward lackadaisically,
dropped the oars when they were beginning to get serious, and looked at me
sentimentally; while you go on rowing all the time as if there was nothing
unusual in it."


"Probably," I
suggested, "your twelve American admirers attached more importance to the
ceremony than I do. But you haven't answered my question yet."


"Let me ask you one
instead," she said, more seriously. "Do you think I'm at all the kind
of person for a Senior Proctor's wife? You say I suit your abstract
requirements, but one can't get married in the abstract, you know. Viewed
concretely, don't you fancy I'm about the most unsuitable helpmate you could
possibly light upon?"


"The profound consciousness
of that indubitable fact," I replied carelessly, "has made me
struggle in a hopeless sort of way against the irresistible impulse to propose
to you ever since I saw you first. But I suppose Senior Proctors are much the
same as other men. They fly like moths about the candle, and can't overcome the
temptation of singeing their wings."


"If I had any notion of
accepting you," said Ida reflectively, "I should at least have the
consolation of knowing that you didn't make anything by your bargain; for my fifteen
hundred dollars would just amount to the three hundred a year which you would
have to give up with your fellowship."


"Quite so," I answered;
"I see you come of a business-like nation; and I, as former bursar of my
college, am a man of business myself. So I have no reason for concealing from
you the fact that I have a private income of about four hundred a year, besides
University appointments worth five hundred more, which would not go with the
fellowship."


"Do you really think me
sordid enough to care for such considerations?"


"If I did, I wouldn't have
taken the trouble to tell you them. I merely mentioned the facts for their
general interest, and not as bearing on the question in hand."


"Well, then, Mr. Payne, you
shall have my answer.— No."


"Is it final?"


"Is anything human final,
except one's twenty-ninth birthday? I choose it to be final for the present,
and 'the subject then dropped,' as the papers say about debates in Congress.
Let us have done now with this troublesome verb altogether, and conjugate our
return to Oxford instead. See what bunches of fritillaries again! I never saw
anything prettier, except the orange-lilies in New Hampshire. If you like, you
may come to America next season. You would enjoy our woodlands."


"Where shall I find you?"


"At Saratoga."


"When?"


"Any day from July the
first."


"Good," I said, after a
moment's reflection. "If I stick to my fancy for flying into the candle,
you will see me there. If I change my mind, it won't matter much to either of
us."


So we paddled back to Oxford,
talking all the way of indifferent subjects, of England and our English
villages, and enjoying the peaceful greenness of the trees and banks. It was
half-past six when we got to Salter's barge, and I walked with Ida as far as
the Randolph. Then I returned to college, feeling very much like an undetected
sheep-stealer, and had a furtive sort of dinner served up in my own room. Next
morning, I confess it was with a sigh of relief that Annie and I saw Ida Van
Rensselaer start from the station en route for Liverpool. It was quite a
fortnight before I could face my own bulldogs unabashed, and I bowed with a wan
and guilty smile upon my face whenever any one of those twelve undergraduates
capped me in the High till the end of term. I believe they never missed an
opportunity of meeting me if they saw a chance open. I was glad indeed when
long vacation came to ease me of my office and my troubles.


 


ii


 


CONGRESS HALL in Saratoga is
really one of the most comfortable hotels at which I ever stopped. Of course it
holds a thousand guests, and covers an unknown extent of area: it measures its
passages by the mile and its carpets by the acre. All that goes unsaid, for it
is a big American hotel; but it is also a very pleasant and luxurious one, even
for America. I was not sorry, on the second of July, to find myself comfortably
quartered (by elevator) in room No. 547 on the fifth floor, with a gay look-out
on Broadway and the Columbia Spring. After ten days of dismal rolling on the
mid-Atlantic, and a week of hurry and bustle in New York, I found it extremely
delightful to sit down at my ease in summer quarters, on a broad balcony
overlooking the leafy promenade, to sip my iced cobbler like a prince, and to
watch that strange, new, and wonderfully holiday life which was unfolding
itself before my eyes. Such a phantasmagoria of brightly-dressed women in light
but costly silks, of lounging young men in tweed suits and panama hats, of
sulkies, carriages, trotting horses, string bands, ice-creams, effervescing
drinks, cool fruits, green trees, waving bunting, lilac blossoms, roses, and
golden sunshine I had never seen till then, and shall never see again, I doubt
me, until I can pay a second visit to Saratoga. It was a midsummer saturnalia
of strawberries and acacia flowers, gone mad with excessive mint julep.


"After all," said I to
myself, "even if I don't happen to run up against Ida Van Rensselaer, I
shall have taken as pleasant a holiday as I could easily have found in old
Europe. Everybody is tired of Switzerland and Italy, so, happy thought, try
Saratoga. On the other hand, if Ida keeps her tryst, I shall have one more shot
at her in the shape of a proposal; and then if she really means no, I shall be
none the worse off than if I had stayed in England." In which happy-go-lucky
and philosophic frame of mind I sat watching the crowd in the Broadway after
dinner, in utrumque paratus, ready either to marry Ida if she would have
me, or to go home again in the autumn, a joyous bachelor, if she did not turn
up according to her promise. A very cold-blooded attitude that to assume
towards the tender passion, no doubt; but after all, why should a sensible man
of thirty-five think it necessary to go wild for a year or two like a
hobbledehoy, and convert himself into a perambulating statue of melancholy,
simply because one particular young woman out of the nine hundred million
estimated to inhabit this insignificant planet has refused to print his
individual name upon her visiting cards? Ida would make as good a Mrs. Cyril
Payne as any other girl of my acquaintance— no doubt; indeed, I am inclined to
say, a vast deal a better one; but there are more women than five in the world,
and if you strike an average I dare say most of them are pretty much alike.


As I sat and looked, I could not
help noticing the extraordinary magnificence of all the toilettes in the
promenade. Nowhere in Europe can you behold such a republican dead level of
reckless extravagance. Every woman was dressed like a princess, nothing more
and nothing less. I began to wonder how poor little Ida, with her simple and
tasteful travelling gowns, would feel when she found herself cast in the midst
of these gorgeous silks and these costly satin grenadines. Look, for example,
at that pair now strolling along from Spring Avenue: a New York exquisite in
the very coolest of American summer suits, and a New York élégante
(their own word, I assure you) in a splendid but graceful grey silk dress, gold
bracelet, diamond ear-rings, and every other item in her costume of the finest
and costliest. What would Ida do in a crowd of such women as that?... Why ...
gracious heavens! ... can it be?... No, it can't.... Yes, it must.... Well, to
be sure, it positively is— Ida herself!


My first impulse was to lean over
the balcony and call out to her, as I would have called out to a friend whom I
chanced to see passing in Magdalen quad. Not an unnatural impulse either,
seeing that (in spite of my own prevarications to myself) I had after all
really come across the Atlantic on purpose to see her. But on second thoughts
it struck me that even Ida might perhaps find such a proceeding a trifle
unconventional, especially now that she was habited in such passing splendour.
Besides, what did it all mean? The only rational answer I could give myself,
when I fairly squared the question, was that Ida must have got suddenly married
to a wealthy fellow-countryman, and that the exquisite in the cool suit was in
fact none other than her newly-acquired husband. I had thought my philosophy
proof against any such small defeats to my calculation: but when it actually
came to the point, I began to perceive that I was after all very
unphilosophically in love with Ida Van Rensselaer. The merest undergraduate
could not have felt a sillier flutter than that which agitated both auricles
and ventricles of my central vascular organ— as a Senior Proctor I must really
draw the line at speaking outright of my heart. I seized my hat, rushed down
the broad staircase, and walked rapidly along Broadway in the direction the
pair had taken. But I could see nothing of them, and I returned to Congress
Hall in despair.


That night I thought about many
things, and slept very little. It came home to me somewhat vividly that if Ida
was really married I should probably feel more grieved and disappointed than a
good pessimist philosopher ought ever to feel at the ordinary vexatiousness of
the universe. Next morning, however, I rose early, and breakfasted, not without
a most unpoetical appetite, on white fish, buckwheat pancakes, and excellent
watermelon. After breakfast, refreshed by the meal, I sallied forth, like a
true knight-errant, under the shade of a white cotton sun-umbrella instead of a
shield, to search for the lady of my choice. Naturally, I turned my steps first
towards the Springs; and at the very second of them all, I luckily came upon
Ida and the man in the tweed suit, lounging as before, and drinking the waters
lazily.


Ida stepped up as if she had
fully expected to meet me, extended her daintily-gloved hand with the gold
bracelet, and said as unconcernedly as possible, "You have come two days
late, Mr. Payne."


"So it seems," I
answered. "C'est monsieur votre mari?" And I waved my hand
interrogatively towards the stranger, for I hardly knew how to word the
question in English.


"À Dieu ne plaise!"
she cried heartily, in an undertone, and I felt my vascular system once more
the theatre of a most unacademical though more pleasing palpitation.
"Allow me to introduce you. Mr. Payne of Oxford; my cousin, Mr. Jefferson
Hitchcock."


I charitably inferred that Mr.
Hitchcock's early education in modern languages had been unfortunately
neglected, or else his companion's energetic mode of denying her supposed
conjugal relation with him could hardly have appeared flattering to his vanity.


"My cousin has spoken of you
to me, sir," said Mr. Hitchcock solemnly. "I understand that you are
one of the most distinguished luminaries of Oxford College, and I am proud to
welcome you as such to our country."


I bowed and laughed— I never feel
capable of making any other reply than a bow and a laugh to the style of
oratory peculiar to American gentlemen— and then I turned to Ida. She was
looking as pretty, as piquante, and as fresh as ever; but what her dress could
mean was a complete puzzle to me. As she stood, diamonds and all, a jeweller's
assistant couldn't have valued her at a penny less than six hundred pounds. In
England such a display in morning dress would have been out of taste; but in
Saratoga it seemed to be the height of the fashion.


We walked along towards the Grand
Union Hotel, where Ida and her cousin were staying, and my astonishment grew
upon me at every step. However, we had so much to say to one another about
everything in general, and Ida was so unaffectedly pleased at my keeping my
engagement, made half in joke, that I found no time to unravel the mystery.
When we reached the great doorway, Ida took leave of me for the time, but made
me promise to call for her again early the next morning. "Unhappily,"
she said, "I have to go this afternoon to a most tedious party— a set of
Boston people; you know the style; the best European culture, bottled and
corked as imported, and let out again by driblets with about as much
spontaneousness as champagne the second day. But I must fulfil my social duties
here; no canoeing on the Isis at Saratoga. However, we must see a great deal of
you now that you've come; so I expect you to call, and drive me down to the
lake at ten o'clock to-morrow."


"Is that proceeding within
the expansive limits of American proprieties?" I asked dubiously.


"Sir," said Mr.
Hitchcock, answering for her, "this is a land of freedom, and every lady
can go where she chooses, unmolested by those frivolous bonds of
conventionality which bind the feet of your European women as closely as the
cramped shoes of the Chinese bind the feet of the celestial females."


Ida smiled at me with a peculiar
smile, waved her hand graciously, and ran lightly up the stairs. I was left on
the piazza with Mr. Jefferson Hitchcock. His conversation scarcely struck me as
in itself enticing, but I was anxious to find out the meaning of Ida's sudden
accession to wealth, and so I determined to make the best of his companionship
for half an hour. As a sure high road to the American bosom and safe
recommendation to the American confidence, I ordered a couple of delectable
summer beverages (Mr. Hitchcock advised an "eye-opener," which proved
worthy of the commendation he bestowed upon it); and we sat down on the piazza
in two convenient rocking-chairs, under the shade of the elms, smoking our
havanas and sipping our iced drink. After a little preliminary talk, I struck
out upon the subject of Ida.


"When I met Miss Van
Rensselaer at Nice," I said, "she was stopping at a very quiet little
pension. It is quite a different thing living in a palace like
this."


"We are a republican nation,
sir," answered Mr. Hitchcock, "and we expect to be all treated on the
equal level of a sovereign people. The splendour that you in Europe restrict to
princes, we in our country lavish upon the humblest American citizen. Miss Van
Rensselaer's wealth, however, entitles her to mix in the highest circles of
even your most polished society."


"Indeed?" I said;
"I had no idea that she was wealthy."


"No, sir, probably not. Miss
Van Rensselaer is a woman of that striking originality only to be met with in
our emancipated country. She has shaken off the trammels of female servitude,
and prefers to travel in all the simplicity of a humble income. She went to
Europe, if I may so speak, incognita, and desired to hide her opulence
from the prying gaze of your aristocracy. She did not wish your penniless peers
to buzz about her fortune. But she is in reality one of our richest heiresses.
The man who secures that woman as a property, sir, will find himself in
possession of an income worth as much as one hundred thousand dollars."


Twenty thousand sterling a year!
The idea took my breath away, and reduced me once more to a state of helpless
incapacity. I couldn't talk much more small-talk to Mr. Hitchcock, so I managed
to make some small excuse and returned listlessly to Congress Hall. There, over
a luncheon of Saddle-Rock oysters (you see I never allow my feelings to
interfere with my appetite), I decided that I must give up all idea of Ida Van
Rensselaer.


I have no abstract objection to
an income of £20,000 a year; but I could not consent to take it from any woman,
or to endure the chance of her supposing that I had been fortune-hunting. It
may be and doubtless is a plebeian feeling, which, as Mr. Hitchcock justly
hinted, is never shared by the younger sons of our old nobility; but I hate the
notion of living off somebody else's money, especially if that somebody were my
own wife. So I came to the reluctant conclusion that I must give up the idea
for ever; and as it would not be fair to stop any longer at Saratoga under the
circumstances, I made up my mind to start for Niagara on the next day but one,
after fulfilling my driving engagement with Ida the following morning.


Punctually at ten o'clock the
next day I found myself in a handsome carriage waiting at the doors of the
Grand Union. Ida came down to meet me splendidly dressed, and looked like a
queen as she sat by my side. "We will drive to the lake," she said,
as she took her seat, "and you will take me for a row as you did on the
Isis at Oxford." So we whirled along comfortably enough over the six miles
of splendid avenue leading to the lake; and then we took our places in one of
the canopied boats which wait for hire at the little quay.


I rowed out into the middle of
the lake, admiring the pretty wooded banks and sandstone cliffs, talking of
Saratoga and American society, but keeping to my determination in steering
clear of all allusions to my Oxford proposal. Ida was as charming as ever— more
provokingly charming, indeed, than even of old, now that I had decided she
could not be mine. But I stood by my resolution like a man. Clearly Ida was
surprised at my reticence; and when I told her that my time in America being
limited, I must start almost at once for Niagara, she was obviously astonished.
"It is possible to be even too original," she observed
shortly. I turned the boat and rowed back toward the shore.


As I had nearly reached the bank,
Ida jumped up from her seat, and asked me suddenly to let her pull for a dozen
strokes. I changed places and gave her the oars. To my surprise, she headed the
boat around, and pulled once more for the middle of the lake. When we had
reached a point at some distance from the shore, she dropped the oars on the
thole-pins (they use no rowlocks on American lake or river craft), and looked
for a moment full in my face. Then she said abruptly:— 


"If you are really going to
leave for Niagara to-morrow, Mr. Payne, hadn't we better finish this bit of
business out of hand?"


"I was not aware," I
answered, "that we had any business transactions to settle."


"Why," she said,
"I mean this matter of proposing."


I gazed back at her as straight
as I dared. "Ida," I said, with an attempt at firmness, "I don't
mean to propose to you again at all. At least, I didn't mean to when I started
this morning. I think I thought I had decided not."


"Then why did you come to
Saratoga?" she asked quickly. "You oughtn't to have come if you meant
nothing by it."


"When I left England I did
mean something," I answered, "but I learned a fact yesterday which
has altered my intentions." And then I told her about Mr. Hitchcock's
revelations, and the reflections to which they had given rise.


Ida listened patiently to all my
faint arguments, for I felt my courage quailing under her pretty sympathetic
glance, and then she said decisively, "You are quite right and yet quite
wrong."


"Explain yourself, O
Sphinx," I answered, much relieved by her words.


"Why," she said,
"you are quite right to hesitate, quite wrong to decide. I know you don't
want my money; I know you don't like it, even: but I ask you to take me in
spite of it. Of course that is dreadfully unwomanly and unconventional, and so
forth, but it is what I ought to do.... Listen to me, Cyril (may I call you
Cyril?). I will tell you why I want you to marry me. Before I went to Europe, I
was dissatisfied with all these rich American young men. I hated their wealth,
and their selfishness, and their cheap cynicism, and their trotting horses, and
their narrow views, and their monotonous tall-talk, all cast in a stereotyped
American mould, so that whenever I said A, I knew every one of them would
answer B.


"I went to Europe and I met
your English young men, with their drawls, and their pigeon-shooting, and their
shaggy ulsters, and their conventional wit, and their commonplace chaff, and
their utter contempt for women, as though we were all a herd of marketable
animals from whom they could pick and choose whichever pleased them best,
according to their lordly fancy. I would no more give myself up to one of them
than I would marry my cousin, Jefferson Hitchcock. But when I met you first at
Nice, I saw you were a different sort of person. You could think and act for
yourself, and you could appreciate a real living woman who could think and act
too. You taught me what Europe was like. I only knew the outside, you showed me
how to get within the husk. You made me admire Eza, and Roccabrunna, and Iffley
Church. You roused something within me that I never felt before— a wish to be a
different being, a longing for something more worth living for than diamonds
and Saratoga. I know I am not good enough for you: I don't know enough or read
enough or feel enough; but I don't want to fall back and sink to the level of
New York society. So I have a right to ask you to marry me if you will.
I don't want to be a blue; but I want not to feel myself a social doll. You
know yourself— I see you know it— that I oughtn't to throw away my chance of
making the best of what nature I may have in me. I am only a beginner. I
scarcely half understand your world yet. I can't properly admire your
Botticellis and your Pinturiccios, I know; but I want to admire, I should like
to, and I will try. I want you to take me, because I know you understand me and
would help me forward instead of letting me sink down to the petty interests of
this American desert. You liked me at Nice, you did more than like me at
Oxford; but I wouldn't take you then, though I longed to say yes,
because I wasn't quite sure whether you really meant it. I knew you liked me
for myself, not my money, but I left you to come to Saratoga for two things. I
wanted to make sure you were in earnest, not to take you at a moment of
weakness. I said, 'If he really cares for me, if he thinks I might become
worthy of him, he will come and look for me; if not, I must let the dream go.'
And then I wanted to know what effect my fortune would have upon you. Now you
know my whole reasons. Why should my money stand in our way? Why should we both
make ourselves unhappy on account of it? You would have married me if I was
poor: what good reason have you for rejecting me only because I am rich?
Whatever my money may do for you (and you have enough of your own), it will be
nothing to what you can do for me. Will you tell me to go and make myself an
animated peg for hanging jewellery upon, with such a conscious automaton as
Jefferson Hitchcock to keep me company through life?"


As she finished, flushed, proud,
ashamed, but every inch a woman, I caught her hand in mine. The utter meanness
and selfishness of my life burst upon me like a thunderbolt. "Oh,
Ida," I cried, "how terribly you make me feel my own pettiness and
egotism. You are cutting me to the heart like a knife. I cannot marry you; I
dare not marry you; I must not marry you. I am not worthy of such a wife as
you. How had I ever the audacity to ask you? My life has been too narrow and
egoistic and self-indulgent to deserve such confidence as yours. I am not good
enough for you. I really dare not accept it."


"No," she said, a
little more calmly, "I hope we are just good enough for one another, and
that is why we ought to marry. And as for the hundred thousand dollars, perhaps
we might manage to be happy in spite of them."


We had drifted into a little bay,
under shelter of a high rocky point. I felt a sudden access of insane boldness,
and taking both Ida's hands in mine, I ventured to kiss her open forehead. She
took the kiss quietly, but with a certain queenly sense of homage due.
"And now," she said, shaking off my hands and smiling archly,
"let us row back toward Saratoga, for you know you have to pack up for
Niagara."


"No," I answered,
"I may as well put off my visit to the Falls till you can accompany
me."


"Very well," said Ida
quietly, "and then we shall go back to England and live near Oxford. I
don't want you to give up the dear old University. I want you to teach me the
way you look at things, and show me how to look at them myself. I'm not going
to learn any Latin or Greek or stupid nonsense of that sort; and I'm not going
to join the Women's Suffrage Association; but I like your English culture, and
I should love to live in its midst."


"So you shall, Ida," I
answered; "and you shall teach me, too, how to be a little less narrow and
self-centred than we Oxford bachelors are apt to become in our foolish
isolation."


So we expect to spend our
honeymoon at Niagara.


 


 


End
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