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1: The Whiffet


Albert Payson Terhune


1872-1942


The Popular Magazine, 20 Feb 1922


 


ONE day Michael Ponder, solid and gigantic
head of the solid and gigantic packing firm of Ponder & Brothers, roared
just a shade too loudly and more than a shade too offensively to the boyish
clerk who had been transferred from the shipping department to the inner
office.


This because of
a letter he accused the youngster of putting into the wrong file. And the
clerk, Calvin Bryce, so far forgot the abject humility due to his huge employer
as to wheel on the giant with a snarl of:


"Look here!
Neither you nor any other man on two legs is going to swear at me and get away
with it!"


For an instant
Ponder glowered down on the stripling who, pale and with just the faintest
tremor, clenched his fists and stood defiantly meeting the august glare. The
office force stopped work, breathlessly waiting the curt command for Bryce to
go to the cashier and get his pay.


The word of
discharge was not spoken. From behind his glower Ponder was scanning the
revolted serf. He noted the clenched fists, the steady eyes, the unflinching
little bedy. But, presently he also noticed that unconquerable vestige of
trembling. And the reluctant admiration which had begun to replace his scowl
changed to something like disappointment. He turned away into the private
office, calling back over his shoulder, with indulgent contempt:


"You mangy
little whiffet!" And the glass door shut behind him before Bryce could
retort or could fairly grasp the meaning of the taunt.


Thereafter
Michael Ponder never again swore at young Bryce. Indeed he ignored him for the
most part; except to pause once on his way through the room to jerk a
disapproving thumb at the shiny elbow of Calvin's coat and say:


"You seem
to have forgotten the office rule, Bryce, about the staff presenting a neat and
well-groomed appearance. A new suit is cheaper to get than a new job in these
hard times."


But throughout
the whole half-acre main building of the plant seeped the story of Calvin Bryce's
brief clash with the boss; and of the latter's grinning epithet of "You
mangy little whiffet!"


And from that
day on Bryce was cursed with the office nickname of "The Whiffet."
Having been conferred by the mighty Ponder himself, the name stuck.


Now one
dictionary defines "whiffet" as follows: An insignificant person
who assumes a manner of importance.


Which assuredly
makes the term a misfit for Calvin Bryce. In the first place, he was not
insignificant, despite his mere five feet four of stature and his hundred and
twenty-odd pounds of fleshless weight and his retiring ways. Nor did he assume
a manner of importance or any other manner.


Cal was
thirty-three years old; and he not only was married but had a daughter of
twelve. It was because of this wife and daughter that his brief blaze of wrath
against the bullying Ponder had been followed so quickly by an involuntary
shudder—at thought of the loss to them, should his revolt cost him his job. It
was also because of them that his office suit was shiny and that he had worn it
for five seasons.


If heroism
consists of sacrifice and of Icng-enduring struggle, bravely borne for the sake
of others, then assuredly The Whiffet was a hero. And there are a million
similar heroes in the wage ranks to-day— men who endure with outward calm a
course of bullying and hectoring and overwork from office bosses in order that
their own dear ones may continue to be clad and fed. If such folk be heroes,
there surely must be an equally superlative term to describe the boss who,
knowing the conditions, harries the voluntarily shackled wage slave because of
his helplessness.


All of which is
extraneous to our story but is the wisest thing in it.


At high school
Cal Bryce had won the interscholastic featherweight boxing championship of
Midwestburg, his home city. He was a natural-born boxer, not only in physique
but in brain and coolness and pluck. There was great wiry strength in his
seemingly meager frame. And without having the slightest trace of brutality in
his make,up he loved a square fight above all else.


His local
prowess caught the notice of a fight promoter in Midwestburg, who added the lad
to his string, while Cal was working his way through business college after
graduation from high school. And, for a year or so Bryce forged rapidly ahead
in the fight game. His manager foresaw the featherweight championship close
ahead and predicted for Cal a second Terry McGovern career.


Then, at twenty,
Bryce met Celia Marsh, a substitute school-teacher of his own age. Two months
later he married her.


Celia thought
pugilism was one degree worse than burglary. And before she would consent to
marry him Cal had to promise most solemnly to give up his loved profession and
to look for some less debasing form of work. It was a fearful wrench to his
ambitions and desires. But if Celia had told him she would marry none but a
one-armed man he would right blithely have cut off either arm.


Thus, while they
lived on his ring earnings, he found a petty job in the packing house of Ponder
& Brothers and threw all his energies, if not his heart, into mastering the
new and uncongenial work.


By the time he
was earning a living wage there, the bulk of his fight savings had vanished.
Marrying and furnishing a flat and settling down to housekeeping— these are not
on the free list. The remainder of his hoard went during Celia's long illness
after Baby Mildred was born.


The next eleven
years had been made up of days of utter drudgery and of the pleasantest kind of
home life. All the couple's ambitions centered around little Mildred. She was:
their idol, their one life-hope, the only child fetish of their home.


They vowed to
give her every advantage, although like most of the rest of us they were not
wholly clear in their own minds as to what "advantage" really means
for a child. They did not appreciate that often the greatest "advantage"
which can be given the child of poor parents is a rigid training in economy and
in unselfishness and in the sharing of family deprivations— all of which go to
the building up of iron character and of true greatness.


Cal and Celia
themselves had had this upbringing. And they had profited thereby. Yet they
resolved that their adored child should have everything which they themselves
had missed in the way of fun and social life and education and comíerts. And
they kept their resolve.


Public school
teaches far more than is contained in its mere curriculum. Yet, from the first,
they decided against public school for Mildred. She was sent to the costliest
private school which her parents could afford. Celia took to turning and
revamping her own old dresses. Cal's clothes began to take on the shininess
that was henceforth theirs. But Mildred went to school, dressed as tastefully
and as expensively as any girl there. Whereat her father and mother rejoiced in
the sacrifices they were making.


When she was
twelve they took her from the first private school and sent her to another.
This second establishment was patronized by the loftiest families in
Midwestburg. It was Celia who chanced to hear of its rarefied existence and who
persuaded Cal that Mildred ought to go there.


"You see,
dear," she reasoned as Cal scratched his head bewilderedly over the cost estimate
she had scribbled, "Mildred is beginning to grow up. It is time she made
friends who can be of real use to her in later years. It's different with a
boy. But a girl like Mildred must start out by knowing the right people. She'll
form friendships at Mademoiselle Cretin's School with girls who will some day
be social leaders. They will invite her to their houses. She will become one of
their set. She will meet eligible men there— men of wealth and social rank who—"


"Oh, hold
on!" expostulated Cal. The baby's only just twelve. She—"


"She can't
begin her upward journey too young," retorted Celia. "I only wish we
had known about Mademoiselle Cretin's School five years ago."


That month
Mildred went to the new school; and that month Cal stopped buying lunches and
began to carry a surreptitious sandwich to the office, instead. But that month,
by Providence's mercy, his pay was boosted four dollars a week. And nothing
cracked— noticeably— under the strain.


Almost at once,
the couple learned that membership in Mademoiselle Cretin's School was like
marriage and automobiling, in that the initial expense is the lightest part of
it. There were myriad details of extra cost that neither of them had dreamed
of. "There were a million-and-one little expenditures, all of which were
proven needful— expenses that ranged from class pins to school-dance dresses.
Also the everyday type of clothing worn by Mademoiselle Cretin's gilt-edged
pupils needed much living up to.


Then it was that
Providence once more intervened in Cal's behalf by getting him a chance to
balance the books for three successive neighborhood stores in the evenings, and
to compile some dry statistics for a report which one of his superiors was
making out for the Ponders. This meant several hours of nightly toil after a
nine-hour day at the office. But it also meant a thimbleful of extra cash to go
toward meeting the new expenses.


 


IT WAS three
months after his spat with Michael Ponder that the back-breaking straw was
added to his burdens. Cal came home one evening to find Celia and the little
girl in a glow of ecstasy. Through their volleyed explanations he gleaned the
ensuing vital facts:


First, that
there was a secret society in Mademoiselle Cretin's School. Second, that it was
known by the mystic name of "Sigma Sigma." Third, that it was
ultraexclusive and admitted to membership only a chosen few of the school's
pupils. Fourth, that those few comprised daughters of the richest and most
socially prominent families in Midwestburg. Fifth— and all-important, that the
always popular Mildred had that day been elected to the sacredly secret clique
and that it was quite the most wonderfully advantageous thing which had ever
befallen the Bryce family or could ever be hoped to befall it.


Duly, though
less understandingly than they, Cal rejoiced with his wife and daughter. Duly
he listened to Celia's dazzling forecasts of Mildred's future. Then came the
catch in it all. And he realized why


Celia's blond
face had worn that glint of nervousness beneath her air of rapture as she had
told him the news.


Briefly, the
initiation fee to Sigma Sigma was one hundred dollars. The darling little
jeweled fraternity pin would cost another twenty-five dollars. Total, one
hundred and twenty-five dollars. In other words, more ready cash than Calvin
Bryce had had lying loose at any one time in the past ten years.


Cal said so— blunderingly
yet frankly. Then Mildred burst into shrill weeping and raved loudly that her
parents were the meanest people in the world and were always skimping her and spoiling
her fun and grudging her everything— and how could she face the girls and tell
them her stingy father wouldn't even let her have such a measly sum?


Celia shed a few
tears, too, and looked at the miserable Cal with dreary-eyed reproach.


Cal jammed his
well-worn hat down over his ears and stamped out of the house. He wanted to be
alone—and to think. Every word of the silly, spoiled child's had cut him on the
bare heart. He was fairly writhing. Even Celia had eyed him as though he were
to blame in not being able to reach out and snatch one hundred and twentyfive
dollars from the atmosphere.


He tried not to
remember the scene at home, but to cast about in his sorely harassed brain for
some miraculous way to get the sum which apparently meant present bliss and
untold future social advantages to his worshiped daughter.


He might of
course borrow it from the office, or seek to, and pay it back at the rate of
five dollars a week out of his salary. But a gleam of intelligence deterred
him. As things now were it was hard enough to save rent money from his tiny
week's pay. Moreover it gave a chap a bad name to be known as an office
borrower. The boss was supposed to frown on such transactions, though they gave
him fuller power over the men thus involved.


No, there was no
way to get the cash. Incidentally, there was no way to make Mildred believe her
adoring father was not a miser who cared nothing for her. Bryce squirmed at the
thought.


Then, on the
instant, he saw before him the solution to his whole problem.


He had come to a
halt in his aimless strolling and was standing idly in front of a lighted store
window. One corner of the window contained a cardboard sign, put there at
billboard rates.


The sign set
forth the stirring news that the Baldy Todd Burlesque Company was to appear at
the Olympic Theater that week. The bulk of the space was taken up in announcing
the show's "added attraction," in the shape of "Tug"
Brindell, featherweight champion of the Middle West, who would give an
exhibition with the punching bag and box three rounds with his sparring
partner.


At the bottom of
the card, in red letters, was an announcement that the champion stood ready to
box any and all amateurs of one hundred and twenty-two pounds or under, at the
end of each performance; and that he would pay one hundred and fifty dollars to
any such who could last out four rounds against him.


Calvin Bryce had
seen this sign a score of times on fences and in windows during the past week.
It had meant nothing to him, except to stir old and buried memories. For Tug
Brindell had been a Midwestburg boy like himself and had had his start in Bryce's
home town. His present scintillating career might well have been .Cal's own, if
it had not been for Celia.


Now, for the
first time, Bryce found himself scanning the one-hundred-and-fifty-dollar offer
with a queer little thrill. At last it had a personal meaning for him.


In his day, he
had been as good a beginner as had Tug Brindell. And his one recreation outside
his home, this past thirteen years, had been his thrice-a-week hour of hard
exercise at the Y.M.C.A. gym. There he had not only kept himself reasonably fit
by calisthenic work but had boxed with the instructor and with fellow clerks.


Thus, at
thirty-three, he was far suppler and in better general condition than are most
business men of his age. True, for the past three months he had let the gym
lapse because of his night work. But he was confident he was ir more than
tolerable shape for a short bout.


In any case, he
was certain he could ride out four rounds against any man of his weight. All he
need do was to cover up and keep out of his opponent's way as much as he could
and trust to old-time skill and stamina and craft to enable him to avoid a
knock-out.


The store into
whose window he was peering chanced to be a grocery. Cal stepped in and asked
leave to weigh himself on the back-room scales. To his annoyance he tipped the
beam at one hundred and twentyeight. This, after making allowance for his
clothing, whose weight he knew to within a few ounces.


The Baldy Todd
show was to begin its engagement at the Olympic three days hence. That meant he
must get rid of six pounds in seventy-two hours. To a fat man or even a large
man the task would have been more or less simple. But Calvin. Bryce carried not
a pound of soft flesh on his slim body. There was but one certain method of
losing six pounds in three days. Namely, to "dry up."


Drying up is an
expedient often resorted to by those who for some cogent reason must lose much
weight in a short time. It is not a pleasant nor a healthful nor a
strengthening process. It consists in depriving the system of all forms of
moisture. No food containing liquid properties must be eaten. No drop of water
must be drunk, so long as nature can do without water. Most vegetables, all
fresh meats, tea and coffee and other beverages, in fact everything which
moistens the inner man, must be avoided.


Nature, ever
craving water, uses up such moisture as the body contains; and when liquid is
denied she begins with the fats and similar easily consumed secretions. As a
result the weight decreases at an amazingly rapid rate. But so do the stamina
and the strength which depend so largely on the secretions thus dried up.


Frank Erne, in
1900, sought this means of bringing himself down to the weight required for his
battle with Terry McGovern. And almost before the fight began he was beaten.
Nature is a cruel dame, who permits no one to tamper, unpunished, with her
world-old rules.


Nevertheless,
Calvin Bryce took this one short cut to the required one hundred and twenty-two
pounds and to the one hundred and fifty dollars cash. He was confident he could
make the weight and that he could do it with none too much loss of strength or
of speed or of endurance. And he rejoiced mightily at the chance which fortune
had thrown in front of him. But prudently he said nothing to Celia of his
plans. He explained his change of diet to her on the grounds of indigestion.
And forthwith he began the drying-up process.


The fact that
Tug Brindell was a Midwestburg product filled the Olympic on the opening night
of the show's engagement. As the stupidly tepid performance ended Brindell's
manager came out on the stage, repeating the champion's offer of one hundred
and fifty dollars to any one-hundred andtwenty-two-pound '"amachoor"
who could stand against the redoubtable Tug for four rounds. His call for
volunteers was answered almost before it was voiced.


From a
second-row aisle seat Cal Bryce scrambled up the runway onto the stage. In one
hand he clutched his trunks and fighting shoes. Ten minutes later he was facing
Tug Brindell in the center of the improvised ring and the manager was calling "Time!"
for the first round.


With something
of his olden battle joy Cal came up to the fray. He felt splendidly fit. Before
his eager vision danced the one-hundred-and-fifty-dollar prize money. In his
memory loomed the sulkily tearful child he had left at home. He had no fear of
recognition from any one in the audience. The disreputable old Olympic was not
a resort likely to be favored with the patronage of the severely correct office
force at Ponder & Brothers. Nor would any of his colleagues expect to see
the meekly taciturn Whiffet in the róle of gladiator. To add to his security,
Cal had given his name to the announcer as John Tebbins."


True to his
plan, he backed away from the encouragingly dancing Brindell and continued to
give ground before the other's careless rushes. Almost from the start the
champion saw this opponent of his was no novice who had picked up a smattering
of fistic skill from streets or gym. Such volunteers he was used to. And with
such he usually played for a couple of rounds before addressing himself to the
easy task of deleting them. This for the amusement of the audience.


But here was a
different proposition. This supposed novice was shifty and catlike and graceful
and he showed in every motion the mark of the professional. Moreover, such of
his counters as landed were of a backbone-jarring quality and were delivered
with consummate science.


Fierce anger blazed
up in the heart of the money-loving Brindell. Here opposed to him was that bane
of all professional sportsmen— a "ringer." This was a seasoned ring
warrior who was seeking to annex the proffered one hundred and fifty dollars— and
perhaps to outpoint Tug or even to knock him out.


Brindell
abandoned his grin and his amused self-confidence and began to fight. Into Cal
he tore, battling with every atom of force and ferocity in his perfectly
trained body. Cal met him, foot to foot, with blow for blow, when he could not
side-step or retreat. And the crowd roared itself hoarse at the outsider's
splendid showing.


But the end was
inevitable.


Tug Brindell was
twenty-three years old and he had kept himself in the pink of condition. Cal
was ten years older— this in a game where every year after twenty-five is a
terrible handicap. For thirteen years he had taken only mild exercise. For the
past few months he had gone without lunches or at most had eaten a mere
sandwich at noon. For years he and Celia had skimped their daily fare on behalf
of the money needed for Mildred.


For the past few
months, too, he had been working nearly every evening and late into the night,
after his office day. For three days he had tortured his system by the
enfeebling drying-up process. None of these things tend to ring success.


During the first
round Cal held his own— almost more than held his own. But as he went to his
corner at the call of time he was aware of a wabbliness of knee, a heaviness in
the arms, a shortness of breath, a sense of fast-increasing weariness. He had
shot his bolt. And he knew it. Yet, confident of his power to ride out the
three remaining rounds, he came back with a vim for the second period.


This time the
men did not meet in mid-ring. Almost before Cal had stepped forth from his
corner Brindell was upon him. With a succession of short-arm blows he drove
Bryce back against the ropes, giving him no chance to escape.


Nor did he
trouble himself now to elude or block most of Cal's counters. Certain of his
ability to avoid a knock-out so early in the bout, he bored in, savage with
rage and eager to put out this ringer as quickly as possible.  


Gallantly Cal
met the whirlwind assault that he could not beat off. Momentarily weaker and
slowing down, he could no longer avoid the champion's whalebone smashes as
easily as in the first round. Such of them as got through to his face or body
began to distress him more and more. To the audience he was still putting up a
slashing battle. But he knew himself gone.


Slipping aside
once from Brindell's ceaseless rush he drove his left to the champion's jaw
with all his remaining strength and snap. But luck was against him. For as he
delivered the blow his braced left toe slipped ever so little on the
ill-resined canvas. And his fist struck glancingly, instead of flush, on
Brindells chin point. Thus a possible knock-out was spoiled.


Yet the champion's
head snapped backward under the impact and the champion reeled— dizzily.
Starkly eager to take advantage of this one chance before his own waning powers
should fail, Cal threw caution aside and jumped for his man. As he did so
Brindell straightened from the assumed dizziness, blocked the flailing right
fist that sought his jaw, stepped in with lightning speed and uppercut his
adversary. The blow caught Bryce under the jaw point, lifting his feet clean
off the floor and then atoned for this bit of levitation by stretching his
entire body in a huddled mass on the canvas.


It was a mighty
blow and delivered with all Brindell's fearful strength. The champion stepped
back, while his manager, who also served as timekeeper and referee, prepared to
go through the seemingly needless formula of counting the victim out.


At the count of
six Cal Bryce shook convulsively. At the count of eight he was lumbering
blindly to his feet. The audience bellowed and stamped encouragement to the
plucky loser. Still gripped by fury, Brindell rushed in to finish the swaying
and defenseless man. But, as he struck, the call of time checked the slaughter.


Back to his
corner Cal Bryce groped his way. He was beaten— hopelessly beaten. That
crashing blow to the jaw had taken from him his last hoarded atom of speed. And
untrained and dried up as he was there was no earthly chance of his coming back
to anything approaching recovery in the sixty seconds of rest.


Yet, out of his
corner at the call of time he made his uncertain way. His head sang from the
jaw smash. His body was as heavy as lead. His limbs all but refused the
commands of his dazed will power. He dizzily hoped to be able to keep out of Brindell's
way until he himself should have more time to get back his vanished speed and
hitting power.


But Brindell
willed it otherwise. He had no intention of sparing this professional who had
rung himself in as a novice and who had tried to fool and belittle the
champion. As before, he rushed from the very instant the round began. In less
than ten seconds he recognized that Cal was of no further menace to him.
Brindell knew he could end the fight at any moment. But still rankling at the trick
attempted on him, he planned to make the trickster pay full price.


Wherefore,
during the next two minutes his scientifically driving fists played havoc with
his foe. He administered such a beating as sickened even his elephant-hided
manager and made three women in the audience faint. Then, setting himself, he
smote.


Cal had kept on
his reeling feet, taking the awful punishment and essaying with uselessly
hanging arms to fight back. Now, at the finishing blow, he crumpled and pitched
forward on his face. Nor did he come to his senses until, some minutes later,
he found himself lying on a table in one of the dressing rooms.


Promptly at
nine, next morning, a truly hideous creature limped into the office at Ponder
& Brothers' packing house and sat painfully down at a desk. From the
astounded roomful of fellow workers arose a gasp of incredulous horror. The
newcomer had some of the general characteristics of The Whiffet. But a second
and closer glance was required to make certain of his identity. Tug Brindell
had done his work with scientific efficiency.


Before the first
excited voice could be raised in query the door of the private office opened,
and Michael Ponder came into the room with a handful of papers. Halfway to the
farther door the giant halted. His careless eye had fallen on Cal.


For a moment he
stood blinking. Then abruptly he turned back into his private office and shut
the door behind him. Immediately the buzzer on Cal's desk sounded. With leaden
heart and reluctant limbs Bryce got up and prepared to obey the dread summons.


Into the sacred
private office he limped, shoulders back, head up, face a battered mask. He had
been looking forward with wage-slave terror to this meeting with his employer— the
employer who demanded that his staff present "a neat and well-groomed
appearance." All night Cal had worried over it. Almost he had been tempted
to report sick and stay home all day to listen to his wife's tearful
reproaches. But he knew it must be many days before his face could hope to
return to normal. And there was no sense in putting off the evil hour.


He found Ponder
awaiting him on the middle of the gaudy office rug, hands behind back, legs
apart, shaggy brows puckered. And at sight of the disapproving wonder in his
chief's glare Cal abandoned the wellrehearsed lie about a trolley car accident
and resolved to spit the truth at this smugfaced hulk who ruled his financial
destinies. He would not stoop to lie to him. The man wasn't worth a lie.


"Bryce!"
Ponder was intoning severely. "What is the meaning of this outrageous
appearance? How dare you come to the office in such—"


He got no
farther. Forgetting the proriety of waiting in servile courtesy for the great
man to finish speaking, Cal Bryce was at him with the truth.


Blurting out his
words from between swollen lips, he told his story. Briefly, concisely he told
it. He began with the need for raising one hundred and twenty-five dollars and
he told what that need was. Then he went on to the means he had employed to get
the money and described sketchily the fight with Tug Brindell. Not once pausing
for breath he hurled the entire, terse narrative into Ponder's fat face. When
he came to an abrupt end he stood with shoulders still squared to take his
ignominious sentence of discharge.


But for a full
minute Ponder did not speak— still staring cryptically at the battered clerk.
Once before had the boss stared thus at Cal. And at that time, behind his flash
of defiance, Bryce had trembled ever so little. But now he felt no tendency to
tremble. He had withstood three rounds of Tug Brindell's murderous onslaught
and he was in no mood to shrink from a mere job destroyer.


At last, when
Ponder still kept silence, Cal put all to the test by asking a favor which he
had been leading up to when he told the story of the fight. It could do no harm
to ask it, even though it were refused.


"I should
like," said Bryce, doggedly, "I should like to get off at noon
to-day. The off time can be docked from my pay of course," he added from
wage-slave habit.


Ponder grinned.


"It'll do
you no harm to get to bed and stay there till you're more like a human and less
like a devastated sector," he said with massive wit. "Chase along, at
noon or chase now, whichever you like. Stay in bed till you—"


 


"I wasn't
asking time off to go to bed, sir," rasped Bryce, honesty still riding his
tongue. "I want to go to a Turkish bath and get suppled up a bit for
to-night."


"To-night?"
echoed Ponder, adding, "So that you'll sleep better?"


"No, sir.
So that I'll fight better," answered Cal, simply.


Ponder's plump
jaw drooped.


"What's
that?" he blithered. "Fight better? What d' you mean— 'fight?' You've
sure had your dose of—"


"Don't you
see?" interrupted Cal, impatient at the man's stupidity. '"Brindell's
only going to be at the Olympic two nights more. That means I've only two more
chances at the one hundred and fifty dollars."


"You
wall-eyed fool!" yelled Ponder, aghast. "You don't mean to say you're
going up, again, for such a beating as you got last night? You're stark crazy,
man!"


"Maybe,"
assented Cal. "Or maybe not. Anyhow, I'm not due to find such another
quick way of making the one hundred and fifty dollars. So I've got to take
every advantage of this chance. Besides— I've been thinking it over and I
believe I can maybe do it. Either to-night or to-morrow night. You see, I've
had experience, now, in his way of fighting. And Il know better how to keep out
of his way. If he hadn't fooled me into going in to finish him when he played
groggy, I'd never have got that haymaker that took all the steam out of me and
I might have lasted the four rounds. No, this time I won't let him fool me. Ill
stall and keep away. Maybe I can last out."


For another long
minute Ponder blinked owlishly at the bruised and cut and swollen face. Then he
said:


"I suppose
you know he'll hurt you ten times harder than last night—now that you're just
one big bruise?"


"It's worth
the try," said Cal, tersely. "Can I go back to my desk now? If I'm
going to the bath at noon, I'll have to hustle to clear up my work. Thanks for
letting me have the half day, sir. I'll be on the job at the usual time
to-morrow, of course."


That night, as
before, Cal Bryce was the first man in the Olympic's noisy audience to scramble
up the runway in response to the call for volunteers. And, as before, he faced
unflinching his opponent's hurricane rush.


The bout was a
hazy dream, afterward, to Bryce. He realized that Tug Brindell was forever
forcing the pace, that the champion's blows shook him like an earthquake and
hurt most unbearably as they smote his aching ribs and face. Three times Bryce
was knocked down. And all three times he took advantage of the full count of
nine, before heaving himself to his feet again.


Every second of
the bout was agony. Every second he forced himself to endure the onslaught as
best he could, waxing more and more hopeless of withstanding his merciless
opponent for another round.


But he fought
on.


At the end of an
eternity, the fourth round began. At the end of countless eternities it ended— with
Calvin Bryce still on his reeling and staggering legs. By some miracle he had
escaped a knock-out and had remained fighting to the end. He could scarcely
believe his own good luck.


Hustling into
his clothes and clutching tightly the fifteen dirty ten-dollar bills the
champion's manager had so grudgingly handed him, the bleeding and exhausted
little man turned his swollen face homeward.


 


AT THE SAME TIME
a glumly scowling Tug Brindell slouched into the Olympic's "star"
dressing room and confronted a huge and obese visitor who sprawled on one chair
with his big feet on another. The visitor hauled from his pocket five
fifty-dollar bills and passed them across to the sullen Brindell.


"Here you
are," said he. "You sure earned 'em. Thanks."


Stuffing the
money into his pocket, Brindell grumbled:


"I wouldn't
'a' done that for any man alive but you, Mr. Ponder. I'm not forgetting you
gave me my ring start and my first backing. And I'm not forgetting how you
helped me out when I sent you that hurry call for cash. when they cleaned me in
N'Orleans. I'm a grateful cuss. And I done what I done, to-night, because it
was you that asked me to. But it don't do a champ no good to have it known that
an amachoor stayed the distance with him. It don't —"


"So you
said when I put this up to you," interrupted Ponder, the grin still
playing on his fat jowls. "And, once or twice to-night, from the wings, it
looked as if you were going to double cross me. If you had—"


"That's no
way to talk!" said Brindell aggrievedly. "Not to a white man. You
told me to give him everything he c'd take, but not put him out. And likewise I
done it. I had to make some sort of a showing, didn't I, before that crowd?
They'd 'a' hollered 'fake!' if I'd—"


But Ponder was
not listening. He had broken into a noiseless chuckle that shook his whole
enormous body. Speaking rather to himself than to Brindell, he exulted:


"The
Whiffet's no whiffet at all. He's a hell-cat. I had a suspicion he was, that
time he talked back to me, a couple of months ago. But then I saw he was
shivering. And I figured he was a bluffer. But after the things he told me
to-day—and the way he scrapped, to-night— say! It's worth a good many times
that two hundred and fifty dollars to me to know I've got a man with all that
gameness on my staff. He's thrown away— in the piker job I stuck him in.
To-morrow he's going to start climbing upward. And if he's the man I know he
is, he's due to climb plenty high— with Michael Ponder giving him the boosts he
needs. Thanks, again, Tug! You've done me a big favor. But don't go gassing to
other folks about my being a patron of boxing. I've always. kept it dark. It
hurts a man's business name. Good night!"


 


CALVIN BRYCE—looking
as if a fire truck had twice run over him—walked lamely into his flat. Mildred
was in bed and asleep. But Celia had sat up for him. She forbore to question or
to scold. There was something maternal in the loving arms she passed about his
aching body as she laid her cool cheek against his puffed and feverish face.


Cal, with a
tired air of triumph, fished out the money and laid it in her lap. At sight of
it she smiled—a rueful little smile.


"You poor
boy!" said she. "I could have saved you all this horrible experience
tonight, if you had come home for dinner— or if I had known where to find you.
I could—"


"What do
you mean?" he asked dully.  


"Oh, it
seems some famous sociologist— I forget his name— delivered a lecture at
Mademoiselle Cretin's School this morning. And he explained his theories so
simply and so fascinatingly that all the girls not only seem to have grasped
his meaning but they went wild over him. Of course it is only a phase. But for
the moment they are daft about economy and 'unearned increment' and all that
sort of thing. Mildred came home fairly bubbling over with enthusiasm. On the
strength of his teachings, the Sigma Sigma is disbanded, as criminally
capitalistic; and I understand that most of the girls have gone home resolved
to lecture their rich fathers on the subject of 'hoarded wealth.


"Even Mildred.
She wanted to sit up to tell you how wicked you and I are— not to divide all
our 'surplus earnings' with the poor. She—"


A gust of
laughter from Cal broke in on her amused homily.


"That's
just what we'll do!" he declared, merrily. "This one hundred and
fifty dollars is 'surplus earnings) And we're going to divide it between two
poor people named Celia and Calvin Bryce. And we're going to insist that they
spend it on some really upto-date clothes for themselves. They sure need them.
Hurroo for sociology!"


___________
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EVENINGS, walking from his rooms in Park
Avenue to the Cheltenham for dinner, Winship passed the Colson place. It
occupied, with its grounds, the half of one of the few city squares in Murray
Hill still tenanted by householders and retaining the flavor of Knickerbocker
New York. The grounds were enclosed by iron palings with closely woven scrolls
and squares. Here was the most extensive garden one could find for miles. In
the spring passers-by would pause, fascinated by the sight of thousands of
crocuses pushing their gaudy cups through the young grass.


The mansion was
of dressed brownstone, square and grim, clean of embellishment except for its
lustrous windows. At the far end of the garden stood a more ornate structure of
marble, of polished massive blocks, fluted columns and carved capitals, and a
single door that would admit a pair of cattle abreast, closed by bronze panels
in heavy relief. It was an accepted tradition that a tunnel connected the
domicile with the vault-like building of marble, for no one was ever seen to
enter by the bronze doors. The neighborhood was remote from the main tide of
travel— only a few steps from the beaten paths and one dissolves into the
unknown regions on the narrow island. The place was all but forgotten by most
people; as was its occupant, Zechariah Colson. To the younger generation,
indeed, this Zechariah Colson, one of the notorious Sons of Oil of the
seventies, was no more than an evil legend, perpetuated through his
sacrilegious coat of arms, carrying the seven-branched lamp of light between
two olive-trees spouting golden oil.


But Zechariah
Colson was not a legend; nor was he a senile old man who had overstayed his
time. Like a thief secure in the possession of his.loot, the craving for the
game still possessed him. Shy, furtive, unsuspected, he was a man of tremendous
affairs— not on the surface, but down among the roots of things, like a mole.


Evenings,
walking by, Winship, in his well-becoming habit of being no less than one of
the younger grand dukes—for all that he was then but the secretary of a
financier—was pleased to imagine himself the householder here, behind those
pool-like windows. In all New York—and he had explored the broad paths and the
byways—there was no spot so rich in lore as this gentle eminence called a hill
that took its local name from a family notable chiefly for a grammarian. In all
the section of this aristocracy of syntax there was no house so serene and
self-sufficient as this mansion of Zechariah Colson, no demesne that had aged
so beautifully. One by one its companions in pride had given way before the
march of the modern sky scraper. This oasis alone remained.


 "When I am
master here, I'll move that mausoleum to the cemetery where it belongs,"
Winship would promise himself as he regarded the white marble eyesore in which
old Colson, in a revulsion to art and letters, had stored his wonderful
collection of Americana. Those sinister doors, the young man told himself,
could only open for the passing of a catafalque.


One night as he
approached, the bronze doors did open, swinging slowly and silently on their
hinges as though actuated by tremendous velvety power, the leaves parting as
kings' doors should part. The watcher came to an involuntary halt as through
the dark arch came no procession of funereal pomp, but only..a little man
dangling a big bunch of keys. He came slowly down the marble steps to the
street gate, thoughtfully sclected a great key, inserted it in the lock and
turned it. But he did not open the gate. Instead, peering over the bars at
Winship, he said in a low voice: "Do you know who I am?"


"Yes,"
said Winship slowly as he itemized the features; '"'you are Zechariah
Colson."


The
insignificant little man in gray, with a florid face, a snowwhite full mustache
and steel-blue eyes, regarded Winship witha pleased smile. "And I know
you, young man," he said. "I want you in the bank."


"In what
capacity?" said Winship abruptly. If his temples throbbed with sudden
violence he did not evidence it.


"As a
vice-president," said Zechariah Colson.


Winship knew
that the interests of this man were administered by a holding company with a
bank charter, capitalized nominally at fifty millions. 


He said:
"With what duties?" 


"None, for
the present. I want you in reserve."


"That's
rather unsatisfactory— an exorbitant salary for doing nothing."


"It kills
off incompetents!" said Colson sharply. "A man is his own excuse for
survival. I have searched," he went on quietly, his eyes narrowing,
"for twenty years for a man big enough to succeed me; to move in when I
move out."


"Here?"
said Winship, smiling whimsically as he nodded at the grand mansion.


"Here—there—everywhere."


"You have a
son,"' said Winship.


"Yes, I
have a son," said Zechariah Colson vaguely. 'Your father was a journeyman
when I was pedling oil in a wagon—and a very good carpenter, too. Are
you?"


The grand duke
smiled again. He admitted he did not number the art and science of the steel
square among his gifts.


"Nor does
my son number the art of trade and barter among his gifts," said the old
man. "You will find your employer is acquiescent. I am doubling your
present income—that will be sufficient for the time being. There is one thing I
wish to warn you against: you will see a great many opportunities to make
money. Avoid them. If you are what I believe you to be, you will never Jack
means—nor power. I am buying your imagination untainted. If it proves
sufficiently fertile to employ a million men at a living wage, you are the man
I want. If not, you will retire shortly, a very rich man, with no future."


Winship was
narrowly watching the street lamp, which was winking violently; but he said
nothing to bridge the pause.


"Arrange
your affairs within the next ten days," continued Colson. 'Then walk into
your office. You will find your name on the door. I congratulate you, young
man. Good night."


The
vice-president-elect (without portfolio) walked on. There was no fever in his
blood, no conscious elation in his heart. But his eyes were brittle. In this
great moment of his life, if he were aware of any sensation, it was that of
momentary pique at being addressed as "'young man." He was
prematurely gray, almost white, at twenty-eight; and he prided himself on a
manner and appearance which had no suggestion of undue youth. Winship was born
to that degree of bearing we call "front,"' that reserve we call
authority, for which one seeks in vain among the laws of heredity. These
"sports" of the species may be spawned in some convulsion of
biological forces, as precious stones are the product of cosmic upheaval—and
like raw stones, only the touch of the lapidary is needed to reveal them.


As he passed to
his accustomed table in the sequestered dining-room of the Cheltenham, women,
and men, too, turned to regard him—as the old men on the wall hushed their
gossip and let their eyes stray after Helen, in the story of Homer. In the
argot of the street, he looked the part.


"Here —
there — everywhere," he was thinking, as he selected his dinner.


And why not?
This was the moment he had calmly awaited when he would cast his future boldly
on the board as his stakes. He knew it to be the unwritten law of the Colson
institution that it had no room for an executive who did not aspire to the
chairmanship of the board. Very well. He aspired to no less. That institution
represented one of the six largest aggregations of capital in the world. As
head and front of such an organization he could occupy his faculties at full
load—with ample reserve power, like a dynamo burning its way through a
short-circuit.


Ships and
furnaces; rails and pipe-lines; exploration, research, transportation,
manufacture, merchandising; the creation of new wants for the world and the business
of supply; the building of credit, the eminent domain of finance; the very
bread and salt of living. Spindles, pistons, gears; discounts, wages, hunger,
war—these were all the tools of one man with h enough imagination to wield
them.


The gods of Olympus
had been watching Ferdinand Winship covertly, and Ferdinand Winship had been
aware of their silent scrutiny. He had dressed for it, posed for it; he had
selected his employments in his days as a neophyte, as one selects
stepping-stones, with extreme care. He had calmly prepared, never doubting his
summons to a high seat. The backbone of Winship's ascendency, as later
developed, lay not alone in his recognition of his own capabilities, but in his
belief in his own destiny. Zechariah Colson was not his benefactor. During his
second course, Winship sifted the evidence. Colson had created nothing in him,
added nothing to him, in exercising the privilege of selection, of stopping him
at the garden gate. In the fierce struggle for survival in those rarefied heights,
no individual was worthy to share who did not aspire to take away. There was no
slackening of the pace for the weaker ones, no helping hand. In that realm—io
be, one must be!


He thought of
his own father, disappointed that the son of his loins scorned the art of the
steel square. And that other father, old Colson, searching for twenty years for
another man to succeed him, when his own son walked by his side. There would be
no second generation of incompetence in that family. Young Colson had evidenced
no more startling initiative than his weakness for trundling his baby-carriage
mornings in the park, collecting rare stamps—to the joy of dealers—and
experimenting with the fiction of poverty and the simple life of the poor as a
parlor diversion. He fancied himself as a follower of Tolstoy. No! There would
be no second generation of incompetence there. Leadership is not bred in the
bone, but born there. The son of a carpenter and the son of a merchant prince
were about to change places.


In three days
Winship had arranged his affairs. He took new quarters, put in a big car, and a
man for it. A paragraph in fine type in the financial briefs had informed the
world that at a special meeting of the board of directors Ferdinand Winship had
been elected vicepresident without assignment. It was without significance:
there were vicepresidents in that establishment without number.


On the tenth day
he entered his office; noted without a thrill that his name was on the door.
There was one to greet him, none other than old Verdelct, master of ceremonies
in this establishment of heirs-apparent, where no man, no matter what his
distinction, was beyond the power of the king's thumb. Verdelet fetched and
carried for old Colson; he was the king's dog. The proud Bourbons who sat on
the board of this one of the six greatest aggregations of capital in the world
took their cue from Verdelet, even if occasionally they amused themselves with
the fiction of free will.


"I
congratulate you, sir!" said Verdelet, rubbing his hands and smiling
sleeckly. Winship revolved on his heel and surveyed the old lawyer from tip to
toe. He would have to reckon with this one. The new vice-president nodded
coldly.


"I have a
bit of counsel for you— from an old man," said Verdelet.


"Yes?"



"Don't
annoy him with details. He abhors detail as the devil abhors salt!"


The emphasis he
gave the personal pronoun, almost capitalizing it, was rank blasphemy. There
was only one "he" for this Verdelet.


"If
occasion arises, I would be pleased to advise you," added the lawyer
smugly.


Suddenly it came
to Winship that the moment was at hand to make his first enemy. A wise old sage
had said to him once, "Let your friendships select themselves— they will!
Choose your enemies with extreme care." Winship looked grandly down on the
old lawyer, his lip curling with an odd smile.


"I won't
trouble you," he said; for an instant he looked steadily at Verdelet, then
without another word turned and went to the window. He stood there looking out.
He felt the glare of the king's dog pelting his broad back; then he heard the
retreating footsteps, and the door closed on the man who had come to wish him
well.


"That,"
thought Winship, "will be abolished."


He looked down
into the Street, with its push-carts, its luxurious cars, its people, its
manholes spouting spent steam; cañons of gaunt steel skeletons clothed in
marble and sandstone fenced it in; towers and- minarets, pyramids and bastions
reaching naked to the clouds, with their thousands ~ of windows, acres of
floors piled tier on tier, with rare rugs, brass and mahogany—like these
quarters of his. No grease and grime and litter of loom and lathe here. No
horde of labor, with task appointed, hours counted, wages leveled. This was the
abode of poets, men of vision, to frame the epics of industry.


Apart from and
above the rabble of gamblers and opportunists— the jackals that hunt-at the
heels of the lions— the Street stood as the emblem-of the vital principle of
capital. Gold is inert, does not beget itself, until the living force of intellect
stirs within it.


Winship turned
and surveyed the room. He had a sudden terrifying impression of empty bins. For
a single instant doubt assailed him. Emptyness everywhere! He opened the
drawers of his desk one by one; they stared at him vacantly. The telephone— it
was mute, its wires dead. Beyond the door was his staff, well trained and
efficient, waiting, waiting for the virus of him who must breathe life into
this thing. Outside the walls, beyond rivers and mountains, were a thousand, a
million idle hands, artisans, waiting for him to appoint a task, to number
their hours, tell their wages of content. The thousand, the million, didn't
know it, but it was nevertheless true.


There was no one
to tell Winship why or when or how. There was only this room with everything
silent save the clock. There was a princely stipend, idleness, ease, luxury.
Wages without labor! And the temptation of immediate riches immediately at
hand. Like the seven bridegrooms who aspired to the beauty of Sarah in
"Medea," many men before him had been strangled by the jealous fiend
in this chamber. Here a man must be his own: excuse for survival.


 


ii


 


ONE may buy at
the chemist's a nest of little celluloid balls, each with its number. Toss a
handful of them into water, alcohol, sirup, any fluid medium, and watch their
destiny— it is written. Some rise to the surface, some fall to the bottom;
others, fluctuating irresolutely, finally content themselves with an unstable
equilibrium at varying depths; still others with sluggish indifference stop
where they happen to find themselves— if some extraneous force lifts them
higher, so be it; if it pushes them lower, it is all one.


Eventually the
day came when Ferdinand Winship walked into the Board Room, and a distinguished
company of men there paid him the mute homage of rising; one of them, the
honorable secretary, bowing a little too low, drew out his chair. Within the
memory of the present generation, this chair had never been occupied. It was
the symbol of old Colson himself in his absenteeism. It was always present,
empty, at these perfunctory conclaves; like the king's aegis, it was the emblem
of authority.


As Winship sat
down, he covertly eyed the circle. Some of these were mere ornaments, stamped
with illustrious names; several of them had fought with him for the leadership
of this pack— and for the good fight they made, Ferdinand Winship had, so to
speak, mediatized them. He gloried in a worthy opponent, as he despised a weak
one. Verdelet the lawyer had crumpled up before him. There was no more
Verdelet. There was no need of a king's dog, since Winship had become the
regent, with only the tapering shadow of an old man between him and the real
scepter. There were others at this table, creatures of his own, young men he
himself had waited for as they passed and tapped on the shoulder as Zechariah
Colson had tapped him on the shoulder.


Like Hercules,
he could now review the twelve labors that had been the rungs of the ladder. It
was not until he had walked alone into the den of King Cole, and drawn the
fangs of the Fiddlers Three who were mulcting whole industries of brigands'
tributes, that old Colson had in any sense relinquished his own hold on the
throttle. It was after his famous fight with Lombard Street, when the governors
of the Bank of England marched up the hill and then marched down again, that
the old man, his eyes shining, whispered in his ear:


"Now your
biggest job will be to find some man big enough to take your job away from
you."


If Winship had
known pride, none was conscious of it. He had moved forward inevitably, with
his reserve of power untouched.


"Gentlemen
of the Board," said the new chairman, "the session will come to
order."


As the secretary
began to read, Winship was thinking:


"A man big
enough to kick me out!"


His eyes ranged
about the table. The man was not present. But he would find him. Colson had
sought him, Ferdinand Winship, for twenty years, testing and rejecting the
while. As he crossed the continent in his swift lunges, Winship was wont to
stop off here or there, single out a man, and whisper to him, "We want you
in the bank." Over the years, as his own star rose, he had gathered about
him an entourage. Some he had helped up; others he had pushed down. But some
day he would look into the level eyes of a man and know that man to be his
peer. That would be ultimate destiny; then he would be an old man, with a
tapering shadow.
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IT WAS in
November, the year of the Federal Reserve crisis. Winship, sitting before the
fire in-his library, watching the play of the flickering light on the deep blue
of a Murillo enshrined above the chimneypiece, said: "I'm tired. I'm ready
to quit."


His wife was
knitting a bag with beads and some bright silk. They were accustomed to sit for
long periods in silence, she with her work, he with his thoughts. She was a
plain little woman, of good blood, without ambition except for her children. In
her person she actually achieved that epitaph of the Roman matron who
"wrought needlework and kept the house." In spite of nurses and governesses,
she was a splendid mother.


She said
nothing, but her smile was openly amused as she glanced up from the selection
of her beads to look into his face.


"And why
not?" he asked, a little testily; that suggestion of gentle raillery in
her smile irritated him. She had lived beyond awe of him, as pagan priests live
in time 'beyond awe of their idols.


"Without
work, your energy would tear you to bits,' she said quietly.


"No; I
think not. One's mind is an intermittent spring. The time comes when it fills
more slowly. I'm tired."


She began to
talk rapidly, bitterly, of a thing close to her heart. Servants— twenty. Rooms—
without number. Guests— they never dined alone. The great of the earth flocked
here to this vast, beautiful park that was to have been a simple home. Labor,
capital, chancelleries— their leaders came here, sat at table, lounged in the
gardens— to palaver, wheedle, bargain, threaten. Despite her deprecation of all
this show and splendor, it irked her that artisans, whose abilities had made
them the mouthpieces of thousands, tasted the bread and salt of his
hospitality; horny-handed men of toil, in ill-fitting clothes, with uncouth
words and strange manners moved among these lavish surroundings without awe. If
not labor, some one else. Always some one. He was always available. Her moments
alone with him had to be stolen in the dead of night when the house was still.
He gave the world more of himself than he gave his family. He had become the
focus of too many interests; necessary to too many men. One man could not
continue to live at that tension without consuming himself. The very diversions
he had so elaborately planned and carried out for indolent ease had, as if
actuated by saturnine malice, become highspeed tools for more intensive effort.


She rushed on,
in a curious jealous resentment of his preoccupations.


Passers-by,
rolling along the highway, would nod at the mile of fence, with its screen of
shrubbery through which could be had vistas of the rolling lawns and the
distant sunlit water of the Sound; would say: ''Winship. He was born
invulnerable. Not evena weak heel!"


"The
children are becoming snobs!" Gertrude Winship faced her husband
challengingly. "They are flattered, truckled to by their playmates, whose
parents coach them. Oh, if we could only live beyond envy!' she cried with
sudden vehemence. "If we could only step out of all this!" and she
waved a hand as if to encompass their kingdom. "It would give the children
a chance. Now they are destined for wasters, spenders. There are no snobs like children!
They believe they are born to the purple— they act it! You say you are
tired—ready to quit?" she went on. "Why not? Is it more than a Yes or
a No? We have money enough for ourselves. No wants stand in the way. Merely the
turning of a hand."


The door opened.
Both turned. Doors were always opening in this house. It was Rilla, her sister.
She was all in black. Her gorgeous red hair seemed almost to flame in the
half-lighted room. Her white skin was ghastly. She came slowly toward them
without any sense of interruption. Gertrude took her hand and pressed it
gently. The three were silent.


Some seconds
elapsed, then Rilla stooped and kissed her sister's cheek, turned and walked
aimlessly out again, closing the door softly behind her. Only three weeks before
her husband had been killed in a grade-crossing accident; he had been racing a
train in his car.


"We have
money enough for ourselves," said Winship, as if there had been no break
in their talk.


"And you
gave it to him?" Her voice was almost a whisper.


"Certainly.
Why not? He was of royal blood— he was my brother-in-law. Rilla's attorneys
have brought suit against the Long Island Railroad," he said. 'For
damages!" He laughed again. "The railroad people stand ready to prove
that Sam never made a dollar in his life— that he was worthless as a source of
revenue to his family. Damages!" he repeated, with curling lip.
"Punitive damages maybe— I doubt it! He was drunk! But actual damages—
no!"


She sat there
rigid, staring into the fire. Finally, regaining control of herself, she asked:
"Does she know?"


"I suppose
not,' he replied. "I hope not. Rilla has pride. Who should tell her? Not
Sam! He was too high and mighty. Not I—God forbid! Only, I will see that her
attorneys do not walk into the trap in court."


After a long
pause his wife said hesitatingly: "I suppose there are others—ah— other
members, of the 'royal family'? You have never discussed money with me, you
know. There has been too much of it. I sometimes think one needs want. It's the
safety-valve of content. There are others, aren't there?" she persisted
quietly.


Winship reached
over to his desk and drew out a portfolio crammed with papers. From these he
selected a sheaf and handed them to her. There was the full score. Cousins,
aunts, remote connections of hers, some of very dubious claim. Her family of
decadent gentility numbered seyeral who prided themselves, even in their
indigence, of never having done a day's work in their lives. Her throat
tightened as she read the list and the sums. On her husband's side there was
another flock of pensioners. Windfalls to remote shiftlessness—the charity of
nepotism, coin that beggars tested with their teeth and accepted without
gratitude. He had plenty; he had too much. It was no more than their due! And a
cloud of others with no claim to kinship—a court of indolent elegants swarming
about the king.


She piled the
memoranda beside her on the table. She had never suspected this. Even the
tragedy of Rilla in its new sordidness became merely an item now. Here was a veritable
army of mendicants, manufactured by the success of one man of destiny. Some
vulgar, many aristocratic, but all fawning sycophants.


"You have
seen the strong man at the Varieties," Winship said in an odd tone.
"One man holding up a dozen. If his knees wabble— crash!" He drew a
deep breath as he rose. "My knees," he said, "are beginning to
get weak." He passed over to her chair. "And you really thought we
could quit, did you?" he said, smoothing her hair. She was crying.
"We can't." He pointed to the stack of papers. "They won't let
us. We've got enough for ourselves, but not for them."


She burst out in
anguish: "It can't go on! It must stop! Oh, why haven't you told me—"


"How can
you stop it?" he said softly, trying to soothe her. "Take Rilla, for
example. Would you be heartless enough to crown her sorrow by opening her eyes
to her husband's worthlessness? She saw him as a paragon. She thought
everything he touched turned to money, when he was only a gambler who begged
his stakes. She was even jealous of the recognition that came to me! Would you
be the one to tell your sister that her husband was a shameless bloodsucker who
never earned a penny?" He paused. "No," he went on with some
bitterness, "you wouldn't tell her— nor I. The sorry joke must go on.
There must be an inheritance. In fact, it is already arranged for."


He turned and
walked heavily out of the room, leaving her sobbing silently.


Winship had
never intended to tell her; but on the whole, it was just as well she should
know. Rilla had precipitated it by that untimely entrance. There was something
ghastly in the way that woman paraded her grief, carried it round that others
might feel the weight of it. He gnawed his mustache savagely.


Mounting a short
flight of steps, he passed down a long, narrow corridor to an old part of the
house. This was reserved for Uncle Zack. Old Zechariah Colson had all but
domesticated himself here during the past few years. He came and went at will.
Into the hard old heart had come in his age, like a wind in the night, a
strange tenant— affection for this son of a carpenter. And pride. And, best of
all, it had been granted him to live to look into the eyes and touch the hand
of his successor. Like all superlatively rich men, Zechariah Colson, a man
without the hope, or even the fear, of God, had come in time to look upon his
great estate asa sacred trust, to be perpetuated by worthy hands. He had lived
to see his own masterpiece take new form and significance in the grasp of this
younger genius; to see the cold mass of money awakened to wider scope and
undreamed-of beneficence. Winship was no mere trader; he was an inspired
builder. Uncle Zack wished to be near, to watch and marvel. It was to him as if
he had justified his youth. Only now there had been a fresh demonstration of
the old man's prescience in picking Winship. In the financial crisis just
passed, Winship had summoned the barons and given them their orders— men who do
not take orders. But they had taken orders from him. The soap-box furies were
still snarling over the revelation that one man only was the man for this
emergency.


Winship paused
at the door. It was late. But Uncle Zack always waited up for his good night—
the captain reporting to the owner before he turned in. In his momentary
abstraction he placed his hand on the door-knob and turned it. The next instant
his fingers recoiled from the cold bronze as if it had been red hot. A wave of
chagrin swept over him. He listened, as near panic as his frigid sensibilities
ever permitted him to approach. For once he had forgotten the old man's
obsession:


Uncle Zack could
sleep like a child through the hammering of boiler-plate, but the slightest
touch of a hand on the knob of his door sufficed to rouse him from sleep in
sweating terror. Some ghost of long ago.


There was no
sound from within where there should have been a scream. Winship smiled. Gently
he turned the knob and opened the door. The old man sat there, his eyes closed,
his head fallen forward on his breast, toasting his shins before the chimney
blaze, a book dropped from his loosened grasp. Winship tiptoed in and softly
touched him. Winship's hair bristled.


The old man was
dead.


For a moment he
stood rigid. Then he went back and closed the door. Drawing up his chair to its
accustomed place by the old man's side, he sat down, staring.


First to his
mind came a curious thought— the audacity of death to come here!


Then, for the
only time in his life— exultation! He looked at the hand—the dead hand. The
King's Thumb. It would wag no more— thumbs up! Thumbs down! The tapering shadow
had touched its vanishing-point; the lines had crossed and moved on unseen.


This life had
been a stepping-stone to his destiny. This man had been born to prepare the
rough forgings. It had been foreordained, inevitable. Even the evil wrought by
Zechariah Colson in his youth, the greed, the cunning, of the seventies, had
been a link in the chain. And the entire chain a tool forged for him, Ferdinand
Winship. A smile played about his lips. His eyes were brittle. Now the whole
world lay before him and no man stood between.


Tasks to be done
flitted before his mind like pictures. There was the doctrine of wages to be
rewritten. There was the standard of credit to be reconstituted. The social
order was askew— new times and new conditions to be explored. Now, suddenly, he
was ambitious. He drew a deep breath, squared his shoulders. Now he could dip
into his reserve of power, the reserve of which no man knew. Money?


No; not money.
Supremacy. That was it! Let the hoi polloi flock to the November polls
and give voice to their opinions. Unseen and unknown, he could now sit back and
mold Circumstance that was the root of the opinion of the world of democracy.
He was born ten thousand years ahead of his time.


Young Zack! A
mental defective; an atrophied intelligence that dabbled with the newspaper
headlines of life, as a child pretends with dolls. Young Zack would be the
richest youth in the world. The earnings of this vast aggregation of capital
accrued to young Zack. But he was left powerless to taint the mass itself with
his incompetence. That had been amply provided for. It was Winship who would
manipulate, without let or hindrance. The accretions to this private fortune—
which would grow like protoplasm under the hand of the master— would be the
tithe collected by young Zack as the wages of being his father's son.


Winship picked
up the telephone, pressed one of its battery of buttons that cut out
eavesdroppers in the house; a trunk carried his signal into town, and he called
for a number.


"Zack,"
he said, "your father is dead. While he was reading. Very easily, I think.
I have just found him. You will want to come at once."


As he turned
again to the figure in the chair, an impulse of tenderness moved him to lift
the limp dead hand and place it again on the arm of the chair. Then he passed
out. In a few minutes the great house was ablaze with light.


 


iv


 


WINSHIP had been
abroad. Coming back, the ship's wireless went out of business, and for once, in
this era of existence, he knew a few hours of ease. He drove straight to his
office from the dock— that was the man. Young Algernon Wainright, a cousin, was
sitting there waiting for him. The market had played ducks and drakes with
young Algernon; he had coppered the wrong cards.


"Did it
ever occur to you," said Winship, "that work— honest toil— is the
logical excuse for bread and butter?"


"You have
never taken the pains to teach me that," laughed the young scamp. "It
pleases your vanity to have dependents."


"How much
is it?" said Winship; and as the youth shamelessly doubled his needs,
Winship made a memorandum. The time had come when he had grown ashamed of this
blood-letting; he hid it, even from his secretary. As the youth went out,
Winship looked up. There was another man there. He looked twice. It was old
Verdelet, the lawyer, grown wolf-like in age.


"What do
you want here?" asked Winship, as he turned to his desk.


"At your
leisure, I wish to speak to you," said Verdelet. 


"See
Wilkins," said Winship shortly. Wilkins was his Man Friday. The lawyer rose
and went out. Winship ran through the papers on his desk. One commanded his
attention. It was signed "James Patton."


One of the
oddities found in the Colson will was the old man's love for his enemies— some
of them. Patton was one of the favored. Patton was an economist, a man of high
ideals, unshakable convictions, absolute integrity. For thirty years he had
inveighed against the crimes of Colson and the Sons of Oil of the Seventies.


When the will
was opened, James Patton was one of the trustees of the Colson fortune. They
were the dictators of the institution. There were three of them, Winship,
Patton, and an old associate of Colson, also grown righteous in old age,
Solomon Banks. To the general surprise, Patton had accepted the trust. This
letter ran:


 


Owing to the
pressure of other duties to which I am bound I find it impossible to give time
to the Colson trusteeship that it deserves. Therefore I must reconsider my
action in accepting. Please consider this my withdrawal. With keen appreciation
of the honor, etc., etc.


 


Winship rang.
Wilkins came in; and as Winship held up the letter Wilkins stared at it,
wordless.


"Well!"


"I tried to
reach you by wireless," the secretary blurted out.


"You
blithering idiot! Wasn't there such a thing as a tug— to reach me at the Hook,
or off Quarantine?"


Wilkins strove
to say something, but his voice faltered, his glance wavered. Winship leaned
back in his chair and closed his eyes for a second. He saw the sum—as a
mathematical prodigy sees, written across his retina, the value of x, in
intricate roots, powers and reciprocals, without conscious calculation.


"Tell
Verdelet to come in here,"' he said quictly.


Verdelet looked
about furtively, and waited for the door to close on the heels of the secretary
before he took his chair. Then he said: "We are alone. I am acting for Mr.
Colson. You are to resign."


"You are
acting for Mr. Colson? I am to resign!" roared the great man. His glance
of unutterable contempt swept Verdelet from head to toe, Verdelet the King's
Dog whom he had deliberately picked as his first encmy.


Verdelet rose to
his feet, adjusted his cuffs, fingered his cravat, cleared his throat.


"Mr.
Winship," he began, with great pomposity, ''a great public institution is
a great public trust! It becomes a hereditary responsibility. Man may make
laws, but Mother Nature is inexorable—"


"Don't make
a speech, Verdelet," interjected Winship tartly. "Put your cards on
the table. Why did Patton get out?"


Verdelet
indulged in a fatuous smile.


"He was
laughed out," he said. "He couldn't stand ridicule. He had been the
pet enemy of old Zechariah Colson for too many years for the harpies of the
press to keep their hands off when he went in as executor. Mr. Winship, your
colleague, Mr. Patton, is on the run."


"A run
subject to acceleration from extraneous sources, I suppose?" said Winship,
amiably.


"Possibly,"
admitted the little man, pulling at his whiskers.


"But we
still out-vote you two to one, Verdelet," went on Winship. "There's
Banks."


"Was, Mr.
Winship," corrected Verdelet gently. "Mr. Banks, I am happy to say,
came around to our point of view entirely. In fact, for the good of the
institution, and so that he might not be suspected of standing in anybody's
light, he has consented to retire, in favor of—"


"Oh, ho! So
the old reprobate was for sale was he? You succeeded in buying him off,
eh?" Winship was eyeing Verdelet with his odd smile. Verdelet also smiled.


"Oh, I
wouldn't say that!" said Verdelet unctuously; he was rubbing his hands.


"Mr.
Colson," he said, ''considered it a crisis, that must be met at once—
without waiting for the benefit of your— ah— counsel, and— ah— advice— though
no one questions your disinterestedness, Mr. Winship! There was a special
meeting of the Board this morning— before your ship docked. Mr. Colson—"
he dwelt lovingly on the name— "asked me to assume Mr. Banks's place. My
loyalty to the memory of his father would not permit me to refuse— although it
is a great burden for one of my age— as you can understand, Mr. Winship."


"I
see," said Winship; and he laughed outright in grisly humor. "And
the— ah— the mental defective? I suppose he has received a call to fill his
high station?"


"Exactly!
Mr. Winship," said Verdelet. "You put it very aptly. I pride
myself," he went on, smoothing his whiskers, "on some small part in
arousing'a sense of duty in Mr. Colson. It is not just, Mr. Winship," he
continued, with a magisterial air, "for a young man to inherit such
wealth, without being willing to devote— ah, his —ah— his inherited talent, to
its administration. I congratulate myself on having been the humble instrument
to awaken his sense of sacrifice. He has finally consented to assume the
Chairmanship of the Board, vice Ferdinand Winship, resigned, to carry on his
father's great trust."


Kicked out!
Dished! Chagrin told him to fight. Logic counseled coldblooded acceptance. To
struggle was futile. They had impaled poor Patton on the pen of ridicule. They
had satisfied Banks's itching palm. They outvoted him, Winship, two to one.


Winship gazed
about him at this room— this full room. His mind floated back to that first day
when he came here, with this same Verdelet standing in the door to wish him
well. There is a spiritual essence of events that persists in some unknown
limbo after the event and the excuse for it have passed. Now he tasted again
the essence of his coming, his first terrifying impression of emptiness, the
sudden recollection of old Colson's words— "A man is his own excuse for
survival!" Well, he had peopled this room. His creative imagination, like
the field of a great generator, had stirred into life lines of force that
radiated like spokes of a fan, crossing rivers and mountains, penetrating
humble homes, rich counting houses, vast industries, with conhdence and
content. And to-day, as he looked down from his height of achievement— crash!


The King's
Thumb! A mental defective, a poor wight born ten thousand years behind his
time, using the power of inherited wealth, manipulated by this cunning old fox
who had been trodden under foot and forgotten years gone by— this man, impelled
by his alter ego, had taken advantage of the unforeseen chance of Patton's
retirement, and turned down his thumb! Young Zack had been prodded, tossed into
his own, through a carefully inflated sense of his importance to the world.
Winship had always been vaguely conscious of the consuming envy of young Zack;
Zack's assumption of fellowship had never concealed it. There is nothing so
lasting as the hate of a dull man, Winship told himself now. And he— he would
be Chairman of the Board. The irony of it was that old Zechariah Colson and
Ferdinand Winship after him, had builded so well that this institution would go
on and on, without diminution, through the impetus strong men had imparted to
it.


Winship's cold
eyes were fixed on Verdelet. He nodded and rang. Wilkins came in, timidly,
looking askance at Verdelet, who sat smiling and pulling at his whiskers.


"Write out
my resignation— and sign it,' commanded Winship.


"To whom
shall I address it, sir?"'


"To Mr.
Zechariah Colson," said Winship, rising.


He took up his
things and went out. He walked along the marble galleries, looked down on the
nests of desks and brass ribboned rooms. He noted names on doors— his men; men
he had watched, studied, tapped on the shoulder, whispered to— "We want
you in the bank!" Several of them met him; they shook hands effusively, to
welcome him home, with that transparent cordiality of men who seek to avoid a
patent fact. This thing had been culminating for days. At a sudden thought he
turned; and finding Verdelet treading softly behind him, he said: "It was
curious about the wireless aboard ship breaking down at a critical
moment."


Verdelet looked
at him with level eyes. "Very!" he said; and he passed on.


At the corner
Winship ran into young Algernon Wainright, coming out of a brokerage office.


"I suppose
you have guessed them right this time, Algy,"' said Winship, eyeing the
flushed face of the gambler.


"I do pride
myself on some perspicacity," said Algernon. "This is the easiest
game in the world to beat, if you know how."


"I hope you
know how!" retorted Winship. "From now on. Algy, you are on your
own." He moved off and was lost in the crowd, leaving the young man
staring stupidly after the man of destiny.


___________











 


3: The Unknown Masterpiece


Frederick
Irving Anderson


Saturday Evening Post,  5
June 1915


 


ON THE FIRST THURSDAY in November, as was his custom, Jacoby
did not rise until one hour after noon. He had passed the night in his own bed.
It stood on the meridional line, backed against the jambs of two windows
screened with heavy brocade lined with green silk from ceiling to floor; these
windows faced north. There were two other windows in the room, facing east;
these, too, were hung with heavy brocade lined with green silk from ceiling to
floor. The doors were hung likewise— for silence. No sound penetrated here
except the indefinite, inextinguishable overtone of the city— which seemed
miles and miles away, like the surge of the sea in a conch shell.


The walls and the ceiling were of
vellum, which soothed the gaze with fine lines of beauty that might have been
etched with a dry point. The hangings were familiar everyday things to him, as
were the walls and ceiling; the old furniture, smoky and translucent like wild
honey, was his own. The bed, a gorgeous contraption fit for the accouchement of
a queen, the carpets on which his feet must rest, the chair with the wry arm
that gave under his exploring fingers— all were intimate parts of his life. But
the room was not his own. Jacoby’s room was miles and miles away. Once a year,
on the first Thursday in November, he woke in this room; and it was always
dressed with his personal belongings for the occasion. That was his clock on
the chimney piece; those were his pictures on the wall; his mute clavier stood
in the shadow; his bell cord hung at the head of the bed.


The clock whispered the hour in
mellow tones. The curtains parted, and Rosa, his wife, appeared, as though she
had been waiting for this moment. She set slippers, so that his feet might find
and welcome their pleasing warmth. She was tall and willowy, and clothed in
soft laces. Jacoby opened his eyes, closed them again, and languidly permitted
himself to be drawn into his dressing gown— an eccentric creation.


“This is your day, Ernest,” she
said as she helped him to rise. “Your good friends will be waiting for you.”


Deliberately— almost like a blind
man to whom all familiar things are charted soundings— he paced to one of the
east windows and drew aside the hangings. The sight that met his eyes should
have been a dun-colored lawn splashed with dry leaves and edged with bare
thickets; in the middle distance the Hudson rolling to the tide; and beyond,
through the mist of the river, the yellow Palisades of the Jersey shore as a
falling sky line. Within were his familiar surroundings, a room dressed to be
in perfect tune with the man and the day. Outside was a city street filled with
life— cars, motors and pedestrians; an occasional hansom, or a hostler’s boy
parading a stylish blanketed hunter.


Jacoby raised his eyes to the
opposite wall, which shut out the sky like a curtain. It was of soiled terra
cotta, blank and stolid, almost devoid of architectural adornment to relieve
its plainness— merely a blank wall separating the street from something within
that rose scores on scores of feet from the ground. On the street level at one
corner was a door, little more than a crevice in the huge barrier.


A handful of workmen in gingham
blouses were erecting an iron framework that extended from the arch of this
door to the edge of the curb. They were drawing over the framework an awning of
weather-stained canvas, striped red and white like a flag. It transformed the
entrance into a tunnel, shutting out the sky, which promised for this afternoon
to take on that rare tint of Italian blue sometimes seen in this latitude. The
sides, of canvas, which were securely buttoned to the pavement, cut off the
view of curious passers-by.


Now they were laying a strip of
carpet; and, this done, the handful of workmen vanished— all except one who,
industriously plying a broom, shunted pedestrians into the gutter if they would
pass at all. The strip of carpet was of soft nap, fit for a lady’s slipper.


For whom was the awning spread— the
carpet laid? The little tunnel attacked the great brick wall like a mousehole
at the foot of a mountain. It was obviously designed for somebody who would
avoid the out-of-doors and the public gaze. Passers-by smiled indulgently.
Evidently musicians, like laying hens, stopped functioning if their sensitive
feet touched the cold, bare earth. They had their answer at the other corner.
It was a large white poster in a gilt frame nailed fast to the wall. It announced
in large letters:


 


JACOBY


 


Below, in smaller letters were
the words:


 


ANNUAL
RECITAL


 MANAGEMENT
OF ORSON MERLIN.


 


If you had stepped up to the
box-office window and offered your money for tickets, they would have been
profoundly shocked at your presumption. The poster was not to attract business
to the box office; it was to warn it away. On the first Thursday in November of
each year Jacoby— the great Jacoby; the master of masters of the pianoforte— the
same yellow-skinned, somewhat frowsy looking person who was at this moment
peering out into the street with a wry face— came like a comet in its
predestined course, flashed into perihelion for his brief hour on earth— and
then was gone.


There are comets that, even in
perihelion, are beyond the range of ordinary telescopes. Therefore, for the
multitude, they do not exist. So with Jacoby; for lesser mortals he did not
exist— except possibly as an incredible myth. Jacoby was an artist only for
artists— and for a fringe of elite Pharisees who arduously sought to attune
their understanding to his close harmonies. Of all masters, he alone had
succeeded in surmounting the pitiful mathematical imperfections of the
pianoforte. Others might be content to accept the tempered harmonies of the
keyboard with a grain of salt. Not so Jacoby! He had contrived a double
keyboard to overcome the divergent intervals in the ascending and the
descending chromatic scales. His tones were as pure as those of a violin or the
human voice; his sonatas became symphonies, singing with a hundred strings.


In front, a camera man and a
moving-picture operator were setting up their machines behind carefully
prepared blinds to catch the image of celebrities who would shortly begin to
arrive in humble procession at the shrine of the first Thursday in November.
Inside, in a little cubby-hole off stage, specialists in the art of imprisoning
the image of sound, and preserving it for future generations, were
surreptitiously preparing their properties for a rash adventure— to bottle in
wax the melody and harmony of Jacoby.


Orson Merlin, the impresario, had
an eye to both sides of the medallion of art— especially to the obverse side,
stamped with the dollar sign. If, with wile or guile, he could procure a Jacoby
record— speculation carried him afar in the realms of space! He had even dared
to erect a special sounding board for this occasion, cleverly masking it.
Jacoby played in a dim light; this would aid materially.


Jacoby dropped the brocade on the
unfamiliar street scene. Felipe, his man, took the maestro in hand, laid him
out on a marble bath slab as gingerly as though those precious bones were a
basket of eggs. Jacoby’s back was plaited with quivering little knots of
muscle; his brawny arms were woven of thongs fit to play at an anvil. Every
muscle, every tendon, every cord, must be picked out from its fellows by the
shuttlecock fingers of Felipe— thumped and kneaded, made free and pliable,
after the torpor of sleep. It was no simple task to be a Jacoby! After the
kneading and thumping, the maestro was put through waters and vapors, and dried
with a care usually bestowed only on a pet dog. When he had been drawn into
silks and fresh linen he was conveyed to his armchair, the chair with the
creaky arm, which he tested to reassure himself.


Then Rosa came with a tray on
which lay a single thin wafer and a bowl of broth. Of the wafer he might nibble
one corner; and of the broth a few drops in the heel of the spoon was his
portion. He was hungry, very hungry; but this was to be a day of fasting— that
was his edict in the sanity of yesterday. He might choke her now, but Rosa
would not yield; should she yield, tomorrow he would beat her.


Toward three o’clock that
afternoon a procession of gorgeous equipages began forming a line at the
Fifty-seventh Street portico— sedans, berlins, coupes, victorias, limousines,
betraying an extravagance of design and variegation of hue fit to grace the
remote though no less spendthrift period of a Louis Quatorze levee.


As though actuated by some unseen
mechanism the line moved forward notch by notch to deposit its burden. This
spectacle would unroll itself like an endless film for another hour. There was
Viliska, whose fingers, it is said, are listed on the Bourse and traded in as
shares; Wenceslaus, whose leonine mane is famous through a Burne-Jones
portrait; Max Arnult, who in one brief season had become all American— even to
his hair and shoes; Flora Cameron; Webber; John Darling; Solveja— looking like
a bank clerk on a holiday; the brothers Capelli— everybody!


Cameras and picture machines,
from their machine-gun embrasures, clicked and whirred. Merlin, beaming, was
returning salutes in a dozen tongues and dialects as he stood at the brass rail
inside, checking off the twenty-four carat names on his list. Tonight he would
begin putting together another list for the forthcoming first Thursday in
November, twelve months away. This was a sorry occasion for the speculators,
who stood outside in the front ranks of the gaping street crowd, assuring each
other confidently that Paradise itself would never house such a sublimated
essence of genius as Carnegie Hall this day.


Merlin had a special reason to be
happy. These, his children, with whose petulances he was schooled to struggle,
were for today humble, almost timid, simple souls coming into their heart’s
desire. They were so much easier to manage when they came in by the
Fifty-seventh Street portico than when the little mousehole awning was laid
especially for them.


The house was seating itself. It
was filling from pit to dome, with its dull half circle of boxes and loges.
Virtuosi who would shrug their shoulders at the command of a potentate were
climbing the alpine heights to the top gallery, with light hearts, content— because
they must be today— with a place on a hard bench in that remote region, so far
removed from the pit that they seemed to be looking at the stage through the
wrong end of a telescope. Groups were passing back and forth, embracing,
whispering— the air was filled with the murmur of these thousands of suppressed
voices, a sound like waves breaking over a flat beach.


As the hour of four approached,
Merlin left his place by the rail, giving his precious list to the care of an
underling. He went behind the stage. In passing he opened the door of the
cubby-hole on a crack and looked in, inquiring whether all went well— significantly.
There must not be so much as a mote of dust to mar the records; the diamond
pointed needles must be highly polished.


All was in readiness for the
maestro’s appearance. At his desk Merlin picked up his telephone. Jacoby’s man
Felipe answered his ring.


“Prepare him! I come!” said
Merlin in a manner which suggested that Jacoby was to be hermetically sealed
for the journey across the avenue.


“The master will not play this
afternoon,” said Felipe.


“Prepare him! I come!” repeated
the impresario in the same tone as before, without altering a muscle. He was
accustomed to mercurial humors of these great ones of the earth.


“The master will not play this
afternoon,” persisted Felipe’s soft monotone.


Merlin hung up the receiver as
tenderly as though it bristled with fulminating caps that might detonate in his
very fingers. He drew a deep sigh. He reached into the corner for his walking
stick— a very cudgel— and shook it at an imaginary adversary. If these wax
disks, so surreptitiously preparing, proved even passable records, most
assuredly he would retire from this despicable profession of cajolery on the
profits.


A Jacoby record! It would be
worth an annuity. Merlin had bullied and fawned on them all in his time. He
knew when to lash or cringe— none better. He adjusted his hat and rose. On the
way out he stopped at the cubbyhole and whispered through the crack of the
door:


“That diamond point is going to
be too hard, I am afraid. Better try what a blunt point on Number Two machine
will do.”


A few seconds later he was in the
elevator on his way to Jacoby’s apartments. As he entered he pricked up his
ears and permitted himself a smile. A familiar patter struck his ear. Jacoby
was at his clavier, the mute keyboard on which the master limbered up his rare
fingers and his fidgety soul. The dull thudding of the felted hammers in their
voiceless sockets sounded like raindrops on a leaden ocean.


Merlin drew a huge sigh of
relief. Cats and dogs! To gather such a house as he had boxed up across the
street, from the ends of the earth, only to walk out and tell them to disperse
quietly and go home! He began to sweat at the thought of the averted
catastrophe.


Rosa was kneeling on a chair in
the anteroom, peering through the curtains at her lord and master. So intent
was she that she did not hear the soft-stepping Merlin enter; nor did she
realize his presence until he was at her very shoulder, peering through the
opening in the brocade with her.


There sat Jacoby at his clavier,
his lithe, graceful body swaying; his head slightly inclined; his eyes fixed on
some remote point in outer space. His fingers— which could span fourteen full
intervals in a contortion that seemed fairly to dislocate them— were falling on
the keys as lightly as dry leaves dancing in the breeze. They were weaving the
closest harmonies— harmonies unheard by all ears except his own.


Merlin caught the picture in a
fluttering glimpse. The next instant the fingers of Rosa crushed the curtains
together. Her quick movement suggested that she was prepared to bar his passage
into the room if he attempted to enter.


“Ah, Merlin! What shall we do?
What shall we do?” she cried passionately.


Merlin’s look said as plainly as
words that she was talking one of the very few languages extant with which he
was not familiar. Evidently it was Rosa and not the master himself who was
struggling with an attack of nerves. He smiled reassuringly and said
soothingly:


“It’s all right, child— it’s all
right. They are waiting for him. Never— never has there been such a house
before! They are waiting for him. Come!”


He reached out to part the
curtains and enter; but she thrust him fiercely back. He stared at her in
astonishment.


“Hush! He is asleep!” she said.
“Sound asleep!”


“Asleep?” repeated Merlin
incredulously. “Asleep! Bah! What folly is this, Rosa?” He pushed her roughly
aside and strode in through the hangings. He came to a halt at the clavier.
“Ernest!” he cried sharply.


Jacoby gave no sign. The head
inclined lower; he was smiling, as though enthralled with the ghostly harmonies
his flying fingers were fabricating. His dull eyes were still staring into the
same uncertain distance. Merlin bent over the clavier, brought his face
directly into the line of sight of the performer— but the eyes did not see him.
On this day of days, the first Thursday in November, the soul of the master was
a million miles away.


The impresario, aghast at the
situation, fell back slowly, his eyes glued to the figure at the instrument.


“But he plays— he plays!” he
said, unbelieving; and then sharply, and with a note of irritation in his
voice: “Ernest! Ernest!” he cried. But the automaton at the keys gave no heed.
His phantom music held the dreamer fast. For a moment Merlin was overpowered by
the strangeness of the situation. “But he plays— he plays!” he insisted; and
then, turning on the woman, who had now fallen limply into a chair, his eyes
gleaming, he demanded: “What does he play? What does he play, Rosa? Tell me
that!”


“It is— it is the sonata,” she
whispered.


Now the great Merlin fairly rose
on his toes, his eyes blazing.


“The sonata! The sonata?” he
repeated.


And, without a second glance at
the limp figure of poor Rosa, he went back to the clavier. There was a
tradition about this sonata— the sonata of Jacoby. This was its only title— the
sonata. That described better than anything else the awe and reverence in which
this master of masters was held by his following. No one had ever heard it. It
existed only in Jacoby’s brain— the brain in his head and the brain in his
fingertips. No one who ever saw him play would deny that his fingers were
capable of cerebration. And now the sonata was being played before the very
eyes of Merlin! But not before his ears. Merlin was clever at the keys. Now he
was studying those flying fingers like a hawk. Cats and dogs! What sprite of
the devil had contrived this outlandish keyboard, with its pure intervals! Even
to the trained eyes of the impresario, these interpretative fingers spoke only
in cryptograms. Merlin could decipher the tempo— even something of the
phrasing.


“How long will this go on?” asked
Merlin, finally going back to Rosa. He shook her roughly, made her sit erect
and listen to him. “They are waiting for him. It is rank idiocy! How long will
it go on?”


“For hours and hours— till
finally he is exhausted.”


“Felipe! Go to my office. Tell my
secretary to bring Doctor Vossberg. Take care! No word of this— remember!”


Thus dispatching the valet,
Merlin went back to the clavier. He rested his elbows on the case, as his
hawklike eyes resumed their study of the fingers.


Doctor Vossberg might have been a
virtuoso had he not chosen medicine instead. Now, in his advanced years, he
consorted with the people who lived the profession he had denied himself. He
was sitting silent in his box when they found him; and, with practiced
dissimulation— lest the impatient house catch the infection of alarm— he rose
after a few seconds and followed them out. When he entered the anteroom Merlin
acquainted him with the circumstances; they whispered together for some time;
later they took Rosa aside. Steadied by the presence of the old physician she
grew more coherent.


“It is not sleep,” she cried,
much moved. “It is— as though he were translated— by this strange music. It
carries him far from us— he is no longer here.”


“No,” said the old doctor,
studying the performer narrowly; “it is not sleep. It is an amazing form of
psychosis.”


“He will tear his soul to rags if
this goes on,” began Merlin. “If we could get him over there— to his own piano—
the sound of the strings might cause him to come back quite naturally, without
shock.”


Strive as he would, Merlin could
not mask the excitement and eagerness in his tones; the others, however, were
too absorbed to note this. As they talked together in hushed voices at his very
elbow, the unconscious pianist, with unseeing eyes, continued to pursue his
theme.


“Rosa, think!” commanded the
physician. “Let us seek some impulse stronger than all else. It may be the key
to unlock his senses. A great grief— a great happiness! Is there not some
all-powerful emotion in his life that you can call back by some simple act?”


Rosa suddenly sat erect, her eyes
bedewed with happy tears. She drew them to her and whispered.


It was an intimate confidence.


“Do you remember, at his first
Thursday, years and years ago, I had to come to lead him off— he was so
overcome with the ovation? He has never forgotten the scent of the violets I
wore. Could that not rouse him now?”


It was a desperate expedient,
fantastic at the best. The doctor nodded eagerly. There is nothing more
powerfully hypnotic than a perfume to awaken recollection. The invasion of the
physical sense reacts on the mental; the association of ideas is immediate.


“Violets!” commanded the doctor;
but Merlin was already at the door. When Felipe returned with a great bunch of
the purple flowers the doctor ruthlessly crushed them in his hand until the air
was heavy with the scent. He thrust them into the lace of the woman’s dress.


The dreamer at the clavier was
now beating the keys with arms that swung like flails. Suddenly his hands fell
to his side. He sat back, staring at the wall, his lips moving as though he
were counting. It was the pause between movements of the ghostly sonata.


“Quick, Rosa! Now! Before he
begins again!” cried Vossberg. “Put your arms about him; speak to him— as
though he were awake— gently. Take his hand as you did on that first Thursday
long ago.”


And Rosa, her lips quivering,
tears coursing down her cheeks, gently took him in her arms.


“How your friends love you,
Ernest! We will go now! Come!” she whispered softly, as she put his head to her
breast.


A slight shiver ran through the
frame of the musician. She took his hand and he rose, with the simple obedience
of a child. The old physician was now at his other hand. And Jacoby, yielding
to the tender urging of familiar hands, started forward.


 


THE AUDITORIUM was booming like a
hive of angry bees when Merlin walked out on the stage. At his appearance the
hum of impatient voices ceased and he was greeted with applause. He raised a
hand for silence; then he said haltingly as he sought to control his breath:


“Good friends, we must crave your
utmost indulgence. Let me ask of you one great favor: When the maestro comes
out let there be no demonstration. As you love him, be silent— be as silent as
death itself. It is imperative. Let there be no sound, I beg of you!”


A murmur of surprise followed the
strange words of the impresario. To the true virtuoso the tone of his house is
almost as vital as the tone of his instrument. And they were asked, in all
earnestness, to sit mute before their master!


The clusters of lights
illuminating the vast auditorium disappeared one by one until there remained
only the tiny red bulbs at the emergency exits to spot the darkness. The murmur
faded into absolute silence. The pendent chandelier on the stage, its scores of
glowing bulbs screened with yellow silk, was dimmed to twilight; so that even
the great piano itself loomed misty and indistinct.


The house took to watching the small
door on the left through which the great man must enter. Shortly the door
opened; and against the light from within appeared the silhouetted figures of
Jacoby and Rosa his wife. The musician was leaning heavily on her arm and she
was helping him up the short flight of steps to the stage. He walked like a
blind man. As the little door closed behind them the hush of the house became
tense. Now— if ever— these three thousand throats should acclaim him; but they
kept their faith with Merlin and sat rigid.


The two people advancing on the
stage seemed like pygmy creatures lost in the vast defiles of some enchanted
island, so oddly did the dim lights dwarf them in the broad setting. They moved
slowly, the maestro once or twice putting out a hand, as though to pierce the
darkness.


Finally, they reached the piano;
his wife seated him on the bench and laid his hand on the keys. Then she did a
very odd thing— she turned to the great house and laid a warning finger on her
lips; then stole away.


The house settled itself. This
was the first Thursday in November! Jacoby sat motionless. His eyes were fixed
on some indefinite spot in the shadows. He sat thus for a full minute— an
eternity to the house, which began shifting uneasily; and, most of all, an
eternity to the three who watched him off stage. Jacoby had permitted himself
to be brought across the street like one under a spell— physically obedient
but, to all appearances, with his mind still in the abyss.


“We have lost!” murmured Rosa
despairingly. Merlin tore his eyes loose from the odd figure on the stage, as
though to make sure that he himself was not dreaming. Cats and dogs! Had they
succeeded in rousing the dreamer, only to lose him again in full view of this
staring throng? They were not here to exhibit a somnambulist. An idea arrested
him.


“Georges!” he cried and his
secretary— faithful shadow— was at his elbow. “In my office, on the safe, is
Richard Spurling’s violin. Bring it to me!” And when it was brought he said:
“Open it! What! What! Locked! Smash the lock— so! Now— Georges! Severine is out
in front— the aisle seat, fourth row, left center. Bring him to me.”


In a trice little Severine, the
violinist, had been dragged from his seat and taken behind the stage.


“He is asleep— in a trance?” said
the little man as he came in.


Merlin, at the table, was
scribbling on a scrap of paper. Over his shoulder he growled:


“Yes— asleep! And you are to
waken him. Play this!”


Merlin thrust the violin into
Severine’s hands and held up the sheet of paper, on which were half a dozen
bars of a strange melody.


“Here is the tempo— so!” Merlin
was saying as, with his hand, he swung an imaginary baton. “Do you get it? Now
play!”


“But —” began the puzzled
violinist.


“But nothing! Play, you fool! So—
take it slowly to the rise— the merest hum— so! Now begin!”


He opened the door to the stage a
little wider and motioned for the lights to be extinguished behind him so that
he might not make himself conspicuous to the audience. This audience, if he
knew it, was dangerously near the exploding point.


“Once more— a little louder— more
free— so! Gad! Vossberg, look!”


Jacoby was bending forward,
searching the uncertain depths of the stage as though seeking to surprise the
echo of some familiar cadence. The violin sang though its half dozen bars as
softly as a breath of air. Jacoby was smiling now. He began to caress the keys
with his fingers— to explore them.


Then suddenly the air began to
vibrate. So gently did the felted hammers fall on the tense strings of his
instrument that, for a moment, the sustained tone seemed to come less from the
piano itself than from the very atmosphere. The air became saturated with
throbbing sound— hung heavy under it, as under the stress of distant thunder on
a summer day. The tone became more firm; it divided itself into inarticulate
phrases. Through it there came a voice, calling. It was trying to speak, to
sing— the voice grew, faltered, was gone— came again; until finally it found
itself, burst crystal clear on the ears, singing the song that the violin in
the trembling fingers of Severine had been whispering.


No sooner did the theme burst
forth than it seemed to be taken up by scores of voices near and far— calling,
answering each other, laughing, echoing; twisting and turning the thin little
motif into myriad fantastic shapes. The musician at the keys began to sway from
side to side with the rhythm— for there was rhythm, in spite of the
inextricable tangle of counterpoint.


The song of the multitude grew
faster and faster; the volume of tone rose measure by measure, until it became
a mighty, sustained diapason which swept the whole instrument. And then, like a
rocket curving through its zenith, the thing burst into a shower of glittering
sparks, which glowed for a moment and died away.


The silence was so abrupt that it
left the house fairly gasping for breath. Little Severine was listening, almost
terrified; it was beyond his power to conceive what the master had done with
that ragged little theme he had scraped off on the strings. Rosa was silent,
her head buried in her arms.


Merlin threw open the door and
was on the stage in one bound. He sprang forward on tiptoe, waving his arms
wildly in the air, his face going through the most grotesque contortions. There
was no sound from his lips; but with all his might he was impressing silence— silence!—
silence!— before the storm should break. The performer at the keys had let his
hands fall; his head moved and he seemed to be counting.


The youthful violinist stole away
and found his place again, out in front.


“He is in a dream!” he whispered
to his neighbor; and, like a spark in tinder, the whisper flashed across the
house from row to row, from tier to tier— to the very topmost gallery.


The master was playing in a
dream! Hush! Not a sound! What does he play? They looked at each other timidly.
What does he play? Could there be any question? What should Jacoby— their great
Jacoby— play when he dreamed? The sonata— the sonata!


Jacoby raised his hands again.
The fingers fell on the keys. The allegro movement began. It was like the
opening of a flower, its lifetime of color and fragrance compressed into a few
precious moments.


“Cats and dogs! They are under
the spell— every mother’s son of them!” muttered Merlin to himself.


He was staring out at the house.
The impresario was not insensible to the wizardry of sound the master was
weaving on his amazing instrument, with its pure intervals; but, like the
sailors of Ulysses, he was stopping his ears to it lest he fall under its magic
and forget the business at hand.


With a conscious effort he tore
himself loose; he tiptoed cautiously to the rear door, making a passing
appraisal of Rosa, who was watching the maestro in awed reverence. Merlin slid
down the corridor to the little cubby-hole, opened the door and thrust in his
head.


“How goes it?” he cried in a half
whisper.


The two mechanicians did not take
their eyes from the revolving disks which were imprisoning the exquisite
vagaries of the unconscious musician. They nodded their heads impatiently,
waving their hands in mute answer; they were blowing industriously on their
needles, so that not so much as a fleck of dust, not a mote, should mar the
project of stealing the tangible image of the unknown sonata.


It might very well have been that
those three thousand listeners were asleep. When the allegro ended there was
just the suggestion of a drawn breath of relief among them; and in another
moment the deep, sonorous chords of an andante, introducing a variant theme,
began to pervade their senses. Merlin did not know which fascinated him more— the
dreaming performer or the house struggling under the spell he cast. It was
well, thought he, that he had provided for this windfall. Never again would
such music be heard from human hands.


The new theme, translating itself
from key to key with uncanny modulations, sounded the depths of pain as the
tempo slackened to the largo, like a chant through an echoing cathedral. Then,
silence. Blank silence! And the scherzo broke like the rays of warm sunlight
through the clouds.


Faster and faster the fingers
flew, weaving together the two themes that had gone before. A moment ago and
the house seemed dissociated from its body; now the physical predominated. The
deathly stillness was gone. It was as though a magician with mere facile
fingers had steeped their senses in every phase of emotion— love, beauty,
sorrow— leading them down into the depths step by step until it became numb
pain to listen.


Then, with a wave of the wand— the
wand of the sprightly, capricious scherzo— Jacoby was saying:


“See! It is all a trick— I do it
with my fingers; I do it with my piano— my wonderful piano, with its two sets
of black keys! Pain and sorrow, love and beauty— they reside in my fingertips,
not in my soul! There is nothing not subject to motion and number. Mind is
mathematics— tone is merely the sums and divisions on a child’s slate! It is I—
I— I— Jacoby! Not Jacoby’s heart, but his fingers, his piano!”


Merlin was conscious of a strange
pricking sensation in the back of his neck. An electric thrill was in the air.
The thing outside ended in a wild, shrieking crash. Then silence.


Then the storm broke. The vast
auditorium became a hollow cone, within the imprisoning sides of which bedlam
broke loose. Every man of the three thousand was on his feet now— waving his
hands, tearing his hair, stamping his feet, clapping, shouting— anything to
make noise; noise that battered itself back and forth between the walls, which
seemed to shake the very rafters of the edifice.


Cries of Bravo! Bravo! and
Jacoby! Jacoby! rent the air. They were crowding into the aisles, surging in
struggling lines toward the stage. They banked themselves just beyond the rail,
the din becoming louder and louder as they gave way more and more to their
exultation.


“Fools! What becomes of the
finale? Cats and dogs! Why couldn’t they be still to the end!” Merlin was
snarling as he rushed to the front.


He started out on the stage
again, imploring them to be still— to return to their chairs. He signaled
frantically. The crowd neither saw nor heard him. Another thing had checked
them. The tumult of acclaim ceased as suddenly as though choked by some
gigantic hand. Jacoby had raised his head and was looking about him in a dazed
way. His querulous voice broke the taut silence.


“Rosa! Rosa!” he was calling.
Rosa was by his side in an instant, her hand on his “What is it? Who are all
these people?” And he indicated with a wave of his hand the bank of upstaring
faces.


Merlin was equal to the occasion.
He sprang forward.


“This is your day, Ernest! Have
you forgotten? These are all your good friends— who love you. This is the first
Thursday in November.”


Merlin waved the house back to
their chairs. Jacoby rose. He gently pushed his wife aside.


“Am I a child, that you must lead
me? Begone!”


He bowed stiffly to the house;
then he began to play. It was a rhapsody of insurmountable technical
difficulties— the first number on his program for the afternoon. He blazed
through it like a skyrocket. It was six o’clock when the house emptied itself
into the street. He had played through his set program, denying, as was his
custom, all encores.


 


Merlin some time later took his
priceless master record from its fireproof vault and presented himself in
Jacoby’s drawing room. Rosa was frightened at his advent, for he had confessed
to her the existence of this record and that it awaited only the master’s
signature and approval to be given to the world.


Everything was arranged with the
utmost care. The machine was started when Jacoby was in conversation with
Doctor Vossberg and Severine, the violinist. The maestro looked up quickly.


“Who plays Jacoby’s piano?” he
demanded in the middle of that wonderful introduction.


Merlin came forward.


“Who should play your piano— who
but Jacoby?” said he, eying the musician sharply.


The master listened through to
the end of the third movement of the unfinished masterpiece. He clapped his
hands in ecstasy and cried:


“Again! Again! Once more, Merlin!
‘Tis wonderful!”


Merlin chuckled and went back to
the beginning. The musician sat spellbound.


“Who plays?” he asked when it was
finished.


“Who but Jacoby?” answered
Merlin.


“I? Jacoby? Do you laugh at
Jacoby, Merlin? Eh, Merlin? At last we have somebody greater than Jacoby! This
man is as much greater than Jacoby— as Jacoby is above the rest of the world.
Who is it, I say?”


The little group looked at
Jacoby, dashed.


“But, maestro,” persisted Merlin,
who was breaking into a sweat, “this is your sonata— the sonata— your
unpublished masterpiece!— with which you began your day— your first Thursday.
They went mad! Listen! You can hear them calling your name at the end of the
scherzo.”


“Silence!” cried Jacoby. “My
sonata? You blaspheme! This is the music of a prophet. Here are such close
harmonies as I have dreamed of, but never attained.”


“But there are millions in it— for
you and me, Jacoby!” cried Merlin, aghast as he saw a fortune slipping through
his fingers. “Here are millions— if you will only sign the record!”


“Millions to steal!” thundered
Jacoby. Then suddenly, his face changing: “You have been imposed on, my good
Merlin. That is not my sonata— the sonata. I have never played it. No one has
heard it. The sonata”— he whispered with a rapt look as he tapped his forehead—
“it is still here.”


 


THERE the matter rests. The
priceless record of the unknown masterpiece still remains in Merlin’s safe.


___________
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THE departmental car, with the Australian Government brand
on the side door, slid along the white ribbon of road that wound endlessly
through the steep green slopes of the hills. Above the bonnet of the car, the
heat danced in shimmering spirals, and the moto-meter thrust up a warning
scarlet finger against the glass. The day was blazingly hot. Behind the car the
dust hung like a thin dry mist for some time after it was disturbed. The leaves
of the trees  faltered like slender exhausted hands, sucked of all
animation. The motionless air seemed filled with a breathless, waiting
stillness. 


"It's quiet," observed
Miles Morton, of The Star. 


He removed his hat and wiped the
beads of perspiration from his forehead. 


"It's the quiet that they
like," the florid, heavily-built man who had been introduced as the
Honorable Thomas Windsor, chairman of the Unemployed Farms Scheme, shifted in
his seat and gazed appreciatively across the slopes, undulating and sun-dried
to the brassy sky. From a distant valley, clear through the quivering air, came
the barking of a dog. 


He turned back to the journalist.



"When we gave these
unemployed families the farms, the peace of the countryside was one of the
first things that the womenfolk appreciated." There was slight unction in
his tone. "Imagine it! Thirty acres of land, full equipment, and a house
given to people who hadn't a penny in the world. Of course, the house is only
iron and weatherboard, but you'd never get one of those families to return to
the city"— he swung round to the round-shouldered little man in the rear
seat— "would you, Mr. Percival?" 


"No, sir," said the
secretary obediently. He nodded a grey head to give emphasis to his words. 


The Honorable Mr. Windsor linked
his plump fingers about his silver-mounted walking-stick.


"The reason I'm taking you
up here, Mr. Morton, is to let you see for yourself how truly happy and
contented these families are." 


He waved his stick towards the
top of the nearest hill. 


"See that house up there?
That's the Hartley farm. Wonderful view from there. Mrs. Hartley has probably
seen us coming already. Good-looking woman, about 30. Husband was shell-shocked
in the war. Couple been up here about five years. Two kiddies, one a year old
and the other going to school now. A happier pair doesn't exist on this earth.
I want you to talk to Mrs. Hartley. They're our ideal pair." 


"Good!" said Miles
Morton briefly.


The stocky chauffeur gave the
wheel, a twist, and the car shot into an open space of roadway. Morton turned
his attention to the approaching farmhouse. It appeared to have been dropped,
rather than built, on the dry, brown side of a hill that arched a steep back
against the sky. It was a plain, four-square building, its grim ugliness
unrelieved by bush or creeper. Over the white-painted iron roof, the air was
swimming with the heat. Some small distance, down the hill his eye lighted
thankfully on the soft green foliage of an orchard. 


As the car hummed its way up the
slope towards the belt of trees, a flock of clumsy dark shadows, broke from the
thicket and disappeared in the haze. 


"Starlings!" the big
man muttered. He thumped aggressively with his stick. "They're the black
devils that cause the losses. Even the scarecrows can't keep them away." 


They were nearing the house now.
It showed plain between the scant foliage of the trees, the narrow verandah
untidy with rude blinds of split wheat-bags and heaped rubbish. Now the orchard
was thinning, and Morton could see the wealth of scarlet and yellow fruit,
wizened through lack of water, clinging to the boughs. In one of the largest trees,
a gaunt parody of a man in tattered clothes was spread-eagled among the
branches. A clay pipe was thrust into the paper-face and a greasy hat perched
rakishly on its head. The rags hung limply in the still air. On another branch
close by half a dozen fat birds picked lazily at the fruit. 


"There's one scarecrow that
isn't earning its keep!" Morton remarked. He threw up his hands, and the
birds fled off to safety, watching him from afar with beady, vindictive eyes. 


The car pulled up in the shade of
the last grove of trees, and the three men stepped out of it. 


It was Moira Hartley herself who
opened the door. As she stood there, outlined against the black interior of the
passage, her face impressed itself deeply on Morton's mind. For all her 30
years, it was the face of a child— an unhappy, worried child, with great
violet-shadowed eyes and a scarlet mouth drawn down into a petulant droop.
There was an expression about her lips that was both pitiful and hard, a
strangely elusive impression that marked her face with an intangible
bitterness. 


Windsor acknowledged her
greeting, and introduced the journalist. She returned his smile, but measured
him with eyes that were deep and quiet. Then— 


"Won't you come inside?
You'll surely enjoy a cup of tea after your long ride."


But Windsor, with a glance at his
companions, shook his head. 


"Not just how, Mrs. Hartley,
thank you. We'd like to take a walk round the farm. I suppose your husband's
working out there?" 


It seemed to Morton that Moira
Hartley drew a deep breath before she replied. 


"No; Jim's gone down to the
city for the day. He'll be sorry he's missed you!" She allowed the door to
swing behind her, and leaned against it. 


The Hon. Thomas Windsor cleared
his throat with an abrupt cough. 


"It seemed to me, Mrs
Hartley, that the farm isn't looking as well as it might. How is your husband's
health?"


The shadows about the woman's
eyes wavered, deepened. Her voice was dark with something approaching tragedy. 


"He gets worse every day.
It's his nerves, you know. -And the heat. That's why he's gone, to the city
to-day— to see a doctor. But I don't think he'll be troubled much longer."



"Why?" Morton faced
her. She looked at him, and deep in her eyes, he saw something that was like
sunlight sparkling on still, shadowed water. 


"Because I think that at
last he's found a cure!" 


An awkward silence fell upon the
quartet standing there. It was broken by Mrs. Hartley, who turned and opened
the door. Over her shoulder she told them— "While you're taking a look
round the farm, I'll slip inside and make a cup of tea. It won't take a
moment!" 


A brief nod, and the dark mouth
of the passage swallowed her. The three men turned about and stepped off the
verandah. 


"Better take the short cut
through the orchard," advised Windsor, pointing with his stick.
"We'll find it cooler." 


Coming from the blazing sunlight
into the dark green silence of the orchard-path was like plunging suddenly into
cool water. They emerged from the orchard onto a high shoulder of land, and
stood in the quivering heat to take in the surroundings. 


It was a desolate scene. A rough
patch of knee-high maize, turning sickly yellow under the sun, bowed before
them.  Some little distance away, an erection of gum-branches and mud
housed a number, of dirty-feathered fowls, their beaks wide and gasping in the
heat of the day.


A question occurred to Morton.
"Why is it that the apple orchard is so well advanced when the rest of the
farm is so uncultivated?" 


Windsor was fanning himself with
his hat. 


"The orchard was part of an
old garden that had been here for years," he explained.


"I don't envy anyone having,
to work this land," remarked Morton, digging his heel into the iron soil. 


As they passed through the
orchard on their return, flocks of starlings plunged heavily through the
foliage. Morton noticed that the tree in which the scarecrow sprawled produced
the best fruit, and as they passed beneath, he reached up his hand to pluck an
apple. He was tugging it from the branch when something wet fell on the back of
his hand. Dropping the apple, he stared with narrowed eyes, slanting his hand
against the light. 


Windsor was speaking again:
"We won't be able to wait for that cup of tea. There are other farms, to
be visited." He turned to his secretary. "Would you tell Mrs.
Hartley?" 


"I'll do it," Morton
broke in quickly, and both men, looking up, noticed how pale he had gone. But
before they could speak, he was running towards the cottage. 


He found Moira Hartley in the
kitchen, a dark, hot little room, loud with the obscene hum of blowflies and
redolent of warm stale cooking. She was sitting at the plain deal table, her
head buried in her outflung arms. On the table was a tin bowl, half-filled with
pinkish water. In another room, a thin, walling cry of a peevish cchild was
heard. Although Morton entered noisily she made no effort to move. 


The journalist, his back against
the door, spoke quietly: 


"Mrs. Hartley; why did you
shoot your husband?" 


A shudder passed through the
woman's body, but she did not raise her head. Morton spoke again; his voice was
soft with pity. "You shot your husband through the head. Then you saw our
car coming, and knew you had just ten minutes to dispose of the dead body. You
bandaged the wound to stop the bleeding, and carried the body to the orchard,
thrusting it into the first tree. You pulled an old hat over the bandage, and
placed a pipe in the dead mouth." 


He paused for a moment. 


"You loved your husband,
Mrs. Hartley. Why did you kill him?"


Then it was that she raised her
head, slowly, wearily. The pain of the whole world was in her face. Her eyes
were dark, fathomless pools. But when she spoke, hers was not the lowered voice
of a sinner confessing. It was high and almost triumphant. 


"Yes, Mr. Morton. I loved
him. And so I killed him. He was an imbecile. For weeks, he was as a little
child, helpless, unable even to feed himself. It was I who kept the farm going.
See—" She thrust out her hands, palms upwards and the man saw that they
were calloused and cracked. "I did the work of two while he crawled about,
on all fours, screaming and laughing and crying. 


"I don't know what came over
me to-day. It was the heat, I think. I had been working all morning in the sun.
When I came inside, tired and with a splitting head, I found that he had upset
the safe. When I spoke, he cringed into a corner, whimpering. It came to me,
quite suddenly, the splendid clean young man that he had been. So I took his
service revolver from a drawer and shot him twice through the head." 


Something choked in Morton's
throat. He spoke huskily. 


"And then?"


"I heard your car coming. I
ran to the window and recognised it. So I hid the body in the tree. I don't
know why. I'm not at all ashamed at what I did. It was panic, I suppose. Then I
cleared up the mess and waited for you to come. I know that I'm a murderess,
but that doesn't worry me. I'm quite ready to go with you. Jim would have done
just the same for me, had the positions been reversed."


Moira Hartley paused, and stood
up, tall and proud. The smile about her lips lighted her face almost divinely. 


"You see, we were a very
happy couple— Jim and I."


_______________


 











 


5:  The
Logic That Failed


Gerald Biss


Edwin Gerald Jones Biss, 1876-1922


Adelaide Observer 22 Dec 1900


 


British journalist,
novelist and writer of short stories. One of his best known novels, still in
print, is The Door of the
Unreal, 1919, a vampire
story pre-dating the now accepted conventions of the grenre.


 


TOTTELL, the big provision merchant, with shops all over
London, decided to increase his business largely at Christmas, and to have a
fine balance-sheet to publish to the world when he floated his business as a
company early in the ensuing year. After pondering many ways and means and
rejecting countless schemes, he hit upon an idea, and soon London was placarded
at every corner and in every nook, and flaming full-page advertisements
appeared in all the papers, while Mr. Tottell began to contract for turkeys by
the hundreds and the thousands.


The advertisement ran as follows,
in varying types from six-foot capitals on hoardings down wards:


 


TRY TOTTELL'S TENDER TOOTHSOME TURKEYS.


TENS OF THOUSANDS AT TENPENCE A POUND.


ALL SIZES AND ALL SELECTED.


 


TWO HUNDRED POUNDS PRIZE


(this in enormous letters)


TO LUCKY OWNER OF TURKEY No.??????


FIFTY POUND PRIZE


TO LUCKY OWNER OF TURKEY No.??????


TWENTY-FIVE POUND PRIZE


TO LUCKY OWNER OF TURKEY No.??????


 


In addition were promised in
order of value two hundred consolation prizes from a dining-room suite to a
lady's purse, there being included amongst the intervening articles babies'
cradles, boxes of cigars, sides of bacon, chests of tea, framed engravings, silk-covered
umbrellas, tins of tobacco, boxes of chocolate, sewing machines, evening
cloaks, blotting-books, fire-irons, go carts, ladies' gloves, gardening
implements, and good things galore.


 


Treasure the Tell-tale Tickets Tied to the Turkey.


One Turkey, One Ticket.


Winning Numbers Drawn for on-Xmas Eve and


Published in the Morning Papers


On Xmas Day.


First and Only Intimation.


Christmas Boxes Free to All!


Equal Chances to All Purchasers,


Regardless of Cost.


Try Tottell's Tender Toothsome Turkeys.


 


This stupendous announcement
created the wildest excitement amongst all probable purchasers of turkeys, and
decided many who were wavering as to their, ability to afford such an
extravagant luxury. 


Nowhere was the excitement wilder
than Acacia Villas, Acton, where the dwellers all blossomed out into the luxury
of a turkey at Christmas as a token of respectability, and talked about it for
weeks afterwards with bated breath. 


At No. 2, Nellie Nelson was
pouring out tea with the precision of three months' married life, and adding
milk with housewifely economy, while Herbert was reading the Morning Mystifier,
and eating a sixteen-a-shilling egg, preparatory to sallying forth to the City.



"Hallo, what's this?"
he exclaimed, spying Tottell's advertisement in large letters. "By jove,
little woman, this will just suit us!"  He read it aloud, dwelling on the
"us." 


"We are going to your people
for dinner on Christmas, aren't we, and they, and my father and mother, and
Will and Flo and Jack, to say nothing of the two kids, are coming here on
Boxing Day; isn't that it, darling?" he asked unnecessarily, as he knew it
for certain from the constant recapitulation of their first large party since
the wedding. 


"Yes, of course,"
answered Nell, thoughtfully; "but I wonder whether we've got chairs enough
to go round?" .


"We'll see," said her
husband, cheerily. "Perhaps we may win the dining room suite!"


"But it could never be
delivered in time," objected Nell, seriously. "And I'd rather have
the two hundred pounds; just think of all we could do with it! We could finish
furnishing these two rooms and furnish the other bedroom, and buy some more
kitchen things. We do want another saucepan badly, Bertie," she
interjected, parenthetically, "and Mary has knocked the spout off the
kitchen teapot and— and we could get such heaps of things, and give Flo and
Jack such a lovely wedding present, and put at least a hundred pounds into the
bank!"


"My dear child, you are
counting your turkeys before they're hatched," remonstrated her husband,
amused at her enthusiasm.


"They must have been
hatched, long ago," said Nell indignantly; "why, they take months to
grow as big as they are at Christmas!" I


"How big a one shall we
need?" asked Herbert, turning practical. 


"We shall need it about ten
or twelve pounds, I'm afraid," answered Nell, ruefully, "that is
about a ten-shilling one, and I've only got seven-and-fourpence saved up."


"Well, I suppose I shall
have to make up the balance," said her husband, good-naturedly; "is
that it, little woman? Have you decided to try Tottell's?"


"Of course," said his
little wife, in a very decisive voice. "Just think of that two hundred
pounds, darling?"


"Well, you see to it, little
woman,'" he rejoined, rising from the table. "I must be off, or I
shall be late at the bank."


That evening when he returned
Nell proudly informed him that she had written to Tottell's for the turkey, and
proceeded to build the most sumptuous castle in Acton with the prospective
£200, to Herbert's amusement.


Two evenings before Christmas
they were seated at their supper, complimentarily called dinner out of respect
to Herbert's social status as a clerk in Bumble & Bumble's Bank.


"Isn't it annoying,
darling," began Nell, pouring out her troubles of the day into Herbert's
sympathetic ear, "I hear from Mary (Mary was an untidy urchin of fifteen
whom they dignified by the name of servant) "that that horrid woman next
door has bought a turkey from Tottell's, too. 


"But," she added
triumphantly and illogically, "it's only a seven and sixpenny one, and so
it not nearly so likely to win a prize."


There was bad blood between the
inhabitants of the other half of this semi-detached Acacia villa and the
Nelsons, as the Dawsons had called in state upon the newly arrived bride, who
had not only been indignant at the visit, but had failed to return it on the
ground that Mr. Dawson was nothing but the head of a department in a big shop,
while Herbert was a clerk in Messrs. Bumble & Bumble's Bank— so fine are
social distinctions in all corners and quarters of London.


"I shouldn't think so,"
began her husband, when he was interrupted by the front door bell being nearly pulled
out of its insecure socket.


"Oh, I wonder whether that's
the turkey," exclaimed Nell jumping up in her excitement and forgetting
decorum so far as to make a movement in the. direction of the front door as
though to open it.


"Mary will open it,
dear," remonstrated Herbert mildly. "You forget it mayn't be the
turkey after all."


Voices were heard in the hall
followed by the slamming of the door, and Mary burst into the tiny dining room
bubbling over with excitement.


"The turkey, mum!" she
exclaimed, brandishing a pallid carcass with a long feathery neck, to which a
white ticket was attached. Nell jumped up and took it in her hands to examine
it more closely.


"Oh, Bertie, what a baby
one!" she cried ruefully. I thought it would be much


"Yes, it is small,
dear," said Herbert, examining it. "Mary, fetch the scales," he
ordered sternly.


While waiting for Mary he took a
knife and carefully cut off the ticket.


"No. 9947," he said,
putting it carefully, into his pocket.


The scales arrived before any
comment could be made on it, and Herbert began to weigh it judicially.


"Humph," he said,
"I can't understand it; there's some mistake. Only 8 lb 10 oz.!"
Adding after a mental calculation to show off his facility at figures to Nell,
who never could make out how he could add up columns and columns quite right,
"Only a seven-and-sixpenny one."


With woman's instinct Nell caught
hold of the label and cried joyously


"Oh darling, it's that Mrs.
Dawson's! It has been delivered at the wrong house; she must have ours."


"You clever little
woman!" exclaimed Herbert, dropping the turkey to kiss her. "Of
course, that's what it is!"


They were far too excited to make
much more headway with their dinner, so the rice pudding was left untouched,
while Herbert sat down and wrote a polite little note in the third person,
explaining the state of affairs, and asking if their ten-shilling turkey had
been delivered at No. 1 by mistake.


This was sent in by Mary, who
soon returned bearing in her arms a distinctly plumper bird, explaining volubly
how annoyed Mrs. Dawson had seemed at the compulsory exchange.


When they had got rid of Mary,
who went off to the kitchen in triumph with the rescued turkey, they sat down
in their usual chair to talk over the exciting event.


Suddenly it occurred to Herbert
that he had got the ticket off the other turkey neck.


"Oh, we must have our own,
our very own ticket," cried Nell, jumping off his knee; "I'm sure a
ten-shilling turkey is much more likely to win than only a seven-and sixpenny
one!",


She rushed off to .the kitchen
and returned in less than a minute. "It's just what I expected; that woman
has cut the ticket off our turkey's neck," she explained indignantly
between her puffs and gasps. "You must write again, Bertie, at once."


"But we've got hers
instead," feebly remonstrated Herbert, who hated a fuss.


"That won't do at all. We
must send it back and get ours. I suppose we must send it back?" she
asked, lingering on the possibility of two tickets. 


"Of course." answered
her more business-like husband, obediently writing a second note, which
Mary" was again requisitioned to take in. 


She returned with the other
ticket, No. 8159. and a long face.


"Please, mum," she
said, "Mrs. Dawson was 'orribly cross, and says she 'opes you're satisfied
now, she don't want nothink of yours."


"Vulgar creature,"
ejaculated Nell uncharitably; "I expect she did want to keep it "


 


DURING the two following days
Nell grew more and more sanguine as to winning, and had mentally spent the two
hundred pounds several times over, and she even went so far as to lay in two
pounds of sausages to go with the turkey in a fit of reckless extravagance. The
cost didn't seem much compared with two hundred pounds! Nell rolled the sum
round and round, and turned it over and over in her mind. How lovely it would
be, and wouldn't Mrs. Dawson be annoyed!


On Christmas Eve she was terribly
excited at the knowledge that they were now drawing in for the prizes, and in
bed she had a reaction, mentally weighed down by the two  founds of sausages
and her extravagance. At last she cried herself to sleep in Herbert's
protecting arms, but not until he had promised to get up the first thing in the
morning and look in the paper, which always arrived punctually at 20 minutes to
8, although he had been counting on the luxury of a good lie in for a change.


Soon after 7 Nell woke him— she
had hardly been able to sleep all night— and by half-past he was waiting in the
cold dining room in dressing gown and slippers, shivering and anathematizing
the enterprising Tottell. 


Suddenly through the jerry-built
walls he heard a shriek, and a moment afterwards came the rustle of the paper,
carelessly crushed into the little letter box.


He looked at the last page,
feeling quite a thrill of subdued excitement, despite an outward nonchalance.


"Good Lord," he
muttered, crumpling the paper roughly in his hands, "9947. That's those
people next door!


He rushed up the creaky stairs
three at a time, and burst into Nell's room.


"Well?" asked Nell
excitedly, turning red and white by turns.


"It's— it's— those people— next
door," he gasped, between want of breath and agitation. "They've won—
with the turkey— we turned away!"


For a minute Nell sat up in bed, white
and silent. Then she burst into tears. From the corresponding room in No. 1 filtered
through sounds of joy and laughter.


"What a shame!" she
burst out hysterically, " "Why couldn't we be content with the small
turkey> It was silly of us." She sobbed miserably, all her castles
crushing to the ground and the sausages rising up silently in judgment against
her. "Won't that horrid Mrs. Dawson crow over us? I hope I shall never,
never meet her in the street again! What can people like that want with so much
money? And we need it so badly," she concluded plaintively, making an
effort to regain her self-control.


Meanwhile, Herbert had been
biting his lip with annoyance, and scanning the rest of the numbers critically
to hide his chagrin.


"Hullo," he cried
suddenly, a smile breaking over his frowning face, No. 8519! We've got
something!"


"What?" asked Nell
feebly, too exhausted to get excited, "the dining room suite?"


"No," said Herbert,
"Nothing so large. Guess again!"


"A box of cigars for you, darling?"


"Wrong again. Go on."


"Something for me?"


"Yes," answered Herbert
with real pleasure, kissing her lovingly, "a cloak for my little girl, so you
mustn't be downcast any more. We're lucky to get anything!"


Nevertheless, the turkey next day
seemed to lack flavour somehow!


____
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THAT YEAR, Nineteen-Nineteen, threw up to
the surface, because of the storm and disorder of its successive tidal waves,
many strange fish; and of all that I encountered, the strangest, most
attractive, and, I venture to think, the most typical of our times and their
uncertainties, was my friend Bombastes Furioso— otherwise Benedick Jones.


I should certainly never have met
him had it not been for Peter Westcott. Westcott, somewhere in the spring of
Nineteen-Nineteen, took for a time the very handsome rooms of Robsart, the
novelist, at Hortons in Duke Street, St. James's. It was strange to see Peter
in those over-grand, over-lavish rooms. I had known him first in the old days
when his Reuben Hallard and Stone House had taken London by
storm, and when everything seemed "set fair" for his future. Then
everything crumbled: his child died, his wife ran away with his best friend,
and his books failed. I didn't hear of him again until Nineteen-Fifteen, when
somebody saw him in France. His name was mentioned on several occasions through
the terrible years, but nobody seemed to know him well. He kept away,
apparently, from everybody. Then on the very day that the Armistice was signed,
I met him in the crowd about Whitehall, looking just the same as in the old
days— a little older, a little stouter, stocky and resolved and aloof and
observant, in a world, as it had always seemed, to which he only half belonged,
a sailor on leave in a country strange, dangerous, and interesting.


But this story is not about
Westcott. To cut this prologue short, then, he asked me to come and see him,
and I went to the magnificent Horton rooms, not once, not twice, but many
times. I had loved Peter in the old days. I loved him much more now. The story
of those years of his life that immediately followed the war is a wonderful
story. I hope that one day he will give it to the world; whether he does or no,
I saw in those summer months the beginning of the events that were to lead him
back to life again, to give him happiness and self-confidence and optimism once
more, to make him the man he now is.


In the story of that recovery,
Benedick Jones has his share; but, I must repeat, this is Benedick Jones's
story and not Westcott's.


The first day that I saw Jones
was one lovely evening in April when Peter's (or rather, Robsart's)
sitting-room was lit with a saffron-purple glow, and the clouds beyond the
window were like crimson waves rolling right down upon us across the pale,
glassy sky. In the middle of this splendour Jones stood, a whisky-and-soda in
one hand, and a large meerschaum pipe in the other. He was, of course, orating about
something. The first thing that struck me was his size. It was not only that he
was well over six feet and broad in proportion, but there seemed to be in his
large mouth, his great head with its untidy mop of yellow hair, his big, red
hands, a spiritual size as well. He gave one always the impression of having
more fire within his soul than he could possibly manage....


He was fat, but not unpleasantly
so. His clothes were comfortably loose, but not disorderly. His stomach was too
prominent, but the breadth of his chest saved him from unsightliness. His face
was a full moon, red, freckled, light yellow eyebrows, light yellow, rather
ragged moustache. He was always laughing— sometimes when he was astonished or
indignant.


He was forever in the middle of the
room orating somebody or something, and his favourite attitude was to stand
with his legs wide apart, a pipe or a glass or a book in his extended hand, his
body swaying a little with the rhythm of his eager talk.


On this afternoon, I remember, he
really seemed to fill the room— words were pouring from his mouth in a torrent,
and I stood, stopped by this flood, at the door. Westcott, lying back in a
leather chair, smoking, listened, a smile on his generally grave face,
something of the indulgent look in his eyes that one might give to a favoured
and excited child.


"Hullo, Lester!" he
cried, jumping up. "Come along— This is Captain Jones. Bomb, let me
introduce you to Mr. Lester. I told you to read To Paradise years ago in
France, but of course you never have."


"No, I never have,"
cried Jones, turning round upon me very suddenly, seizing my hand and shaking
it up and down like the handle of a pump. "How do you do! How do you do!
I'm just delighted to see you. I don't read much, you know. Better for me if I
read more. But I've got to take exercise. I'm getting fat." Then he
wheeled round again. "But, Peter," he went on, suddenly taking a
great draught from his glass, "it was the most extraordinary thing— I
swear it was just as I'm telling you— the girl gave the man a look, spat at
him, and ran for her life. There were three men after her then, one a
vicious-looking little devil—"


I sat down in the chair nearest
to me and listened. I heard a most astonishing story. I'm afraid that I cannot
remember at this distance of time all the details of it: it had murder in it,
and rape and arson and every sort of miraculous escape, and apparently, so far
as I could make it out, Jones had been a spectator of all that he described.
There were discrepancies in his narrative, I remember, about which I should
have liked to question him, but the words came out so fast, and the narrator's
own personal conviction in the reality of his story was so absolute, that
questions seemed an impertinence. He stopped at last, wiped his brow, collapsed
upon a chair, finished his whisky with a great sucking smack of approval, dug
his fingers into the bowl of his pipe, struck matches that were, one by one,
ineffective, and lay scattered about him on the floor, and then smiled at me
with a beaming countenance.


"That's a very good story,
Bomb," said Peter.


"Story!" cried Captain
Jones, contemptuously. "That ain't no story. That's God's own truth— every
word of it." He looked at me smiling all over his face.


"I've had some very
remarkable experiences," he said.


"You must have had," I
answered.


He did not, I think, on this
occasion, stay very long.


When he had departed I looked at
Westcott interrogatively.


"That's a prince of a
man," said Peter enthusiastically. "I don't know where I'd have been
without him in France. Everyone loved him there, and they were right."


"What an experience he must
have had there," I said, a little breathless.


"Oh, that!" said Peter
laughing. "That was all lies from beginning to end."


"Lies!" I exclaimed.


"Yes," said Westcott.
"He's known among his friends as Bombastes Furioso. That's an unfair name,
really, to give him, because he's gentle as any suckling dove, and all his
wonderful stories are about somebody else's great deeds, never about his own.
Young Harper was saying the other day that if only he would tell of some of his
stories about himself, his lies wouldn't be so tremendous, but his natural
modesty prevents him. He's a dear fellow, and the biggest liar in Europe."


"Well, of course," I
said, rather doubtfully, "if he always tells lies it isn't so bad.
You know that you need never believe him. It's the half-and-half liars that are
so tiresome—"


"No," Peter
interrupted. "That isn't quite fair. Lies isn't the true word. He's all
imagination— far more imagination than either you or I will ever have, Lester.
He simply can't write it down. If he could he would be the greatest novelist of
our time. I used to tell him to try, but I've given that up now. He can't
string three sentences together. He can't write an ordinary letter without
misspelling every other word. He never reads anything— that's why his
imagination is so untrammelled. And it isn't all untrue either. He has been all
the world over— South Seas, Africa, China, South America, Russia, anywhere you
like. All sorts of wonderful things have happened to him, but it isn't the real
things he cares to tell of."


"Does he know he's
lying?" I asked.


"Not the least in the
world," Peter answered, laughing. "And I fancy he'd be most indignant
if you accused him of it. And the really strange thing is that no one ever does
accuse him. I can't remember that a single man in France ever challenged his
stories, and they'd pull anyone else up in a moment. You see, he never does any
harm. He's the most generous soul alive, thinks the best of everybody, and all
his stories go to prove that people are better than they ever possibly could
be. I confess, Lester, I have him here deliberately because he feeds my
imagination. I'm beginning to feel that I may get back to writing again, and if
I do it will be Bomb that will be responsible."


"How did he do in
France?" I asked.


"Very well," Peter
said. "But he never got the jobs that he ought to have had. Fellows
distrusted him for responsible duty. They needn't have: he is as efficient as
he can be. His inventive fancy only works over ground that he's never covered.
In his own job he's an absolute realist."


"Is he married?" I
asked.


"No. I don't think that
women have much use for him. He doesn't appeal to them. They like to have the
story-telling field to themselves. He's a man's man absolutely. He had a pal in
France to whom he was entirely devoted, and when the boy was killed I think
something cracked in him that's not been mended since. He's a colossal
sentimentalist: cynicism and irony make him sick. He thinks I'm a desperate
cynic— so I am, perhaps...."


Well, I saw a lot of Bomb Jones.
He loved Westcott more than I did, and admired him frantically. He knew, too,
something about Westcott's many troubles, and the maternal spirit that is in
every Englishman and Scotchman came out beautifully in his attitude to him. His
stories soon became part of the pattern of one's life, and by no means the
least interesting part. I quickly understood why it was that his friends
allowed him to pursue his wild, untrammelled way without rudely pulling him up.
In the first place, truth and fiction were curiously mingled. He had lived in
San Francisco for a number of years, and many of his tales were drawn from that
romantic city. He had obviously known well such men as Frank Norris and Jack
London, and he had been in the place during the earthquake and fire. His
picture of Caruso running out of his hotel in his night-shirt was a masterly
one. He knew Russia well, had had tea with Witte, in the old days, and had once
dined with Rasputin. He had shared in the Boxer rising, run for his life in
Constantinople, and helped a revolution in Guatemala; and so on, and so on....


But as I have said, about his
actual experiences he had very little to say. It was his fairy stories, his fantastic,
fabricated romances, that gave him his remarkable quality— and it was about
London that these were mostly invented. I say invented— but were they invented
or no?


There will, I think, be more men
and women than anyone now supposes who will look back to that year
Nineteen-Nineteen in London as a strangely fantastic one. You might say with
some justice that the years during the war, with their air-raids and alarms and
excursions, newspaper rumours, and train-loads of wounded and dying at Charing
Cross station, must have been infinitely more moving— I think not. In those
years, at any rate the stage was set for a play in which we must all, as we
knew, act our parts. That year that followed the Armistice was uncanny,
uncertain, unaccountable. Many reports there were about cities during war time—
none at all, so far as we knew, about cities just after war. London, contrary
to all prophesy, was just twice as full after the war as it had been before it;
there was nowhere to live, little place even for sleeping. Everyone who had had
money had lost it— many who had been notoriously penniless now were rich.
London was moving uncertainly into some new life whose forlorn form no one
could foretell, and we were all conscious of this, and all, perhaps, frightened
of it.


It was just this upon which Bomb
Jones unwittingly seized. I say "unwittingly," because he was the
least self-conscious of men, and the things that came to him arrived without
any deliberate agency on his part— his stories and anecdotes rising to his lips
as naturally and inevitably as the sun rises above the hill. He did not, I
think, care for me very greatly: I was dried up, desiccated with a humour that
he could only find morbid and cynical.


He had too fine and open a nature
to suffer greatly from jealousy, but I fancy that he very much preferred to be
alone with Peter, and sighed a little when I made an appearance.


He very soon found himself most
happily at home with all the staff of Hortons. Even Mr. Nix, the sacred and
rubicund head of the establishment, liked him, and listened, wide-eyed, to his
stories. Mr. Nix had met so many strange characters in London and seen so many
odd sights that a story less or more did not affect him very deeply.


Certainly Captain Jones flung his
net with greater success than was the general rule; never a day passed but he
returned with some strange prize.


It was amusing to see them
together in the green hall downstairs, with the grandfather clock ticking away
at them sarcastically. The little man, round as a ball, neat and dapper,
efficient, his bowler hat a little on one side of his head; Jones, his great
legs apart, his red face ablaze with excitement, his large hands gesticulating.
They were great friends.


In spite of his withdrawal from
me, he continued to tell me his stories. I began to find it an amusing game to
divide the true from the false. This was a difficult task, because he had a
great love of circumstantial detail. He would begin—"Lester, what do you
think of this? An hour ago I was going down John Street, Adelphi. You know the
place behind the Strand there where the Little Theatre used to be. You know
there's an alley there cutting up into the Strand. They sell fruit there. Well,
I was just climbing the steps when I heard a woman's voice cry out for help. I
looked back; there was not a soul there— the street was as empty as your hand.
I heard the cry again, and there was a woman's face at the open window. As I
looked she vanished. I ran back to the door of the house—"


Now this may appear somewhat
commonplace. How many stories in how many magazines have begun with just such
an incident? This, you would say, is the cheapest invention. Not quite. Jones
had always some unexpected circumstantial detail that clamped his tale down as
his own. I think that he was, in reality, on certain occasions involved in
fights and quarrels that were actual enough. I have seen him with a black eye,
and again with a long scratch down his cheek, and once with a torn hand. But
what he did was to create behind him a completely new vision of the London
scene. One could not listen to his stories for long without seeing London
coloured, blazing with light, sinister with calculated darkness, ringed about
with gigantic buildings that capped the clouds, inhabited by beings half human,
half magical, half angel, half beast.


I remember when I was young and
credulous, getting something of this impression from The New Arabian Nights,
but for me, at any rate, Stevenson never quite joined the flats. I was never
finally taken in by his invention, but felt to the last that he was having a
game with me. Bomb Jones's eloquence had the advantage over the written word of
being direct and personal. Although you might be sure that what he was telling
you was not true, nevertheless you felt that behind his stories some facts must
be lying. I know that soon I began to discover that London was changing under
my eyes. My own drab and dull flat in Kensington took a romantic glow. I would
look from my window down the long street to the far distance filled by the solemn
blocks of the museum, and would imagine that the figures that crossed the grey
spaces were busied on errands about which fates of empires might hang—
ludicrous for a man of my age who might be said to have experienced all the
disillusionment of life. Well, ludicrous or no, I walked the streets with a new
observation, a new expectation, a new pleasure, and to Bomb Jones I owed it.


However, it is not of his effect
on myself that I want to speak. I was too far gone for any very permanent
revival. It was Jones's effect on Peter that was the important thing. I saw
that a new life, a new interest, a new eagerness was coming into Peter's life.
He laughed at Jones, but he liked him and listened to him. Gradually, slowly,
as stealthily as, after the rains, the water creeps back over the dry bed of
the sun-baked river, so did Peter's desire for life come back to him.


"I know that Bomb's stories
are all nonsense," he said to me. "A hundred times a day I'm tempted
to break out and ask him how he dares to put such stuff over on us, but, after
all, there may be something in it. Do you know, Lester, I can't go through
Leicester Square without wondering whether a murderer isn't coming out of the
Turkish Baths, an Eastern Prince out of 'Thurston's,' or the Queen of the Genii
peeping at me from a window of the Alhambra! I've tried several times to get
back into things here. I tried the Vers Librists, and I tried the drunkards
down in Adelphi, and I've tried the Solemn Ones up in Hampstead, and the good
commonplace ones in Kensington, and it was all no use until Bomb came along. I
hope to Heaven he won't stop his stories for another month or two. There's a
book beginning to move in my head— again, after ten years! Just think of it,
Lester! Dead for ten years— I never thought it would come back, and now Bomb
and his stories—"


"It's all right," I
said. "He'll never stop till he dies."


But I'd reckoned without one
thing— something that had never entered my poor brain, and, as always happens
in life, it was the one thing that occurred— Bomb fell in love.


It is, of course, a commonplace
that you can never discover the reasons that drive human beings towards one
another— even the good old law of the universal attraction of opposite for
opposite does not always hold good, but I may say that both Peter and I had the
surprise of our lives when we discovered that Bomb Jones cared for Helen
Cather. Helen was a friend of Bobby Galleon's, who was a friend of Peter's.
Alice Galleon, Bobby's wife, had been with her on some War Committee, and the
orderliness of her mind, her quiet when the other women were pushing and
quarrelling, her clean serenity upon which nothing, however violent, seemed to
make the slightest stain, appealed to Alice. She took Helen home to dinner, and
discovered that she was a very well-read, politically-minded, balanced woman.
"Too blamed balanced for me," said Bobby, who believed in spontaneity
and rash mistakes and good red blood. He thought, however, that she would be
good for Peter, so he took her to see him. Helen and Peter made friends, and
this in itself was odd, because Helen at once asserted that all Peter's ideas
about modern literature were wrong. She said that Peter was a Romantic, and
that to be a Romantic in these days was worse than being dead. She talked in
her calm, incisive, clear-cut way about the Novel, and said that the only thing
for any novelist to do to-day was to tell the truth; and when Peter asked her
whether invention and imagination were to go for nothing, she said that they
went for very little, because we'd got past them and grown too old for them;
and Peter said thank God he hadn't and never would, and he talked about
Stevenson and Dumas until Helen was sick.


She dug up Peter's poor old
novels, and disembowelled their corpses and praised Miss Somebody or other
Smith's who wrote only about what it felt like to be out of a job on a wet day
when you had only enough money in your pocket to eat a boiled egg in an A.B.C.
shop.


"You're sentimental,
Westcott," she said, "and you're sloppy and worst of all, you're
sprightly. You've no artistic conscience at all."


Peter laughed at her and liked
her, and she liked him. I don't think that I was at all taken with my first
view of her. She was thin and pale, with pince-nez and a very faint moustache
on her upper lip. Her best feature was her eyes, which were good, grey, steady,
kindly, and even at times they twinkled. She was neatness and tidiness itself,
and she sat in her chair, quite still, her hands folded on her lap, and her
neat little shoes crossed obstinately in front of her.


I shall never, of course, forget
the day when she first met Bomb. It was one evening in Peter's flat. A number
of people sat about talking, smoking and drinking. The Galleons were there,
Maradick, large and red-faced, an old friend of Peter's, Robin Trojan and his
wife, and so on. Bomb was late. He burst into the room, large, untidy and, as
usual, excited.


"I say," he began at
once. "I've just come from Penter's. There's been a fellow there who's the
most remarkable man I've ever seen. He's going round England with a circus, and
three of his elephants escaped this afternoon and were found examining
Cleopatra's Needle half an hour ago and being fed with buns by a lot of street
boys. This chap wasn't a bit alarmed, and said they'd be sure to turn up at
Howarton or somewhere where he's got his circus, if he gave them time. He says
that one of the elephants is the most intelligent—"


Now this story happened, as we
discovered in the morning, to be quite, or almost, true, but you can fancy how
Helen Cather was struck with it.


"Elephants!" she said,
turning round upon him.


"Oh, you don't know one
another," said Peter, hastily. "Bomb, this is Miss Cather. Miss
Cather— Captain Jones."


Bomb has since declared that he
fell in love with his Helen at first sight. Why? I can't conceive. There was
nothing romantic about her. She certainly looked upon him on that first
occasion with eyes of extreme disapproval. Everything about him must have
seemed dreadful to her. "A red-hot liar," she described him to Alice
Galleon afterwards. I remember on that very evening wishing that he had stopped
for a moment before he came into the room and tidied himself up a little. His
hair wasn't brushed, his face was hot and perspiring, his waistcoat was minus a
button, and his boots were soiled. He didn't care, of course, but sat down
quite close to Miss Cather, smiled upon her, and poured into her ears all that
evening a remarkable series of narratives, each one more tremendous than the
last.


Peter was amused. Next day he said:
"Wasn't it fun seeing Helen Cather and Bomb together? Fire and water. She
thought he'd drunk too much, I presume. She can look chilly when she likes,
too."


It was not more than three days
after this eventful meeting that the great surprise was sprung upon me.


I had been given two tickets for
the first night of Arnold Bennett's Judith. We arrived late, and it was
not until the first interval that Peter could deliver to me his astounding
news.


"What do you think has
happened?" he cried. "I give you three guesses, but you may as well
resign at once. If I gave you a hundred, you'd never guess."


"What is it?" I asked.


"Bomb is in love with Helen
Cather."


I was, of course, incredulous.


"But that's absurd," I
answered; "that's worse than any of Bomb's best stories."


"It's true, all the
same," he assured me. "He came in this afternoon. He can think of
nothing else. His stories have for the moment all deserted him. He told me that
he's been awake three nights thinking of her. He says that he loved her the
first moment he saw her. He says that he's never loved a woman before, which
is, I expect, true enough, and that he's going to marry her."


"Well, that last isn't true,
anyway," I answered. "Miss Cather hated him at first sight."


My impression that night was that
this was simply one of Bomb's exuberant, romantic fancies, and that it would
pass away from his heart and brain as quickly as many of his stories had done.
I was, of course, completely wrong.


He said very little about it to
me, because he didn't like me, and was less naturally himself with me, I think,
than with anyone. But he talked to everyone else, and to Peter he never ceased
pouring out his soul.


A week later he proposed to her.
She refused him, of course. He was not in the least disturbed. He would propose
to her again very shortly, and then again and again to the end of time....


I fancied, however, that that
first refusal would he the end of it.


He would see in a little how
absurd his pursuit was, and would abandon it. I must confess that I looked forward
to that abandonment. This sudden passion had not from my point of view,
improved him. It made him a little absurd, and it had checked absolutely for
the moment the flow of his stories. I was surprised to find how seriously I
missed them.


Then one morning my telephone
rang, and, answering it, I recognised Miss Cather's voice.


"May I come and have tea
with you this afternoon?" she asked.


"Why, of course," I
answered. "I'll be delighted. Whom shall I invite?"


"Nobody," she answered.
"I want to talk to you."


I was flattered and pleased. Any
widower of over fifty is pleased when any woman wants to come and have tea with
him alone. Besides, I liked Miss Cather— liked her surprisingly. In the first
place, she liked me, found my mind "truly realistic" and my brain
well balanced. But in reality I liked her, I think, because I was beginning to
discover in her a certain freshness and childishness and even naïveté of
soul which I had certainly not expected at first. But seriousness and balance
and austerity of manner did not go nearly as deep as it pretended. She knew not
nearly as much about life as she herself fancied.


When she came she had some
difficulty in beginning. At last it was out. Captain Jones had proposed to her.
Of course, it was quite absurd, and of course, she had refused him. He didn't
know her at all, and she knew quite enough about him to be sure that
they would never get on. Nevertheless— nevertheless— What did I— did I know?—
At least, what she meant was that she liked Captain Jones, had liked him from
the beginning, but there were certain things about him that puzzled her— Now I
knew him well. Would I tell her?


"I don't know him
well," I interrupted her. "That's a mistake— we're not intimate at
all, but I do know him well enough to be sure that he's a good man. He's a
splendid man!" I ended with perhaps a little more enthusiasm than I had
myself expected.


She talked a little more, and
then I challenged her.


"The fact of the matter is,
Miss Cather," I said, "that you're in love with him and intend to
marry him."


At this she shook her head
indignantly. No, that was not true at all. She did not love him— of course she
did not. But there was something about him— difficult for her to describe— his
childishness, his simplicity— he needed looking after— Oh, he did need
looking after!


As she said that the whole of the
sweetness that was in her nature shone in her eyes and made her austere,
unyielding, almost plain as she was, for the moment divine.


"Of course you're going to
marry him," I repeated. She shook her head, but this time less surely.


Then, looking me full in the
face, and speaking with great solemnity as though she were uttering a profound
and supremely important truth, she remarked:


"Any woman who did marry him
would have to stop that lying."


"Lying!" I repeated
feebly.


"Yes, lying— the stories he
tells."


"But they aren't lies,"
I said. "At least, not exactly."


She emptied then all the vials of
her wrath upon my head. Not lies? And what were they then? What were
those romances if they were not lies? Was I trying to defend lies in general or
only Captain Jones's lies in particular? Did I not realise the harm that he did
with his stories? What had we all been about that we had not pulled him up long
ago?


"Can't you conceive it as
possible, Miss Cather," I asked her, "that lies should occasionally
do good rather than harm? I don't mean really bad lies, of course— lies
told to hurt people— but gorgeous lies, magnificent lies; lies that keep your
sense of fantasy, your imagination alive; lies that paint your house a fairy
palace and your wife a goddess?"


"I don't know what you're
talking about, Mr. Lester," she answered me. "I must confess I'm
disappointed in you, but I suppose one never knows with a novelist— But never
mind— thank you for your tea— I can only assure you that any woman who marries
Captain Jones will have to reform him first. Good-night."


Even after this I did not realise
the situation that was upon us. I saw now what I had not seen before, that she did,
in truth, care for Bomb Jones— that that same affection would affect all our
lives I had not yet perceived. Then, two days later, came the next development.


I was sitting in Peter's flat
waiting for his return, when Bomb burst in. He was a creature transfigured,
whether by triumph or rage I could not immediately tell. He stood there, out of
breath, swelling out his chest, struggling for words, panting. At last they
came.


"Where's Peter? Oh, where's
Peter? Not back. But he must be back. It's always his time to be here just now.
He must be here! Lester, I'm dumbfounded. I've no strength left in me. I'm
finished. What do you think? Oh, but you'll never guess— you couldn't—"


"Miss Cather's accepted
you," I interrupted.


"How did you know? How the
devil—" He stared at me as though his eyes were struggling with an
unaccustomed light—"Well, she has, if you want to know, and that's
remarkable enough, but that's not the only thing— She— she—"


He paused, then flung it at me
with the strangest burst of mingled rage, incredulity, bewilderment, and
wonder—"She says I'm a liar!"


He looked at me, waiting.


"A liar?" I feebly
repeated.


"A liar! She says she'll
only marry me on one condition— that I stop my lying. When she first said it I
thought she was laughing at me, then I suddenly saw that she was in the
deadliest earnest. I asked her what she meant. She said that she couldn't
conceive that I didn't know, that I must know, how wicked it was to tell
the untruthful stories that I did, the harm that they worked and so on. I! A
liar! I!— Why, you might say it about some fellows, but about me!... Why,
Lester, she simply didn't believe that I'd had any of the fun, been to any of
the places, seen anything.... Of course, I see what it is. She's never been
anywhere, seen anything herself. Everything's strange to her. But to say that
everyone knew I was a liar.... Lester, tell me. You've been about. You
know I'm not a liar, don't you?"


His astonishment was the most
genuine thing I'd ever faced. I admit that I was staggered by it. I had not, of
course, supposed that he had deliberately said to himself: "Now to-day I'm
going to tell a lie so as to astonish those fellows," but I had
imagined that he knew quite well it had not all been true.


But here, in the face of his most
ingenuous astonishment, what was I to say?


"No, Jones, of course not—
lies is the wrong word altogether, but I do think that sometimes you've
exaggerated."


He stared at me.


"Do they all think
that?"


"Well, yes, they do—"


He resembled then nothing so much
as a balloon from which the air has suddenly been withdrawn. He sat down.


"My God," he said,
suddenly dropping his head between his great red hands. "It's true
then."


It was at that moment that I saw
the catastrophe that was upon us. I saw what Bomb would be without his tales:
he would be dull, ordinary, colourless— nothing. The salient thing, the life,
the salt, the savour would be withdrawn from him. And not only Bomb, but all of
us— myself, Peter, young Gale, Alice Galleon, even Maradick. I saw, by my own
experience, how we should suffer. I saw slipping away from under my very nose
the whole of that magical world that Bomb had created; and above all, that
magical London, the fairy palaces, the streets paved with gold, the walls of
amethyst; the dark, shuttered windows opened for an instant to betray the
gleaming, anxious eyes; the bearded foreigner conveying his sacred charge
through the traffic of Trafalgar Square; the secrets and mysteries of the Bond
Street jewellers.... I saw all that and more. But, after all, that was not the
heart of the matter. We could get on without our entertainment; even Peter had
been brought to life again whether Bomb went on with him or no. The tragedy was
in Bomb's own soul; Helen Cather was slaying him as surely as though she stuck
a dagger into his heart. And she did not know it— She did not know that she was
probably marrying him for that very energy of imagination that she was bent
upon destroying. Only, months after she had married him, she would discover,
with a heavy and lifeless Bomb upon her hands, what it was that she had done.


"Look here, Jones," I
said. "Don't take it too seriously. Miss Cather didn't know what she was
saying. Don't you promise her anything. She'll forget—"


"Don't promise her!" He
looked up at me wildly. "I have promised her! Of course I have— Don't I
love her? Didn't I love her the first moment that I saw her? I'm never going to
tell anyone about anything again."


Well, all my worst anticipations
were at once fulfilled. You may think that this story is about a very small
affair, but I ask you to take some friend of yours and be aware that he is in
process, before your eyes, of dying from some slow poison skilfully
administered by someone. You may not in the beginning have cared very greatly
for the man, but the poignancy of the drama is such that before long you are
drawn into the very heart of it; it is like a familiar nightmare; you are held
there paralysed, longing to rush in and prevent the murder and unable to move.


In no time at all I had developed
quite an affection for Jones, so pathetic a figure was he.


Beneath the stern gaze of his
beloved Helen ("not quite of Troy," as someone said of her) he became
a commonplace, dull, negligible creature, duller, save for the pathos of his
position, than human. Very quickly we lost any sense of chagrin or
disappointment at our own penalties in the absorption of "longing to do
something for Bomb." Again and again we discussed the affair. Bomb's soul
must be saved; but how? Before our eyes a tragedy was developing. In another
month they would be married; Helen Cather would marry the greatest bore in
Europe, and about six months after marriage would discover that she had done
so.


Bomb was already miserable,
sitting there silent and morose, his tongue-tied, adoring Helen, but saying
nothing to her lest he should be accused of "romancing."


At last Peter insisted that I
should speak to her— she liked me better than she did the others— she would
listen to me. Needless to say, she did not. Not only did she not listen, but
turned on me ferociously.


"I'm proud of
Benedick!" she cried. "I've cured him of the only fault he had. If
you think I'm going to turn him back into a liar again, Mr. Lester, just for
the entertainment of yourself and your friends, you're greatly mistaken. You have
a strange notion of morality."


She was proud, but she was
uneasy. She realised that he was not happy, that, in one way or another, the
spring had gone out of him— yes, thank God, she was uneasy.


Well, there was the situation.
There was apparently nothing to be done, no way out. This is simply the story,
after all, of our blindness. Just as we had not seen the influence that was to
check our Bomb, so we did not see the influence that would make his fancy flow
again. It's a wonderful world, thank God!


About a week before the wedding
Peter Westcott said to me:


"Lester, don't you think
that Bomb's reviving a little again?" I fancied I had seen something. Bomb
was a little brighter, a little less heavy ... yes, I had noticed.


"His fancy is being fed
again somewhere," said Peter again. "Where? He tells us no
stories."


No, he certainly did not. His
determination to achieve perfect accuracy was painful. It was a case of— 


"Where have you been,
Bomb?"


"Oh, just down to the bank
to cash a cheque. The Joint Stock branch in Wigmore Street. I took a bus up
Regent Street and got off at the Circus—" and so on, and so on.


Nevertheless, he was reviving.
The Old Man was being blown back into him just as surely as one prick of Helen
Cather's determination had let it out. Where was he feeding his imagination?
How had he got round his Helen's autocracy without her knowing it? Because she
did not know. She was completely satisfied— she was even more than satisfied,
she was—  I watched her. Something was happening to her, too. She was
dressing differently. Her austerity was dropping from her. She did her hair in
a new way, no longer pulling it back, harsh and austere, from her forehead, but
letting it have freedom and colour. She had very pretty hair....


She was wearing bright colours
and pretty hats....


What was happening?


The day came when the problem was
solved. Bomb's old mother came up to town, a dear old lady of nearly eighty,
who adored Bomb and thought him perfection. She came up for the wedding. She
was to see Helen for the first time. It was agreed that the meeting should be
at Hortons, a nice, central spot. We were gathered there waiting— old Mrs.
Jones with her lace cap and bright pink cheeks, Peter, Bomb, and myself. Helen
was late.


"You know, Benedick,"
said the old lady in a voice like a withering canary, "you've told me very
little about Helen. I've no real idea of her at all."


A moment's pause, and Bomb had
sprung to his feet. Peter and I, spiritually, so to speak, rushed towards one
another. This was the old attitude. We had not seen Bomb stand like this, his
legs spread apart, his chest out, his eyes flashing, for weeks. The old
attitude, the old voice, the old Bomb.


"Helen, mother!" he
cried, and he was off.


The picture that he drew! It was
about as much like the real Helen Cather as the Venus de Milo is like Miss Mary
Pickford in the pictures; but it was a glorious picture, the portrait of a
goddess, a genius, a Sappho. The phrases tumbled from his lips in the good old
way— it was all the old times come back again. And how his imagination worked!
How magnificently he flung his colours about, with what abandon he splashed and
sprawled! For a breathless ten minutes we listened.


"Dear me," said old
Mrs. Jones, "I do hope she's a good girl as well."


For myself I sat there entranced.
The old Bomb was not lost. He had found, or Fate had found him, a safe outlet
after all. He could see Helen as before he had seen the whole world, and it
would do for him as well. His soul was saved.


The one question that now
remained was how would Helen take this glorification of herself? Would she not
resent it as deeply as she had resented the earlier "lies"?


On the answer to that question
hung the whole of the future of their married life.


I was soon to have my answer.
Helen came in. I did not perceive that old Mrs. Jones felt very deeply the
contrast between reality and her son's picture. Her son was all that she saw.


He took her home. I walked away
with Helen. Before we parted she turned to me. Happiness was burning in her
face.


"Mr. Lester," she said,
"you've been a good friend to both of us. You were all wrong about
Benedick, but I know that you meant it well." She hesitated a little.
"I'm terribly happy, almost too happy to be safe. Of course, I know that
Benedick is a little absurd about me, has rather an exaggerated idea of me. But
that's good for me, really it is. Nobody ever has before, you know, and it's
only Benedick who's seen what I really am. I knew that I had all sorts of
things in me that ought to come out, but no one encouraged them. Everyone
laughed at them. But Benedick has seen them, and I'm going to be what he sees
me. I feel free! Free for the first time in my life! You don't know how
wonderful that is!"


She pulled the bright purple
scarf more closely over her shoulders.


"We've done something for
one another, he and I, really, haven't we? He's freed me, and I— well, I've
stopped those terrible untruths of his in spite of you all. I don't believe
he'll ever tell a lie again! Good-night. We'll see lots of you after we're married,
won't we? Oh, we're going to be so happy—"


"Yes— now I believe
you are," I answered.


"What do you mean, now?"
she asked. "Didn't you always think so?"


"There was a moment when I
wasn't sure," I said. "But I was wrong. You're going to be splendidly
happy."


And so they are....


_____________
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ONE MORNING on my arrival at the office I
found my Chief closeted with a lady of ripe years and riper configuration;
indeed the exceeding maturity of her charms must long have precluded her from
putting on her shoes without assistance, or of seeing them when they were on.
She was trembling like a jelly with emotion. 


Pepper motioned
me to a chair without disturbing the flow of her discourse. 


"Yes,
sir," she was saying, "I set great store by those ear-rings because
they were a gift from my third— no, it was my present, husband, and he always
told me that he had paid ten thousand dollars for them. I did not wear them
often— rather too showy for ordinary social occasions— but for a box on the
grand tier at Covent Garden on a gala night! of course I put them on, and when
the Duchess noticed them, of course I had no choice." 


"Tell us
exactly what happened, Mrs. Stoot." 


"Well,
perhaps you know the Duchess by sight —a fine looking woman, with lovely jewels
of her own— diamond tiara, diamond necklace, diamond all over her front, but of
course no ear-rings equal to mine." 


"Duchess of
what?" 


"That's
just what I want you to find out. It was something Italian or Russian or
French— a double name— it sounded like Ferara-Tolty, but you know how difficult
those foreign names are to remember. Anyway, there was I, sitting all alone in
my box with the Duchess right opposite me. I saw her pick up her glasses and
look hard at me, and I began to feel whether anything in my gown had come
undone. Then she turned to one of the three gentlemen standing behind her—
tall, elegant foreigners all of them except one, and he was bald,  but he
had a black beard— most distinguished-looking he was— and she pointed to me
with her fan and they all stared at me. And then the piece began. While the
lights were turned down I felt myself all over down to the waist and especially
my hair in case it had come down, but there was nothing out of place. That took
the best part of the first act, and you may believe it or not— if it was to
save my life I couldn't tell you the name of that opera or anything about it. I
know that I paid about fifty dollars for my box." 


"Lots of
people at Covent Garden find the same difficulty," I murmured soothingly. 


She looked at me
sharply. "They don't lose a pair of priceless ear-rings, young man." 


"We must
not interrupt Mrs. Stoot, Mr. Meddleston-Jones. We have got to the end of the
first act of the opera whose name she does not remember." 


"Well, when
the lights went up there was the Princess smiling and bowing across the house
at me and turning to speak to one of the gentlemen behind her, who left the
box." 


"She was a
Princess?" 


"Well,
Princess or Duchess, it's all one. I've told you her name as well as I can
remember. We haven't either in Cleveland, O., so it's easy to confuse them.
Then, while I was wondering whether it was me or someone in a box next to mine,
and whether I ought to return the bow, there came a gentle tap at my door, and
in walked the elegant gentleman I had seen standing behind her. His manners, I
must say, were polished. He bowed very low several times and in a very foreign
accent he told me how the Countess had been admiring my ear-rings, and how much
she would like to see them close, and would I very much mind if she had some
made like them by her Paris jeweller— that is, if I would entrust her with one
of them for a few moments. What could I do? There was the Princess bowing and
smiling graciously at me; there was the gentleman all politeness and deference,
as if I was the Queen herself— what could I do but take one of them off and
give it to him? He made me blush all over with his gratitude. I saw him enter
the other box again; I saw the Countess take the ear-ring in her hand and call
all the three gentlemen to admire it; I saw her bow and smile again, and this
time I bowed and smiled back. At that moment I felt I would have given her both
ear-rings for keeps if my second husband, poor man— no, it was my third,
because it was when we were living in Chicago— anyway, then the lights went
down for the second act, but I couldn't tell you what the opera was called— not
if my life depended on it. 


"Of course
I did not expect the gentleman to come back until the next interval. Then I
thought he would bring an invitation from the Duchess to take tea with Her
Royal Highness. You know  how dark they keep the house at Covent Garden
when the curtain is up. Well, down went the curtain and up went the lights and
the box opposite was empty. Wouldn't you have thought that when four people
leave a box in the middle of an Act you'd notice it? How they got out is a
mystery to me. 


"I waited
and waited, but no one came and I went home thinking that the Duchess had
forgotten she had my ear-ring. I told the Manager downstairs and he said that
he would have a search made in the box, but they never found it." 


"I thought
you spoke of losing a pair, Mrs. Stoot." 


"Yes, I am
coming to that. The Manager said that I oughn't to have lent the ear-ring to
people I didn't know; that if he didn't find it he would speak to the
policeman. Next morning, when I was having my breakfast in négligée 
in my room at the hotel, they came up to say that a gentleman from Scotland
Yard was waiting to see me. I thought, of course, that the Manager had sent
him, so I told them to bring him up. A most gentlemanly kind of detective he
was. He said that they had heard at the Yard— that was what he called it— I remembered
it sounded funny at the time. 'The Yard?' I said. 'Scotland Yard,' he answered—
that it has been reported at the 'Yard' that I had lost an ear-ring at Covent
Garden last night; that they thought they had got it, but they couldn't hand it
over to me unless they had the other ear-ring to compare it with. The
Commissioner's compliments and would I lend him the other ear-ring and if they
proved to be identical he would bring them both back." 


"And you
lent it?" 


"What else
could I do? I told him that I thought that it must be all right— the Duchess
must have just forgotten to return the ear-ring and found it afterwards in her
bag, and he said, 'Yes, Madam, if she'd been a Duchess that's exactly what
would have happened.' That was the first hint I got that things were not
straight. 'You surely don't mean,' I said, 'that she's a fraud? What about her
diamonds?' 'Oh,' he said, ' that sort of Duchess can always make up in fancy
dress, jewels and all complete, but we can't arrest her until we are quite sure
that the ear-ring she has is really yours and that's why the Commissioner wants
you to lend him the other ear-ring to compare.' Well, I waited and waited for
that man to come back." 


"Can you
describe him," asked Pepper. 


"It seemed
to me that I had seen him before somewhere." 


"In the box
with the ' Duchess '," I suggested. 


"It's
curious you should say that, young man, for that is exactly what crossed my
mind after he had gone. 'I've seen that face somewhere,' I said to myself. 'If
detectives went to boxes at the Opera I should have said that he was there
last  night with the Duchess.' At four o'clock I took a taxi to Scotland
Yard to ask the Commissioner whether he had finished with my ear-ring. The man
I saw was most gentlemanly. He listened to my whole story without saying
anything and then telephoned to several people. I couldn't understand half he
said on the telephone, but he seemed to take a great deal more interest in the
man who had called for the second ear-ring than he did in the Duchess. Then he
asked me whether I thought I could recognize the people and I said, 'Of course
I can,' so he led the way up stone staircases and passages to a little room
where a bald-headed man had the biggest photograph albums I had ever seen
spread out upon a table. 'Sit down, Ma'am,' he said, 'and take your time. On
this page and the next two you'll find all the Duchesses we know. See whether
you can find yours,' and there on the very next page, sure enough, was my
Duchess, not in evening dress, but you couldn't mistake the style. The man
wanted badly to get her name right and he made me write it down as well as I
could remember it. 


" 'Now,' he
said,' we'll have a look for the Counts and the Barons who were with her in the
box.' That took longer, but in the end I picked out the Baron with the beard
and the bald head and the young nobleman who had come to my box. They seemed
very much disappointed that I could not find the man who said he was a
detective. They seemed for some reason to be more interested in him than 
in any of the others. But just before I went they got down a packet of
photographs labelled, 'Posing as police officer,' and there he was. I don't
believe that he had been sent by the Commissioner at all and that is why I have
come to you, Mr. Pepper. I want my ear-rings back." 


"Is that
all that the police said?" 


"Oh, they
took down my name and told me not to change my hotel without telling them. But
they did not seem to want to do anything." 


"What a
woman!" I exclaimed when the click of her high heels on the stairs had
died away. 


"Oh,
there's no harm in Mrs. Stoot. She's known to American newspaper reporters as
the 'most married woman in the United States.' This morning she confessed to
four husbands. I thought there were six, and she gets wealthier every time she
marries." 


"Who
divorces who?" 


"She
divorces them, but only when they deserve it. When a man marries Mrs. Stoot he
takes to drink. She has changed husbands oftener since Prohibition. Now, Mr.
Meddleston-Jones, we've got to be smart over this case. My reputation depends
upon it. It's up to you and me to find these ear-rings and return them before
to-morrow night: otherwise these blockheads at the Yard may blunder upon the
right people. Luckily, from what she says, they seem to have made a bad start
by taking it as an ordinary case of stealing.  It's far more than that;
there's politics behind it. You've heard of all this fuss about the Russian
Crown Jewels? Well, this case is connected with them." 


"You don't
say so." 


"Yes, the
Bolsheviks have their agents everywhere. They know that some of the Crown
Jewels have been stolen and sold in Western Europe. You will find that they
have mistaken Mrs. Stoot's ear-rings for those belonging to the Czarina, and
that this Duchess is a Bolshevik agent. I want you to go round all the
principal hotels, beginning with Claridge's and find that woman and the
bald-headed man with the beard. When you have found them invent some pretext
for getting them to the office at the same time and we will rig up the
listener." 


He became
extraordinarily active and at the price of a few moments I loitered to see what
he did. He removed the bulb from an electric pendant and fixed in its place a
little device no larger than a watch. I followed him into the laboratory and
saw him disconnect the wire and attach it to a headpiece such as the telephone
girls use. 


"You ought
to be starting," he said, "but put this to your ear and I'll read the
leading article in the Daily Lore aloud in the next room. Though the
door was shut I heard every word of this trenchant literary gem as clearly as
if he were sitting opposite to me. It was wonderful. 


I was lucky
enough to find a lady who answered the description of the Duchess at the second
hotel I went to. I happened to know the Assistant Manager, who was very
helpful. She was a middle-aged lady, not a Duchess but an Italian Countess and,
as it happened, she was coming down the stairs at the moment of my call. 


The Assistant
Manager introduced me. 


"I am
afraid that I have come at a bad moment. You were just going out. The fact is
that I have been sent to examine your passport." 


She had it in
her bag and produced it. It had all the necessary Alien Officer's stamps and
was a wholly blameless document. But I knit my brows and said, "I am sorry
to put you to inconvenience, but I must detain this passport for examination.
No doubt it will be all right, but I must ask you to call at three o'clock at
this address to receive it back." 


"That is
not at all convenient," she said in faultless English. "I have a
luncheon engagement at the Ritz at two." 


"Then let
us say half-past three." 


And I went off
with the passport. I drew blank at the next three hotels. There were a few
foreign noblemen, but either they had hair as well as beards or they had
neither.


At the fourth
hotel I found what I was looking for. He was a Serb and one of the waiters
thought that he was a Baron, though he made no such claim in the visitors'
book. I adopted the same stratagem with him but he was not as amiable as the
Countess and showed fight. He said that he knew all about passports and would
complain to the Serbian Legation about it. I soothed him and pointed out that
if his passport passed our scrutiny it would carry him anywhere. 


"Will it
get me a visa for the United States?" he asked. "They say that they
have all the Serbs they have room for this year arid they won't give me
one." 


"Of course
it will." 


On that he
promised to call at our office at half-past three. My Chief was delighted with
my success. We spent quite an hour in tidying up the room for our visitors. The
Baron was the first to arrive and as ill luck would have it, he was in a hurry.
I received him in the chair of my Chief, who was sitting in the laboratory with
the ear pieces clamped to his skull. 


"I am
expecting your passport every moment, Baron. Please sit down. What a lovely day
it is!" 


"I did not
come here to talk about the weather," he said ungraciously. "I am
told that you have no right to detain my passport." 


"Baron,"
I exclaimed sternly, "you would not like to be sent out of the country. As
it happens, I believe that they have found rather grave irregularities in your
passport, and I am using all my influence to have these overlooked." 


I had not time
to mark the effect of my words because at this moment the Countess tapped at
the door and I admitted her. By my Chiefs instructions, I was to leave them
alone together. 


I got her seated
under the electric pendant and went into the laboratory on the excuse of going
to telephone for their passports. I took up my notebook and watched my Chief's
face. It is too clever and thoughtful a face to be expressive, but those pale
blue eyes did appear to indicate something like blank surprise. 


"It's all
about passports," he hissed between his teeth. We sat there interminable
minutes. The hum of conversation in the outer room died down. A chair was
pushed back. 


"We must go
and talk to them straight," he said, and he led the way into the outer
office. I followed with the passports. 


"Sit down
" he said sternly to the Baron, who had taken up his hat. Then turning to
the Countess, he said, "you were at Covent Garden Opera House last Monday
at the gala performance." 


"You are
mistaken, Sir; I was in Paris on Monday. Tenez! You will find it
recorded on my passport which that gentleman has in his hand." 


"You were
at the Opera, Baron," he said. 


"I am not a
Baron. There are no Barons in Serbia. I hate music and I've never been to an
opera in my life except once and then I left in the middle of the first act."



"When were
you last in Russia?" 


At this question
the Serbian leapt to his feet and protested with great volubility. He spoke
English with extraordinary fluency and I began to feel cold shivers down my
spine when he advised the Countess to come with him to the Foreign Office to
complain. 


I adopted a tone
of lofty and dignified courtesy and returned their passports to them. 


"Show
me," he said with a trembling fore- finger; "Show me the informality
in this document. Where is it?" 


"We never
answer such questions," I said, "when they are put in so intemperate
a manner. I wish you good day." 


And I shut the
door on them both. 


"Mr.
Meddleston-Jones," said my Chief severely, "I am afraid you have made
a mistake. We cannot afford to make mistakes in this office." 


It was one of
the characteristics of this extraordinary man that he bore no malice. If his
subordinate made any mistake he merely took up the case himself and worked
double time. It was marvellous how that man worked. 


Leaving me to
take care of the office, he was out upon enquiries day and night. Once on the
second day I ventured timidly to ask how he was progressing. 


"I hope to
have those ear-rings in my hand to-night, but I find that Mrs. Stoot left
London for Paris yesterday. I cannot understand it." 


Quite by
accident that evening I ran into my friend, the Inspector at Scotland Yard,
that evening in Whitehall. I asked him if he knew Mrs. Stoot.  


"You mean
the stout American lady with the ear-rings." 


"Yes. What
about the ear-rings?" 


"Oh, we got
those back for her two days ago and arrested Lucky Lucy and her gang with the
goods on them. And then that silly old woman refused to prosecute and we had to
let them go. People who decline to prosecute are more dangerous to Society than
the thieves." 


One of the most
painful duties of my life was breaking the news to my Chief, who could not
easily forgive his rivals a success which they had stolen from him. I was glad
to learn from the broken sentences in which he expressed his disapproval of
Mrs. Stoot's conduct that he had had the foresight to obtain payment from her
in advance.


______________
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NOW, as all the world knows, there are
places in London where a beneficent County Council permits a man to
leave his motor-car for a period of time which renders the concession
absolutely futile. In fact, the number of people who have had the last act of a
play ruined by the haunting fear of going to prison for over-staying the
time-limit has never been accurately ascertained. But it must run the
unemployed very close.


And it was in one of these
places— to wit, St. James's Square— that a large man was standing at three
o'clock on an afternoon in June, engaged in conversation with an obliging
attendant.


"But," murmured the
large man mildly, "it seems rather ridiculous."


The obliging attendant was
understood to say that it was damned foolishness. Or words to that effect.


"I have lunched
excellently," went on the large man, "and I now want to do some
shopping. Close by here— in Jermyn Street. Yet, you tell me it is necessary for
me to get solemnly into my car— drive it to Waterloo Place— and then walk all the
way back."


"Two hours, sir," said
the man in uniform. "Them's the regulations."


"And after two hours I must
remove it from Waterloo Place and bring it back here? Well, well— I suppose
it's another step on the road towards perfection."


He felt in his pocket for a coin.


"I am obliged to you for
saving me from being shot at dawn," he remarked, and at that moment an
electric horn delivered itself with a loud blast from a range of about one yard
behind his back.


"Our celebrity
returned," cried the driver.


The large man jumped: then a slow
grin spread over his face.


"Confound you, Tubby!"
he said. "But for the presence of ladies I would take you out and stand
you on your head. Monica— how are you?"


He strolled to the side of the
car and leaned over the door.


"When did you get back,
Jim," cried Monica Marsham.


"Last night," answered
the large man, suddenly becoming acutely aware of the third occupant of the
car.


"Billie— this is Jim
Strickland. Miss Cartwright."


A pair of very blue eyes under
the rim of a little pull-on hat.... A face, cool and faintly mocking.... A
figure, slim and almost boyish.... Thoroughbred hands, faultlessly kept.... A
pair of adorable silk-stockinged legs which a kindly fashion ordained should be
seen. Especially when sitting in a motor-car.


"How d'you do?" said
Jim, gravely.


"But, Monica," said
Billie, "I love the wrinkles round his eyes."


"Billie, you're the
limit," remarked Tubby placidly. "Look here, people, I must put the
bus away: we're blocking the entire gangway."


And then— struck by a sudden
thought— 


"Jim— what are you doing
this week-end?"


"Damn all," answered
Jim. "Why?"


"Then come down and stop
with old Louisa Arkwright at Henley."


"Do," cried Monica.


"You'll probably have to
sleep in the bathroom," murmured Billie. "But it's a very nice
bath."


"Doubtless," remarked
Jim. "The only drawback to your otherwise excellent suggestion is that old
Louisa Arkwright doesn't know me from Adam."


"That doesn't matter a hoot,
old lad," cried Tubby. "Her false teeth will chatter like castanets
at the thought of getting you. I mean it, really, Jim. Look here, Monica can go
and telephone through to her. Tell her we've met you, and that we're bringing
you down. I know she'll be delighted to have you. Then you can motor
down, and, incidentally take Billie if you don't mind. She can show you where
the house is."


"I think I could bear
it," murmured Jim gravely. "Provided Miss Cartwright will trust
herself to my driving."


"You'll come, then?"
cried Tubby.


Very blue eyes they were under
the rim of that pull-on hat.


"If she'll have me, I'd like
to," said Jim. "Where shall I meet you, Miss Cartwright? According to
the Powers that be, I have to take the car to Waterloo Place."


"I'll be there at five
o'clock," she answered. "And we'll stop on the way down for a cocktail."


And because those eyes were
astoundingly blue under that little pull-on hat, Jim Strickland, as he stepped
into his Bentley, failed to see a foreign-looking man who dodged rapidly behind
another car— a man whose teeth were bared in a snarl of satisfaction, a man who
had heard every word of the conversation.


If he had seen him, strange
things might have happened in St. James's Square on that sunny afternoon in
June. As it was, life resumed the even tenor of its way. For man must buy
shirts and ties to cover his nakedness, though God forbid that one should write
of such a boring proceeding.


Of one thing, however, it is
necessary to write, before coming to Waterloo Place at five o'clock. When a man
has been hailed as a celebrity, something must be said to justify the word.
Otherwise he might be a K.B.E. or an actor, or even an author— which would damn
the whole show from the very beginning. Also it conjures up visions of unwashed
men signing autographs for flappers. . . .


Now it is safe to say that not
one single flapper had ever written to Jim Strickland for his autograph. But
then, except for two nieces who adored him, not one single flapper had ever
heard of his name. And even they had to admit that his signature ranked lower
in the great scheme of things than that of the French mistress's brother, who
had once shaken hands with Rudolph Valentino.


True— he was a V.C. But the war
was a back number. And when asked how he got it his reply was unsatisfying to a
degree.


"It was nothing, kids,
nothing. I happened to be there, that's all."


A few men there were, in High
Places, who had been heard to declare in strict confidence over the port that
twice since the war Jim Strickland had altered our policy abroad— and altered
it rightly. But policy abroad is a tedious business— and, anyway, the remark
was made in strict confidence. And there were swarthy hillsmen from over the
Indian border who placed him only a little after the Almighty: and Bedouins who
had told him strange stories under the star-studded African night: and
hard-bitten sailormen who had affirmed with oaths and curses that they would
sooner have Jim Strickland beside them in a tight corner than any two other
men.


But of all those things he never
spoke, and even to his nearest friends Jim Strickland remained a bit of an
enigma. That he disappeared for months on end from the ken of man they knew,
but where he went to was a different matter. He would vanish abruptly without a
word to a soul; only to reappear just as suddenly— unchanged, save perhaps for
a little more brown on his face, a few more tiny wrinkles round his eyes. And
then for a space England would hold him— Ascot, Cowes, Scotland; with mothers
angling in vain and daughters running round in small circles. But up to date
Jim Strickland had shown no signs of entering the holy paths of matrimony.


"What the deuce should I do
with a wife, my dear fellow?" he was wont to observe. "I shouldn't
see the dear thing for more than two months a year, and I'd have to pay for her
for the other ten. Or someone else would. I was nearly caught once, but, thank
God! I had to go to Tibet suddenly. And she'd married someone else by the time
I got back. I shall live and die a bachelor."


And after a while women of his
acquaintance ceased to prophesy that he was a liar, and began to believe that
he really would. True, they still dangled desirable girls in his path, but it
was more from habit than from any real hope of success. And Jim Strickland, who
adored pretty girls, was only too delighted that they should. The spreading of
the net in the sight of the wary old bird is always amusing— for the bird.


Wherefore, that being that, and
descriptions being at the best of times intolerably tedious, we can come even
as he did to Waterloo Place when the clock still wanted five minutes to the
hour of five.


He saw her at once curled up in
the front seat of his car, smoking a cigarette.


"Punctual person," he
remarked, sitting down beside her. "Are you certain you wouldn't like some
tea before we start?"


She shook her head.


"It's hot and stuffy here.
Let's drive— fast."


"But certainly," he
said, and glanced at her sideways. Just the tip of her nose and her firm little
chin could he see: then he let in his clutch. And in silence they drove along
Pall Mall.


The girl sat motionless, staring
in front of her— her hands linked loosely in her lap. Evidently, she was in no
mood for conversation, and suddenly the contrast struck him between her and
other women who from time to time had driven in that same seat. No forced small
talk— no banal platitudes. . . .


"How do you like travelling,
Mr. Strickland?" And: "Isn't your life very dangerous, Mr.
Strickland?"


Moreover, it seemed natural with
this girl: she seemed so full of— he searched for the word— full of repose. No,
that was wrong: repose conjured up elderly ladies of aristocratic appearance,
knitting.


Self-possession. That was nearer
the mark. The right type of self-possession.


Once again he glanced at her
sideways, and as he did so she turned and met his eye.


"Do you want me to
talk?" she said, quietly.


"I was just thinking how
pleasant it was to sit beside someone and not feel it necessary to do anything
of the sort," he answered. "It's rather a favourable sign, isn't
it?"


"It may be a very dangerous
one," she remarked.


"Pointing to boredom,"
he said, lightly.


She gave a short laugh, and,
leaning forward, lit a cigarette under cover of the wind-screen.


"I'm in a peculiar mood, Jim
Strickland," she announced calmly. "I'm out of conceit with life—
rather more so than usual. Met an old cat at my club."


He negotiated a lorry with care.


"I shouldn't have thought
you were the type of person to be upset by old cats," he said
noncommittally.


They came to the new switch road,
and she put her hand on his arm.


"Let her out— all out,"
she cried. "Seventy— eighty... Go on, Jim— she'll do eighty-five."


The wind roared past them: the
needle quivered past eighty-five— stayed motionless at eighty-seven.


"Over ninety if she's tuned
up," said Jim Strickland, slowing as they came to the main road.


"I felt like that," she
said, lying back in her seat.


"The old cat was very
cattish, was she?"


"She insisted on giving me
good advice," she answered.


"Nuff said," remarked
Jim. "Men have died for less than that."


Once again she fell silent, a
little frown puckering her forehead. And it was not until they were approaching
that celebrated hotel by the river at Maidenhead that she spoke again.


"Mine is a Martini with an
olive," she said. "And the point is, shall I marry him or shall I
not?"


For a moment Jim Strickland stared
at her: then he burst out laughing.


"You really are an
astounding person," he remarked.


"Why?" she answered
calmly, strolling across the lawn at his side. "You are just as capable of
answering the question as my old cat at the club. And she said yes. In fact she
said it so often that it sounded like bullets coming out of a
machine-gun."


"Who is the fortunate
individual?" asked Jim politely.


"You'll see him. He's
stopping at Henley. By the name of Trevor. George of that ilk. Stockbroker by
trade. And full of money. Good-looking and dances divinely."


"One trifling detail,"
murmured Jim. "Do you love him?"


She shrugged her shoulders.


"Can one afford to indulge
in luxuries on the princely allowance of a hundred a year?"


"Rotten," said Jim,
curtly. "Cheap and rotten."


She stared at him, a hint of
passionate anger in her eyes.


"It's easy for you to talk,
Jim Strickland," she said, in a low voice. "It's a problem that has
never confronted you."


"True," he agreed.
"Nor has a desire to commit forgery. But there are some things about which
one can make up one's mind without actually encountering reality."


"And anyway," she went
on, "what is love? You seem to have escaped it yourself up to date?"


"Maybe," he answered,
quietly. "Or shall we say that it has escaped me? Not quite the same
thing. In any case, what has that to do with it? The fact that I am not
married— which I presume is what you mean— seems to me to be no adequate reason
why you should do otherwise. I have never fallen in love: therefore I am not
married. You, on your own showing, have never fallen in love: therefore you
propose to get married. 'Tisn't sense."


"It's sense all right."
She was sitting very still staring across the river. "Not the sense,
perhaps, of romantic fiction: but common or garden horse sense, Jim
Strickland."


"Then there's no more to be
said," he answered shortly. "Incidentally I don't want to hurry you,
but I think as the newcomer I ought to arrive before dinner."


"I suppose you think me a
pretty average sweep," she remarked, in a low voice.


For a moment he did not answer;
then he spoke very deliberately.


"I think that, without
exception, you are the most attractive girl I have ever met. And I loathe to
hear you talking as you have done. It's horrible: it's unnatural: it's not
worthy of you. Shall we go?"


And it was only when she made no
movement to rise that he noticed that her eyes were swimming in tears.


"Sorry, Kid," he said
gently. "No business of mine and all that. But— don't."


Impulsively he put his hand on
her shoulder: felt her quiver under his touch. Then slowly his hand fell to his
side, and, over her head, he stared with unseeing eyes at a passing steamer.
For in that brief second of contact a new factor had entered into the
situation. And because he was thirty-seven, and the thoughts and habits of a
life-time are not easily broken, Jim Strickland shied away from that new factor
like a frightened colt.


At last she rose, having
furtively dabbed her eyes with a pocket handkerchief. The mocking smile had
returned to her lips: the very blue eyes under the little pull-on hat seemed
bluer than ever because of their mistiness.


"You're incorrigibly
romantic, Jim," she announced calmly. "In fact, not at all the sort
of person for an impressionable young girl to be alone with. But you're— rather
a darling."


And then, abruptly, her eyes fell
from his, and she began to fumble with her hand-bag.


"I think we'd better
go," she said, a little unsteadily. "It would never do if you were
late for dinner."


In silence he led the way to the
car, wild, incoherent thoughts pounding through his brain. In silence she got
in and sat down beside him. And that was the second time within the space of
three hours that Jim Strickland, of whom it was said that he possessed not one
but twenty pairs of eyes, failed to see a foreign-looking man, now reinforced
by a companion, who watched the car as it drove off with barely concealed
malevolence. If he had seen him, strange things might have happened in
Maidenhead on that sunny afternoon in June.


 


THERE IS a type of man whom women
find "so amusing, you know," and men "quite a decent sort,
but...." And the "but" is left, as it were, high and dry.
Nothing specific to follow the qualification; nothing that can be put into so
many words; but— something. And to this type belonged George Trevor.


Immaculately groomed, sleek of
head, good-looking and with charming manners, he was, undoubtedly, an
acquisition to any house-party. Moreover, being a very shrewd business man not
only had he prospered exceedingly on the Stock Exchange, but in addition he was
able to impart valuable private tips to such of his friends as he desired. And
the fact that those of his friends whom he desired to benefit were almost
invariably pretty women, may possibly help to etch in his character.


He was standing in the hall
performing rites with a cocktail shaker as Jim Strickland drove up, and the
girl introduced them to one another.


"Mr. Strickland has just
motored me down, George," she remarked. "And I won't have a cocktail
as we stopped for one at Skindles."


With a little nod she turned and
went upstairs, leaving the two men together.


"I presume," said
Trevor easily, "that one is not your limit."


"No," said Jim, with a
faint smile, "it is not. But it will have to be a quick one. I'm rather
late."


To the outsider two very
attractive men of totally dissimilar types, casually talking banalities over a
drink and a cigarette: to a thought reader two utterly antagonistic
personalities who disliked one another at the very first clash, but being men
of the world concealed that dislike behind a discussion of Yorkshire's chances
for the championship.


To Jim Strickland, accustomed as
he was to forming instant judgment on his fellows, Trevor seemed all that he
disliked most— a poseur of the worst description. Which, to be just, was not
quite fair.


To George Trevor, accustomed also
to the quick summing up of character though in a very different school,
Strickland appeared conceited and over-bearing. Which most certainly was not
quite fair.


And so, when they went up to
dress for dinner, they were each in the condition in which, for the benefit of
all concerned, it would be better if they did not play bridge at the same
table.


"The type of man,"
murmured Jim to his reflection as he shaved, "who plays little tricks with
matches."


And then he broke off and stared
thoughtfully out of the window: he was honest with himself always— was Jim
Strickland. Was it entirely the clash of two mutually hostile men: or was it
very largely the bitter instinctive rivalry of two male animals. Trevor was the
man that Billie was thinking of marrying: except for that, would he have felt
as he did? And suddenly his hand began to shake a little: he was back at
Skindles, and a girl with very blue eyes under a little pull-on hat was
fumbling with her hand-bag. A girl whose voice was not quite steady.... A girl,
who...


"Don't be a fool, Jim
Strickland," he remarked firmly. "A man of your age doesn't fall in
love with a girl whom he has known for an hour."


For a moment his eyes narrowed:
wasn't there something moving on the other side of the lawn behind that bush?
He leaned out of the window to see better: then he gave a little laugh. Old
habits die hard, but this was England, not his usual hunting grounds. England,
where people kept gardeners— and a man could sleep with both eyes shut....


The evening passed as such
evenings do— bridge, a gramophone for dancing, drinks for the thirsty. And if
Jim Strickland and George Trevor successfully avoided one another's society,
only one other person was aware of the fact. And that one other person, because
she was a hundred per cent. woman, secretly rather enjoyed it.


From the first moment that Billie
had sat down to dinner next to Trevor she had sensed the hostility between the
two men. Which was quite sufficient for any girl to start playing an age-old if
somewhat dangerous game. Just once or twice she remembered the look blazing in
Jim Strickland's eyes as they had stood together on the lawn at Skindles, and
when she did her heart beat a little quicker, and she stole a glance at him
over the table. Had he really meant it— that unmistakable message? Or was it
merely the passing feeling of a moment.


Somehow it struck her that Jim
Strickland was not that sort. From George Trevor she would have expected it,
and as the evening went on, more and more did the absolute contrast between the
two men come home to her. And the result was not favourable to the stockbroker.


True he danced more divinely than
usual, and that normally went a long way with her. But on this occasion....


"What's the matter with you,
Billie?" he whispered half-way through their second. "You're as cold
as be damned to-night."


"Am I?" she answered.
"You'd better go and dance with someone else."


It was at that moment that she
saw Jim Strickland standing in the door of the bridge-room staring at her. She
smiled at him, but he turned away a little abruptly— and the smile turned to a
frown. When all was said and done he had not the faintest right to criticize
her.


"That's better," said
Trevor a moment later. "Now you're dancing more like yourself."


He, too, had seen Strickland in
the door, and a faint smile flickered round his lips. He'd show the blighter
the terms he was on with Billie. And because in modern dancing an exceedingly
intimate, but wordless, conversation can be maintained between the dancers, he
succeeded in reducing Strickland to a condition of silent fury which boded ill
for someone. He also succeeded in working himself into a condition when the
answer to his oft-put question to Billie could be waited for no longer.


"Billie darling," he
said a little hoarsely, "come outside with me for a bit. Can't you say
yes, my dear: I'm simply mad about you."


And so the crux had come: it was
now or never. Dimly came the advice of her female relative: dimly came worldly
wisdom. Say— yes: say— yes. And then, clear as a trumpet call, came four words—
"It's rotten: it's cheap." Came also the vision of a clean-cut,
sunburned face; the feel of a strong hand on her shoulder....


"I'm sorry, George,"
she said steadily, "but I made up my mind definitely to-day. I can't marry
you."


"Why not," he demanded
thickly. "I believe it's that damned fellow Strickland."


"Don't be offensive,"
she said coldly. "I met Mr. Strickland for the first time this afternoon.
I can't marry you, because I don't love you."


And then George Trevor lost his
head. He flung his arms round her, and before she could stop him he was kissing
her on the lips, on her bare neck.


"Let me go, you brute,"
she said, furiously. "Let me go, or I'll hit you."


Sullenly he let her go, staring
at her with smouldering eyes.


"I think," she said
quietly, "that I hate you."


Without another word she walked
back into the house, and up to her room. Her mind was seething: she felt she
had to be alone. And after a while she undressed, and, turning out the light,
sat down by the open window. She had burned her boats now all right. She had
deliberately turned down the most eligible man of her acquaintance. But it
wasn't that she was thinking of— it was that remark of his— "I believe
it's that damned fellow Strickland."


Was it? Had he hit the nail on
the head? And suddenly, with a little rush of colour to her face even in the
darkness, she knew that if it had been Jim Strickland who had flung his arms
round her and kissed her she would not have told him to let her go.


One by one the lights went out in
the house: one by one bedroom doors shut as the house-party came to bed. And
still she sat on by the open window. Did things happen like that— suddenly, in
an instant? To her of all people— a girl who had asked what love was. Was she
in love with this man whom she had only just met? Was he in love with her?


She stirred restlessly in her
chair: had she been a fool? Probably she would never see him again after this
week-end; he'd be away on one of these strange trips of his. Not the marrying
sort, as Tubby had said. And yet in spite of everything she knew that she was
glad she had answered George Trevor as she had.


The bells rang out from the
silent town across the river. One o'clock.


Two hours had she been sitting
there, and a little stiffly she got up, only to shrink back instantly behind
the curtain. Two dark shapes were stealing round the edge of the lawn coming
towards the house.


Rigidly she watched them—
burglars, of course. Saw them make a quick run over a little patch of open
ground, and get into the shadow of the house. Peered out cautiously: realized
they were just under her window. Heavens! They'd probably come up through her
room.


And then, suddenly, one of the
dark shapes spoke in a low voice. The night was still, and every word carried
clear to the girl's ears.


"The third room from here. I
saw him shaving."


The third room! The third room
was Jim Strickland's. These men weren't burglars: they were after Jim... And
now her brain was ice-cold: the need for action was instant and imperative. She
opened her door and tiptoed along the passage, to pause for a moment outside
Jim's room. No light came through the keyhole: he was evidently in bed. And
without further hesitation she went in.


She could see him in the dim
light asleep, one arm flung loosely over the bedclothes. And the next instant
she was bending over him whispering his name. Then she put her hand on his arm,
and had to bite back a scream as she found herself seized in a grip like a
steel vice— a grip which relaxed instantly.


"You," he muttered
incredulously. "God! girl— what are you doing here?"


"Jim," she whispered
urgently, "there are two men in the garden. And they're coming to your
room. I heard them talking under my window."


"You topper," he
breathed, swinging out of bed. "You absolute topper."


She heard the thrill of
excitement in his voice— realized that now she was seeing Jim Strickland in the
setting which was peculiarly his own.


"In that corner,
Billie," he whispered. "I'm going to catch 'em as they come in."


In his hand was the poker, and
she laid her hand on his arm.


"Listen, Jim. I'll get into
the bed. Then they'll think you're asleep. You hide by the curtain."


"You darling," he
muttered. "You perfectly priceless Kid."


And then, because she couldn't
help it, she flung her arms round his neck and kissed him on the lips.


"Slog the blighters,"
she whispered.


"Billie," he
breathed.... "Billie, dear. . . ."


A faint noise outside brought him
to his senses, and like a cat he crossed the room towards the window. The Jim
Strickland of many a similar position was functioning automatically: but
another Jim Strickland felt his senses rioting with the remembrance of warm
young arms round his neck, warm young lips on his.


He stole a glance at the bed: she
was curled up, apparently asleep. And then he had absolutely to force himself
to attend to the business in hand.


Slowly, inch by inch, a head was
appearing over the window-sill, but he bided his time. Then the body came, a leg
was flung over— and still Jim waited. He wanted both of the men.


Came a sudden, sharp hiss, and
with a furious curse Jim lunged and struck. Straight in the face he got him,
and the man toppled over backwards without a sound, to crash in the flower-bed
below. He had a glimpse of the other, running like a hare across the lawn;
then, sick with anxiety, he turned towards the bed. Fool— thrice damned fool
that he was, not to have thought of a silent automatic....


"Billie," he cried, and
then— "Oh! my God."


On the sheet an ominous red stain
was already spreading.


"Jim," she whispered
faintly, "my leg feels all funny."


"My darling," he
muttered in an agony, "he's plugged you with a revolver."


"Did you get him, Jim?"


Her voice tailed off, she had
fainted. And for just one second did Jim Strickland hesitate: some things are a
little bit difficult to explain. Then, with a feeling of contempt for his
momentary indecision, he got to work. It was a nasty looking wound in the
thigh, and the bullet was still inside— but the danger, as he well knew, was
that it might prove septic.


"Expanding bullet," he
muttered. "Curse the swine."


Into the wound went most of a
bottle of iodine, and with a scream of pain the girl came to.


"Steady, darling," said
Jim. "It hurts like hell, I know— but it's got to be done. Then we'll have
a doctor here in no time and get the bullet out."


He ripped a towel in pieces and
bound up the wound, whilst Billie, the bright colour flooding her face and
neck, watched him.


"I'm going to tell them
exactly what happened, dear," he went on quietly. "And I'm also going
to tell them we are engaged. It may make things easier."


Already there were steps in the
passage outside, and Lady Arkwright's voice: "Who was that who
screamed?"


"There, dear," said
Jim, finishing the bandage. "Now leave it all to me."


He went to the door and opened
it.


"Lady Arkwright," he
called, "will you at once telephone for a doctor? Tell him that there's a
case of a bullet wound in the thigh, with the bullet still in. Say that the wound
has already been dressed with iodine."


"But what's happened?"
cried his hostess.


"Explanations
afterwards," said Jim, curtly. "Get the doctor." He saw Monica
and Tubby. "Monica— will you remain in my room with Miss Cartwright?"


"And now," he glanced round
the row of amazed faces, "since every one in the house seems to be awake,
I may as well explain what happened. Shall we go downstairs for a moment? And
first of all we may as well see what has become of the gentleman in the
flower-bed."


They thronged after him, too
bewildered to speak, and pressed through the front door in a bunch. The man was
lying where he had fallen, stone dead, his head almost split open; and in his
hand he still gripped the revolver.


"So," muttered Jim,
half to himself, "it's Strabinoff at last. . . . That man,
ladies and gentlemen, has been trying to kill me for four years. But for Miss
Cartwright he would have succeeded to-night. However, the point is immaterial;
other far more important matters must be explained."


They followed him back into the
house, and quite shortly he told them exactly what had happened.


"I may further add," he
said when he had finished, "that only to-night Miss Cartwright did me the
very great honour of promising to become my wife."


A confused medley of congratulations
broke out, interrupted suddenly by the arrival of the doctor.


"Gracious me," he
exclaimed, "what's all this?"


"Would you take the doctor
up, Lady Arkwright?" said Jim. "Once again, explanations after. By
the way, it's an expanding bullet, doctor."


He strode to the telephone and
rang up the police; then, coming back, he sat down on the fender. And sitting
down, became acutely aware of a man who, in the excitement he had forgotten all
about— George Trevor. He was standing at the foot of the stairs, smoking a
cigarette, with a cynical smile on his face.


"I congratulate you, Mr.
Strickland," he said, with a slight sneer.


"On what?" said Jim,
curtly.


"Shall we call it— a ready
imagination?"


Jim Strickland rose slowly to his
feet, and crossed the hall towards him. The rest of the party had dispersed:
the two men were alone.


"You imply," he
murmured politely, "that I lied."


"As anyone else would
do," returned the other equally politely, "in similar
circumstances."


"Will you come into the
garden with me, Mr. Trevor?" said Strickland gently. "You see, I'm
going to break you up— and this is not my furniture."


And at that, full blast, the
hatred of George Trevor blazed out.


"This isn't one of your
savage countries," he snarled. "We don't do that sort of thing in
England. You can keep your breaking up and your seduction of girls for places
where they belong."


"Indeed," murmured Jim,
with a faint smile. "You are too kind."


Quite slowly his hands went out
and fastened on George Trevor: quite slowly he walked George Trevor through the
hall and into the garden: and then quite slowly he waded into George Trevor. He
broke George Trevor up methodically and thoroughly till George Trevor could
neither speak, nor hear, nor see; and, having done so, he flung him into one of
those trees that are known as monkey puzzles. And there he left George Trevor
and returned to the house feeling better.


The police had arrived: but for
the moment Jim Strickland was not concerned with the police. He was concerned
with no one but the doctor, who was just coming downstairs.


"Quite all right," he
cried cheerfully, as he saw Strickland. "We've got the bullet out, and
she's going on capitally."


"Is she conscious?"
said Jim.


"Very much so," said
the doctor, with a faint smile. "Would you like to go up and see
her?"


"Would I like,"
remarked Jim, taking the stairs three at a time.


He opened the door of his room,
to find his hostess and Monica with Billie.


"Do you mind going?" he
said shamelessly.


And they went.


Very blue eyes they were, shining
up at him from the pillows, and very dear and frank was the message in them.


"I thought," she said,
"that when a man said he was engaged, he usually went through the
formality of asking the girl."


And then there comes a slight
discrepancy. Jim Strickland swears it was half a minute: the police-sergeant
swears it was half an hour. Anyway, it is absurd to haggle over such a trifling
difference. The fact remains that at the end of this doubtful interval a
patient voice was heard on the other side of the door.


"Look 'ere, sir, there's a
dead man in the flower-bed— and a 'orrible sight in the monkey puzzle— and can
we get on with it?"


Moreover, that pillar of the
Henley constabulary swears that the only answer he got consisted of two words— 


"We are."


________________
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BY THIS time I was becoming used to
Kennedy's strange visitors and, in fact, had begun to enjoy keenly the
uncertainty of not knowing just what to expect from them next. Still, I was
hardly prepared one evening to see a tall, nervous foreigner stalk noiselessly
and unannounced into our apartment and hand his card to Kennedy without saying
a word.


"Dr. Nicholas Kharkoff— hum—
er, Jameson, you must have forgotten to latch the door. Well, Dr. Kharkoff,
what can I do for you? It is evident something has upset you."


The tall Russian put his
forefinger to his lips and, taking one of our good chairs, placed it by the
door. Then he stood on it and peered cautiously through the transom into the
hallway. "I think I eluded him this time," he exclaimed, as he
nervously took a seat. "Professor Kennedy, I am being followed. Every step
that I take somebody shadows me, from the moment I leave my office until I
return. It is enough to drive me mad. But that is only one reason why I have
come here to-night. I believe that I can trust you as a friend of justice— a
friend of Russian freedom?"


He had included me in his earnest
but somewhat vague query, so that I did not withdraw. Somehow, apparently, he
had heard of Kennedy's rather liberal political views.


"It is about Vassili
Saratovsky, the father of the Russian revolution, as we call him, that I have
come to consult you," he continued quickly. "Just two weeks ago he
was taken ill. It came on suddenly, a violent fever which continued for a week.
Then he seemed to grow better, after the crisis had passed, and even attended a
meeting of our central committee the other night. But in the meantime Olga
Samarova, the little Russian dancer, whom yon have perhaps seen, fell ill in
the same way. Samarova is an ardent revolutionist, you know. This morning the
servant at my own home on East Broadway was also stricken, and— who knows?—
perhaps it will be my turn next. For to-night Saratovsky had an even more
violent return of the fever, with intense shivering, excruciating pains in the
limbs, and delirious headache. It is not like anything I ever saw before. Can
you look into the case before it grows any worse, Professor?"


Again the Russian got on the
chair and looked over the transom to be sure that he was not being overheard.


"I shall be only too glad to
help you in any way I can," returned Kennedy, his manner expressing the
genuine interest that he never feigned over a particularly knotty problem in
science and crime. "I had the pleasure of meeting Saratovsky once in
London. I shall try to see him the first thing in the morning."


Dr. Kharkov's face fell. "I
had hoped you would see him to-night. If anything should happen—"


"Is it as urgent as
that?"


"I believe it is,"
whispered Kharkoff, leaning forward earnestly. "We can call a taxicab— it
will not take long, sir. Consider, there are many lives possibly at stake,"
he pleaded.


"Very well, I will go,"
consented Kennedy.


At the street door Kharkoff
stopped short and drew Kennedy back.

"Look— across the street in the shadow. There is the man. If I start

toward him he will disappear; he is very clever. He followed me from

Saratovsky's here, and has been waiting for me to come out."


"There are two taxicabs
waiting at the stand," suggested Kennedy.

"Doctor, you jump in the first, and Jameson and I will take the second.

Then he can't follow us."


It was done in a moment, and we
were whisked away, to the chagrin of the figure, which glided impotently out of
the shadow in vain pursuit, too late even to catch the number of the cab.


"A promising
adventure," commented Kennedy, as we bumped along over New

York's uneven asphalt. "Have you ever met Saratovsky?"


"No," I replied
dubiously. "Will you guarantee that he will not blow us up with a
bomb?"


"Grandmother!" replied
Craig. "Why, Walter, he is the most gentle, engaging old
philosopher—"


"That ever cut a throat or
scuttled a ship?" I interrupted.


"On the contrary,"
insisted Kennedy, somewhat nettled, "he is a patriarch, respected by every
faction of the revolutionists, from the fighting organisation to the believers
in non-resistance and Tolstoy. I tell you, Walter, the nation that can produce
a man such as Saratovsky deserves and some day will win political freedom. I
have heard of this Dr. Kharkoff before, too. His life would be a short one if
he were in Russia. A remarkable man, who fled after those unfortunate uprisings
in 1905. Ah, we are on Fifth Avenue. I suspect that he is taking us to a club
on the lower part of the avenue, where a number of the Russian reformers live,
patiently waiting and planning for the great 'awakening' in their native
land."


Kharkoff's cab had stopped. Our
quest had indeed brought us almost to Washington Square. Here we entered an old
house of the past generation. As we passed through the wide hall, I noted the
high ceilings, the old-fashioned marble mantels stained by time, the long,
narrow rooms and dirty-white woodwork, and the threadbare furniture of black
walnut and horsehair.


Upstairs in a small back room we
found the venerable Saratovsky, tossing, half-delirious with the fever, on a
disordered bed. His was a striking figure in this sordid setting, with a high
intellectual forehead and deep-set, glowing coals of eyes which gave a hint at
the things which had made his life one of the strangest among all the
revolutionists of Russia and the works he had done among the most daring. The
brown dye was scarcely yet out of his flowing white beard— a relic of his last
trip back to his fatherland, where he had eluded the secret police in the
disguise of a German gymnasium professor.


Saratovsky extended a thin, hot,
emaciated hand to us, and we remained standing. Kennedy said nothing for the
moment. The sick man motioned feebly to us to come closer.


"Professor Kennedy," he
whispered, "there is some deviltry afoot. The Russian autocracy would stop
at nothing. Kharkoff has probably told you of it. I am so weak—"


He groaned and sank back,
overcome by a chill that seemed to rack his poor gaunt form.


"Kazanovitch can tell
Professor Kennedy something, Doctor. I am too weak to talk, even at this
critical time. Take him to see Boris and Ekaterina."


Almost reverently we withdrew,
and Kharkoff led us down the hall to another room. The door was ajar, and a
light disclosed a man in a Russian peasant's blouse, bending laboriously over a
writing-desk. So absorbed was he that not until Kharkoff spoke did he look up.
His figure was somewhat slight and his face pointed and of an ascetic mould.


"Ah!" he exclaimed.
"You have recalled me from a dream. I fancied I was on the old mir with
Ivan, one of my characters. Welcome, comrades."


It flashed over me at once that
this was the famous Russian novelist, Boris Kazanovitch. I had not at first
connected the name with that of the author of those gloomy tales of peasant
life. Kazanovitch stood with his hands tucked under his blouse.


"Night is my favourite time
for writing," he explained. "It is then that the imagination works at
its best."


I gazed curiously about the room.
There seemed to be a marked touch of a woman's hand here and there; it was
unmistakable. At last my eye rested on a careless heap of dainty wearing
apparel on a chair in the corner. "Where is Nevsky?" asked Dr.
Kharkoff, apparently missing the person who owned the garments.


"Ekaterina has gone to a
rehearsal of the little play of Gershuni's escape from Siberia and betrayal by
Rosenberg. She will stay with friends on East Broadway to-night. She has
deserted me, and here I am all alone, finishing a story for one of the American
magazines."


"Ah, Professor Kennedy, that
is unfortunate," commented Kharkoff. "A brilliant woman is
Mademoiselle Nevsky— devoted to the cause. I know only one who equals her, and
that is my patient downstairs, the little dancer, Samarova."


"Samarova is faithful—
Nevsky is a genius," put in Kazanovitch. Kharkoff said nothing for a time,
though it was easy to see he regarded the actress highly.


"Samarova," he said at
length to us, "was arrested for her part in the assassination of Grand
Duke Sergius and thrown into solitary confinement in the fortress of St. Peter
and St. Paul. They tortured her, the beasts— burned her body with their
cigarettes. It was unspeakable. But she would not confess, and finally they had
to let her go. Nevsky, who was a student of biology at the University of St.
Petersburg when Von Plehve was assassinated, was arrested, but her relatives
had sufficient influence to secure her release. They met in Paris, and Nevsky
persuaded Olga to go on the stage and come to New York."


"Next to Ekaterina's
devotion to the cause is her devotion to science," said Kazanovitch,
opening a door to a little room. Then he added: "If she were not a woman, or
if your universities were less prejudiced, she would be welcome anywhere as a
professor. See, here is her laboratory. It is the best we— she can afford.
Organic chemistry, as you call it in English, interests me too, but of course I
am not a trained scientist— I am a novelist."


The laboratory was simple, almost
bare. Photographs of Koch, Ehrlich, Metchnikoff, and a number of other
scientists adorned the walls. The deeply stained deal table was littered with
beakers and test-tubes.


"How is Saratovsky?" asked
the writer of the doctor, aside, as we gazed curiously about.


Kharkoff shook his head gravely.
"We have just come from his room. He was too weak to talk, but he asked
that you tell Mr. Kennedy anything that it is necessary he should know about
our suspicions."


"It is that we are living
with the sword of Damocles constantly dangling over our heads, gentlemen,"
cried Kazanovitch passionately, turning toward us. "You will excuse me if
I get some cigarettes downstairs? Over them I will tell you what we fear."


A call from Saratovsky took the
doctor away also at the same moment, and we were left alone.


"A queer situation,
Craig," I remarked, glancing involuntarily at the heap of feminine finery
on the chair, as I sat down before Kazanovitch's desk.


"Queer for New York; not for
St. Petersburg," was his laconic reply, as he looked around for another
chair. Everything was littered with books, and papers, and at last he leaned
over and lifted the dress from the chair to place it on the bed, as the easiest
way of securing a seat in the scantily furnished room.


A pocketbook and a letter fell to
the floor from the folds of the dress. He stooped to pick them up, and I saw a
strange look of surprise on his face. Without a moment's hesitation he shoved
the letter into his pocket and replaced the other things as he had found them.


A moment later Kazanovitch
returned with a large box of Russian cigarettes. "Be seated, sir," he
said to Kennedy, sweeping a mass of books and papers off a large divan.
"When Nevsky is not here the room gets sadly disarranged. I have no genius
for order."


Amid the clouds of fragrant light
smoke we waited for Kazanovitch to break the silence.


"Perhaps you think that the
iron hand of the Russian prime minister has broken the backbone of revolution
in Russia," he began at length. "But because the Duma is subservient,
it does not mean that all is over. Not at all. We are not asleep. Revolution is
smouldering, ready to break forth at any moment. The agents of the government
know it. They are desperate. There is no means they would not use to crush us.
Their long arm reaches even to New York, in this land of freedom."


He rose and excitedly paced the
room. Somehow or other, this man did not prepossess me. Was it that I was
prejudiced by a puritanical disapproval of the things that pass current in Old
World morality? Or was it merely that I found the great writer of fiction
seeking the dramatic effect always at the cost of sincerity?


"Just what is it that you
suspect?" asked Craig, anxious to dispense with the rhetoric and to get
down to facts. "Surely, when three persons are stricken, you must suspect
something."


"Poison," replied
Kazanovitch quickly. "Poison, and of a kind that even the poison doctors
of St. Petersburg have never employed. Dr. Kharkoff is completely baffled. Your
American doctors— two were called in to see Saratovsky— say it is the typhus
fever. But Kharkoff knows better. There is no typhus rash. Besides"— and
he leaned forward to emphasise his words—"one does not get over typhus in
a week and have it again as Saratovsky has."


I could see that Kennedy was
growing impatient. An idea had occurred to him, and only politeness kept him
listening to Kazanovitch longer.


"Doctor," he said, as
Kharkoff entered the room again, "do you suppose you could get some
perfectly clean test-tubes and sterile bouillon from Miss Nevsky's laboratory?
I think I saw a rack of tubes on the table."


"Surely," answered
Kharkoff.


"You will excuse us, Mr.
Kazanovitch," apologised Kennedy briskly, "but I feel that I am going
to have a hard day to-morrow and— by the way, would you be so kind as to come
up to my laboratory some time during the day, and continue your story."


On the way out Craig took the
doctor aside for a moment, and they talked earnestly. At last Craig motioned to
me.


"Walter," he explained,
"Dr. Kharkoff is going to prepare some cultures in the test-tubes to-night
so that I can make a microscopic examination of the blood of Saratovsky,
Samarova, and later of his servant. The tubes will be ready early in the
morning, and I have arranged with the doctor for you to call and get them if
you have no objection."


I assented, and we started
downstairs. As we passed a door on the second floor, a woman's voice called
out, "Is that you, Boris?"


"No, Olga, this is
Nicholas," replied the doctor. "It is Samarova," he said to us
as he entered.


In a few moments he rejoined us.
"She is no better," he continued, as we again started away. "I
may as well tell you, Professor Kennedy, just how matters stand here. Samarova
is head over heels in love with Kazanovitch— you heard her call for him just
now? Before they left Paris, Kazanovitch showed some partiality for Olga, but
now Nevsky has captured him. She is indeed a fascinating woman, but as for me,
if Olga would consent to become Madame Kharkoff, it should be done tomorrow,
and she need worry no longer over her broken contract with the American theatre
managers. But women are not that way. She prefers the hopeless love. Ah, well,
I shall let you know if anything new happens. Good-night, and a thou-sand
thanks for your help, gentlemen."


Nothing was said by either of us
on our journey uptown, for it was late and I, at least, was tired.


But Kennedy had no intention of
going to bed, I found. Instead, he sat down in his easy chair and shaded his
eyes, apparently in deep thought. As I stood by the table to fill my pipe for a
last smoke, I saw that he was carefully regarding the letter he had picked up,
turning it over and over, and apparently debating with himself what to do with
it.


"Some kinds of paper can be
steamed open without leaving any trace," he remarked in answer to my
unspoken question, laying the letter down before me.


I read the address: "M.
Alexander Alexandrovitch Orloff,— Rue de— , Paris, France."


"Letter-opening has been
raised to a fine art by the secret service agents of foreign countries,"
he continued. "Why not take a chance? The simple operation of steaming a
letter open is followed by reburnishing the flap with a bone instrument, and no
trace is left. I can't do that, for this letter is sealed with wax. One way
would be to take a matrix of the seal before breaking the wax and then replace
a duplicate of it. No, I won't risk it. I'll try a scientific way."


Between two pieces of smooth
wood, Craig laid the letter flat, so that the edges projected about a
thirty-second of an inch. He flattened the projecting edge of the envelope,
then roughened it, and finally slit it open.


"You see, Walter, later I
will place the letter back, apply a hair line of strong white gum, and unite
the edges of the envelope under pressure. Let us see what we have here."


He drew out what seemed to be a
manuscript on very thin paper, and spread it out flat on the table before us.
Apparently it was a scientific paper on a rather unusual subject,
"Spontaneous Generation of Life." It was in longhand and read:


 


Many thanks for the copy of
the paper by Prof. Betaillon of Dijon on the artificial fertilization of the
eggs of frogs. I consider it a most important advance in the artificial
generation of life.


 


I will not attempt to reproduce
in facsimile the entire manuscript, for it is unnecessary, and, in fact, I
merely set down part of its contents here because it seemed so utterly
valueless to me at the time. It went on to say:


While Betaillon punctured the
eggs with a platinum needle and developed them by means of electric discharges,
Loeb in America placed eggs of the sea-urchin in a strong solution of sea water,
then in a bath where they were subjected to the action of butyric acid. Finally
they were placed in ordinary sea water again, where they developed in the
natural manner. Delage at Roscorf used a liquid containing salts of magnesia
and tannate of ammonia to produce the same result.


In his latest book on the Origin
of Life Dr. Charlton Bastian tells of using two solutions. One consisted of
two or three drops of dilute sodium silicate with eight drops of liquor ferri
pernitratis to one ounce of distilled water. The other was composed of the same
amount of the silicate with six drops of dilute phosphoric acid and six grains
of ammonium phosphate. He filled sterilised tubes, sealed them hermetically,
and heated them to 125 or 145 degrees, Centigrade, although 60 or 70 degrees
would have killed any bacteria remaining in them.


Next he exposed them to sunlight
in a south window for from two to four months. When the tubes were opened Dr.
Bastian found organisms in them which differed in no way from real bacteria. They
grew and multiplied. He contends that he has proved the possibility of
spontaneous generation of life.


Then there were the experiments
of John Butler Burke of Cambridge, who claimed that he had developed
"radiobes" in tubes of sterilised bouillon by means of radium
emanations. Daniel Berthelot in France last year announced that he had used the
ultra-violet rays to duplicate nature's own process of chlorophyll
assimilation. He has broken up carbon dioxide and water-vapour in the air in
precisely the same way that the green cells of plants do it.


Leduc at Nantes has made crystals
grow from an artificial "egg" composed of certain chemicals. These
crystals show all the apparent vital phenomena without being actually alive.
His work is interesting, for it shows the physical forces that probably control
minute life cells, once they are created.


"What do you make of
it?" asked Kennedy, noting the puzzled look on my face as I finished
reading.


"Well, recent research in
the problem of the origin of life may be very interesting," I replied.
"There are a good many chemicals mentioned here— I wonder if any of them
is poisonous? But I am of the opinion that there is something more to this
manuscript than a mere scientific paper."


"Exactly, Walter," said
Kennedy in half raillery. "What I wanted to know was how you would suggest
getting at that something."


Study as I might, I could make
nothing out of it. Meanwhile Craig was busily figuring with a piece of paper
and a pencil.


"I give it up, Craig,"
I said at last. "It is late. Perhaps we had better both turn in, and we
may have some ideas on it in the morning."


For answer he merely shook his
head and continued to scribble and figure on the paper. With a reluctant
good-night I shut my door, determined to be up early in the morning and go for
the tubes that Kharkoff was to prepare.


But in the morning Kennedy was
gone. I dressed hastily, and was just about to go out when he hurried in,
showing plainly the effects of having spent a sleepless night. He flung an
early edition of a newspaper on the table.


"Too late," he
exclaimed. "I tried to reach Kharkoff, but it was too late."


"Another East Side Bomb
Outrage," I read. "While returning at a late hour last night from a
patient, Dr. Nicholas Kharkoff, of — East Broadway, was severely injured by a
bomb which had been placed in his hallway earlier in the evening. Dr. Kharkoff,
who is a well-known physician on the East Side, states that he has been
constantly shadowed by some one unknown for the past week or two. He attributes
his escape with his life to the fact that since he was shadowed he has observed
extreme caution. Yesterday his cook was poisoned and is now dangerously ill.
Dr. Kharkoff stands high in the Russian community, and it is thought by the
police that the bomb was placed by a Russian political agent, as Kharkoff has
been active in the ranks of the revolutionists."


"But what made you
anticipate it?" I asked of Kennedy, considerably mystified.


"The manuscript," he
replied.


"The manuscript? How? Where
is it?"


"After I found that it was
too late to save Kharkoff and that he was well cared for at the hospital, I
hurried to Saratovsky's. Kharkoff had fortunately left the tubes there, and I
got them. Here they are. As for the manuscript in the letter, I was going to
ask you to slip upstairs by some strategy and return it where I found it, when
you went for the tubes this morning. Kazanovitch was out, and I have returned
it myself, so you need not go, now."


"He's coming to see you
today, isn't he?"


"I hope so. I left a note
asking him to bring Miss Nevsky, if possible, too. Come, let us breakfast and
go over to the laboratory. They may arrive at any moment. Besides, I'm
interested to see what the tubes disclose."


Instead of Kazanovitch awaiting
us at the laboratory, however, we found Miss Nevsky, haggard and worn. She was
a tall, striking girl with more of the Gaul than the Slav in her appearance.
There was a slightly sensuous curve to her mouth, but on the whole her face was
striking and intellectual. I felt that if she chose she could fascinate a man
so that he would dare anything. I never before understood why the Russian
police feared the women revolutionists so much. It was because they were
themselves, plus every man they could influence.


Nevsky appeared very excited. She
talked rapidly, and fire flashed from her grey eyes. "They tell me at the
club," she began, "that you are investigating the terrible things
that are happening to us. Oh, Professor Kennedy, it is awful! Last night I was
staying with some friends on East Broadway. Suddenly we heard a terrific
explosion up the street. It was in front of Dr. Kharkoff's house. Thank Heaven,
he is still alive I But I was so unnerved I could not sleep. I fancied I might
be the next to go.


"Early this morning I
hastened to return to Fifth Avenue. As I entered the door of my room I could
not help thinking of the horrible fate of Dr. Kharkoff. For some unknown
reason, just as I was about to push the door farther open, I hesitated and
looked— I almost fainted. There stood another bomb just inside. If I had moved
the door a fraction of an inch it would have exploded. I screamed, and Olga,
sick as she was, ran to my assistance— or perhaps she thought something had
happened to Boris. It is standing there yet. None of us dares touch it. Oh,
Professor Kennedy, it is dreadful, dreadful. And I cannot find Boris— Mr.
Kazanovitch, I mean. Saratovsky, who is like a father to us all, is scarcely
able to speak. Dr. Kharkoff is helpless in the hospital. Oh, what are we to do,
what are we to do?"


She stood trembling before us,
imploring.


"Calm yourself, Miss
Nevsky," said Kennedy in a reassuring tone. "Sit down and let us
plan. I take it that it was a chemical bomb and not one with a fuse, or you
would have a different story to tell. First of all, we must remove it. That is
easily done."


He called up a near-by garage and
ordered an automobile. "I will drive it myself," he ordered,
"only send a man around with it immediately."


"No, no, no," she
cried, running toward him, "you must not risk it. It is bad enough that we
should risk our lives. But strangers must not. Think, Professor Kennedy.
Suppose the bomb should explode at a touch! Had we not better call the police
and let them take the risk, even if it does get into the papers?"


"No," replied Kennedy
firmly. "Miss Nevsky, I am quite willing to take the risk. Besides, here
comes the automobile."


"You are too kind," she
exclaimed. "Kazanovitch himself could do no more. How am I ever to thank
you?"


On the back of the automobile
Kennedy placed a peculiar oblong box, swung on two concentric rings balanced on
pivots, like a most delicate compass.


We rode quickly downtown, and
Kennedy hurried into the house, bidding us stand back. With a long pair of
tongs he seized the bomb firmly. It was a tense moment. Suppose his hand should
unnecessarily tremble, or he should tip it just a bit— it might explode and
blow him to atoms. Keeping it perfectly horizontal he carried it carefully out
to the waiting automobile and placed it gingerly in the box.


"Wouldn't it be a good thing
to fill the box with water?" I suggested, having read somewhere that that
was the usual way of opening a bomb, under water.


"No," he replied, as he
closed the lid, "that wouldn't do any good with a bomb of this sort. It
would explode under water just as well as in air. This is a safety
bomb-carrier. It is known as the Cardan suspension. It was invented by
Professor Cardono, an Italian. You see, it is always held in a perfectly
horizontal position, no matter how you jar it. I am now going to take the bomb
to some safe and convenient place where I can examine it at my leisure.
Meanwhile, Miss Nevsky, I will leave you in charge of Mr. Jameson."


"Thank you so much,"
she said. "I feel better now. I didn't dare go into my own room with that
bomb at the door. If Mr. Jameson can only find out what has become of Mr.
Kazanovitch, that is all I want. What do you suppose has happened to him? Is
he, too, hurt or ill?"


"Very well, then,"
Craig replied. "I will commission you, Walter, to find Kazanovitch. I shall
be back again shortly before noon to examine the wreck of Kharkoff's office.
Meet me there. Goodbye, Miss Nevsky."


It was not the first time that I
had had a roving commission to find some one who had disappeared in New York. I
started by inquiring for every possible place that he might be found. No one at
the Fifth Avenue house could tell me anything definite, though they were able
to give me a number of places where he was known. I consumed practically the
whole morning going from one place to another on the East Side. Some of the
picturesque haunts of the revolutionists would have furnished material for a
story in themselves. But nowhere had they any word of Kazanovitch, until I
visited a Polish artist who was illustrating his stories. He had been there,
looking very worn and tired, and had talked vacantly about the sketches which
the artist had showed him. After that I lost all trace of him again. It was
nearly noon as I hurried to meet Craig at Kharkoff's.


Imagine my surprise to see
Kazanovitch already there, seated in the wrecked office, furiously smoking
cigarettes and showing evident signs of having something very disturbing on his
mind. The moment he caught sight of me, he hurried forward.


"Is Professor Kennedy coming
soon?" he inquired eagerly. "I was going up to his laboratory, but I
called up Nevsky, and she said he would be here at noon." Then he put his
hand up to my ear and whispered, "I have found out who it was who shadowed
Kharkoff."


"Who?" I asked, saying
nothing of my long search of the morning.


"His name is Revalenko—
Feodor Revalenko. I saw him standing across the street in front of the house
last night after you had gone. When Kharkoff left, he followed him. I hurried
out quietly and followed both of them. Then the explosion came. This man
slipped down a narrow street as soon as he saw Kharkoff fall. As people were
running to Kharkoff's assistance, I did the same. He saw me following him and
ran, and I ran, too, and overtook him. Mr. Jameson, when I looked into his face
I could not believe it. Revalenko— he is one of the most ardent members of our
organisation. He would not tell me why he had followed Kharkoff. I could make
him confess nothing. But I am sure he is an agent provocateur of the Russian
government, that he is secretly giving away the plans that we are making,
everything. We have a plot on now— perhaps he has informed them of that. Of
course he denied setting the bomb or trying to poison any of us, but he was
very frightened. I shall denounce him at the first opportunity."


I said nothing. Kazanovitch
regarded me keenly to see what impression the story made on me, but I did not
let my looks betray anything, except proper surprise, and he seemed satisfied.


It might be true, after all, I
reasoned, the more I thought of it. I had heard that the Russian consul-general
had a very extensive spy system in the city. In fact, even that morning I had
had pointed out to me some spies at work in the public libraries, watching what
young Russians were reading. I did not doubt that there were spies in the very
inner circle of the revolutionists themselves.


At last Kennedy appeared. While
Kazanovitch poured forth his story, with here and there, I fancied, an
elaboration of a particularly dramatic point, Kennedy quickly examined the
walls and floor of the wrecked office with his magnifying-glass. When he had
concluded his search, he turned to Kazanovitch.


"Would it be possible,"
he asked, "to let this Revalenko believe that he could trust you, that it
would be safe for him to visit you to-night at Saratovsky's? Surely you can
find some way of reassuring him."


"Yes, I think that can be
arranged," said Kazanovitch. "I will go to him, will make him think I
have misunderstood him, that I have not lost faith in him, provided he can
explain all. He will come. Trust me."


"Very well, then. To-night
at eight I shall be there," promised

Kennedy, as the novelist and he shook hands.


"What do you think of the
Revalenko story?" I asked of Craig, as we started uptown again.


"Anything is possible in
this case," he answered sententiously.


"Well," I exclaimed,
"this all is truly Russian. For intrigue they are certainly the leaders of
the world to-day. There is only one person that I have any real confidence in,
and that is old Saratovsky himself. Somebody is playing traitor, Craig. Who is
it?"


"That is what science will
tell us to-night," was his brief reply. There was no getting anything out
of Craig until he was absolutely sure that his proofs had piled up
irresistibly.


Promptly at eight we met at the
old house on Fifth Avenue. Kharkoff's wounds had proved less severe than had at
first been suspected, and, having recovered from the shock, he insisted on
being transferred from the hospital in a private ambulance so that he could be
near his friends. Saratovsky, in spite of his high fever, ordered that the door
to his room be left open and his bed moved so that he could hear and see what
passed in the room down the hall. Nevsky was there and Kazanovitch, and even
brave Olga Samarova, her pretty face burning with the fever, would not be
content until she was carried upstairs, although Dr. Kharkoff protested
vigorously that it might have fatal consequences. Revalenko, an enigma of a
man, sat stolidly. The only thing I noticed about him was an occasional look of
malignity at Nevsky and Kazanovitch when he thought he was unobserved.


It was indeed a strange
gathering, the like of which the old house had never before harboured in all
its varied history. Every one was on the qui vive, as Kennedy placed on the
table a small wire basket containing some test-tubes, each tube corked with a
small wadding of cotton. There was also a receptacle holding a dozen
glass-handled platinum wires, a microscope, and a number of slides. The bomb,
now rendered innocuous by having been crushed in a huge hydraulic press, lay in
fragments in the box.


"First, I want you to
consider the evidence of the bomb," began Kennedy. "No crime, I
firmly believe, is ever perpetrated without leaving some clue. The slightest
trace, even a drop of blood no larger than a pin-head, may suffice to convict a
murderer. The impression made on a cartridge by the hammer of a pistol, or a
single hair found on the clothing of a suspected person, may serve as valid
proof of crime.


"Until lately, however,
science was powerless against the bomb-thrower. A bomb explodes into a thousand
parts, and its contents suddenly become gaseous. You can't collect and
investigate the gases. Still, the bomb-thrower is sadly deceived if he believes
the bomb leaves no trace for the scientific detective. It is difficult for the
chemist to find out the secrets of a shattered bomb. But it can be done.


"I examined the walls of Dr.
Kharkoff's house, and fortunately was able to pick out a few small fragments of
the contents of the bomb which had been thrown out before the flame ignited
them. I have analysed them, and find them to be a peculiar species of
blasting-gelatine. It is made at only one factory in this country, and I have a
list of purchasers for some time back. One name, or rather the description of
an assumed name, in the list agrees with other evidence I have been able to
collect. Moreover, the explosive was placed in a lead tube. Lead tubes are
common enough. However, there is no need of further evidence."


He paused, and the revolutionists
stared fixedly at the fragments of the now harmless bomb before them.


"The exploded bomb,"
concluded Craig, "was composed of the same materials as this, which I
found unexploded at the door of Miss Nevsky's room— the same sort of lead tube,
the same blasting-gelatine. The fuse, a long cord saturated in sulphur, was
merely a blind. The real method of explosion was by means of a chemical
contained in a glass tube which was inserted after the bomb was put in place.
The least jar, such as opening a door, which would tip the bomb ever so little
out of the horizontal, was all that was necessary to explode it. The exploded
bomb and the unexploded were in all respects identical— the same hand set
both."


A gasp of astonishment ran
through the circle. Could it be that one of their own number was playing false?
In at least this instance in the warfare of the chemist and the dynamiter the
chemist had come out ahead.


"But," Kennedy hurried
along, "the thing that interests me most about this case is not the
evidence of the bombs. Bombs are common enough weapons, after all. It is the
evidence of almost diabolical cunning that has been shown in the effort to get
rid of the father of the revolution, as you like to call him."


Craig cleared his throat and
played with our feelings as a cat does with a mouse. "Strange to say, the
most deadly, the most insidious, the most elusive agency for committing murder
is one that can be obtained and distributed with practically no legal
restrictions. Any doctor can purchase disease germs in quantities sufficient to
cause thousands and thousands of deaths without giving any adequate explanation
for what purpose he requires them. More than that, any person claiming to be a
scientist or having some acquaintance with science and scientists can usually
obtain germs without difficulty. Every pathological laboratory contains stores
of disease germs, neatly sealed up in test-tubes, sufficient to depopulate
whole cities and even nations. With almost no effort, I myself have actually
cultivated enough germs to kill every person within a radius of a mile of the
Washington Arch down the street. They are here in these test-tubes."


We scarcely breathed. Suppose
Kennedy should let loose this deadly foe, these germs of death, whatever they
were? Yet that was precisely what some fiend incarnate had done, and that fiend
was sitting in the room with us.


"Here I have one of the most
modern dark-field microscopes," he resumed. "On this slide I have
placed a little pin-point of a culture made from the blood of Saratovsky. I
will stain the culture. Now— er— Walter, look through the microscope under this
powerful light and tell us what you see on the slide."


I bent over. "In the
darkened field I see a number of germs like dancing points of coloured
light," I said. "They are wriggling about with a peculiar twisting
motion."


"Like a corkscrew,"
interrupted Kennedy, impatient to go on. "They are of the species known as
Spirilla. Here is another slide, a culture from the blood of Samarova."


"I see them there,
too," I exclaimed.


Every one was now crowding about
for a glimpse, as I raised my head.


"What is this germ?"
asked a hollow voice from the doorway.


We looked, startled. There stood
Saratovsky, more like a ghost than a living being. Kennedy sprang forward and
caught him as he swayed, and I moved up an armchair for him.


"It is the spirillum
Obermeieri," said Kennedy, "the germ of the relapsing fever, but of
the most virulent Asiatic strain. Obermeyer, who discovered it, caught the
disease and died of it, a martyr to science."


A shriek of consternation rang
forth from Samarova. The rest of us paled, but repressed our feelings.


"One moment," added
Kennedy hastily. "Don't be unnecessarily alarmed. I have something more to
say. Be calm for a moment longer."


He unrolled a blue-print and
placed it on the table.


"This," he continued,
"is the photographic copy of a message which, I suppose, is now on its way
to the Russian minister to France in Paris. Some one in this room besides Mr.
Jameson and myself has seen this letter before. I will hold it up as I pass
around and let each one see it."


In intense silence Kennedy passed
before each of us, holding up the blue-print and searchingly scanning the
faces. No one betrayed by any sign that he recognised it. At last it came to
Revalenko himself.


"The checkerboard, the
checkerboard!" he cried, his eyes half starting from their sockets as he
gazed at it.


"Yes," said Kennedy in
a low tone, "the checkerboard. It took me some time to figure it out. It
is a cipher that would have baffled Poe. In fact, there is no means of
deciphering it unless you chance to know its secret. I happened to have heard
of it a long time ago abroad, yet my recollection was vague, and I had to
reconstruct it with much difficulty. It took me all night to do it. It is a
cipher, however, that is well known among the official classes of Russia.


"Fortunately I remember the
crucial point, without which I should still be puzzling over it. It is that a
perfectly innocent message, on its face, may be used to carry a secret, hidden
message. The letters which compose the words, instead of being written
continuously along, as we ordinarily write, have, as you will observe if you
look twice, breaks, here and there. These breaks in the letters stand for
numbers.


"Thus the first words are
'Many thanks.' The first break is at the end of the letter 'n,' between it and
the 'y.' There are three letters before this break. That stands for the number
3.


"When you come to the end of
a word, if the stroke is down at the end of the last letter, that means no
break; if it is up, it means a break. The stroke at the end of the 'y' is
plainly down. Therefore there is no break until after the 't.' That gives us
the number 2. So we get 1 next, and again 1, and still again 1; then 5; then 5;
then 1; and so on.


"Now, take these numbers in
pairs, thus 3-2; 1-1; 1-5; 5-1. By consulting this table you can arrive at the
hidden message."


He held up a cardboard bearing
the following arrangement of the letters of the alphabet:


1 2 3 4 5 1 A B C D E 2 F G H IJ
K 3 L M N O P 4 Q R S T U 5 V W X Y Z


"Thus," he continued,
"3-2 means the third column and second line. That is 'H.' Then 1-1 is 'A
'; 1-5 is 'V '; 5-1 is 'E'— and we get the word 'Have.'"


Not a soul stirred as Kennedy
unfolded the cipher. What was the terrible secret in that scientific essay I
had puzzled so unsuccessfully over, the night before?


"Even this can be
complicated by choosing a series of fixed numbers to be added to the real
numbers over and over again. Or the order of the alphabet can be changed.
However, we have the straight cipher only to deal with here."


"And what for Heaven's sake
does it reveal?" asked Saratovsky, leaning forward, forgetful of the fever
that was consuming him.


Kennedy pulled out a piece of
paper on which he had written the hidden message and read:


"Have successfully
inoculated S. with fever. Public opinion America would condemn violence. Think
best death should appear natural. Samarova infected also. Cook unfortunately
took dose in food intended Kharkoff. Now have three cases. Shall stop there at
present. Dangerous excite further suspicion health authorities."


Rapidly I eliminated in my mind
the persons mentioned, as Craig read. Saratovsky of course was not guilty, for
the plot had centred about him. Nor was little Samarova, nor Dr. Kharkoff. I
noted Revalenko and Kazanovitch glaring at each other and hastily tried to
decide which I more strongly suspected.


"Will get K.,"
continued Kennedy. "Think bomb perhaps all right. K. case different from
S. No public sentiment."


"So Kharkoff had been marked
for slaughter," I thought. Or was "K." Kazanovitch? I regarded
Revalenko more closely. He was suspiciously sullen.


"Must have more money. Cable
ten thousand rubles at once Russian consul-general. Will advise you plot
against Czar as details perfected here. Expect break up New York band with
death of S."


If Kennedy himself had thrown a
bomb or scattered broadcast the contents of the test-tubes, the effect could
not have been more startling than his last quiet sentence— and sentence it was
in two senses.


"Signed," he said,
folding the paper up deliberately, "Ekaterina

Nevsky."


It was as if a cable had snapped
and a weight had fallen. Revalenko sprang up and grasped Kazanovitch by the
hand. "Forgive me, comrade, for ever suspecting you," he cried.


"And forgive me for
suspecting you," replied Kazanovitch, "but how did you come to shadow
Kharkoff?"


"I ordered him to follow
Kharkoff secretly and protect him," explained

Saratovsky.


Olga and Ekaterina faced each
other fiercely. Olga was trembling with emotion. Nevsky stood coldly,
defiantly. If ever there was a consummate actress it was she, who had put the
bomb at her own door and had rushed off to start Kennedy on a blind trail.


"You traitress," cried
Olga passionately, forgetting all in her outraged love. "You won his
affections from me by your false beauty— yet all the time you would have killed
him like a dog for the Czar's gold. At last you are unmasked— you Azeff in
skirts. False friend— you would have killed us all— Saratovsky, Kharkoff—"


"Be still, little
fool," exclaimed Nevsky contemptuously. "The spirilla fever has
affected your brains. Bah! I will not stay with those who are so ready to
suspect an old comrade on the mere word of a charlatan. Boris Kazanovitch, do
you stand there silent and let this insult be heaped upon me?"


For answer, Kazanovitch
deliberately turned his back on his lover of a moment ago and crossed the room.
"Olga," he pleaded, "I have been a fool. Some day I may be
worthy of your love. Fever or not, I must beg your forgiveness."


With a cry of delight the actress
flung her arms about Boris, as he imprinted a penitent kiss on her warm lips.


"Simpleton," hissed
Nevsky with curling lips. "Now you, too, will die."


"One moment, Ekaterina
Nevsky," interposed Kennedy, as he picked up some vacuum tubes full of a
golden-yellow powder, that lay on the table. "The spirilla, as scientists
now know, belong to the same family as those which cause what we call,
euphemistically, the 'black plague.' It is the same species as that of the
African sleeping sickness and the Philippine yaws. Last year a famous doctor
whose photograph I see in the next room, Dr. Ehrlich of Frankfort, discovered a
cure for all these diseases. It will rid the blood of your victims of the
Asiatic relapsing fever germs in forty-eight hours. In these tubes I have the
now famous salvarsan."


With a piercing shriek of rage at
seeing her deadly work so quickly and completely undone, Nevsky flung herself
into the little laboratory behind her and bolted the door.


Her face still wore the same
cold, contemptuous smile, as Kennedy gently withdrew a sharp scalpel from her
breast.


"Perhaps it is best this
way, after all," he said simply.


______________
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IT WAS THE SIGNAL that I had so long awaited. I had just
come in when the porter brought me the telegram. I was wet, my riding boots
were covered with mud, and I was tired. I had been all day in the saddle at a
distant meet of the Devon and Somerset Staghounds. We had killed in a great
wooded gorge beyond Porlock; the rain had fallen constantly, and the vast
moors, covered with heather and gorse, swept by the gusts of rain, were like a
sponge. A call to a ninety-mile run in a motor on this evening of early
September was a thing to shudder at. But I received it with a great upward
sweep of the heart! The thing which I knew would eventually happen had arrived,
and it was bringing my golden hour with its wreckage.


I sat in the long hall of the
hotel; a rain-drenched, mud-splashed figure with a sun-filled face. I must have
seemed a strange creature to the hunting folk who passed and the servants who
came to take my directions. I was a strange creature; one is always a strange
creature when the event on which his life is turning begins to come up in the
sky line!


I ordered the best in the kitchen
and the cellar, and went up to my rooms for a hot bath and clothes for the
road.


Her house was falling in about
her, and she had sent for me! At last the thing I had to offer would have a
value. That which was nothing to her when she thought her fortune was
inexhaustible would now mean the things she could not give up: the stud of
hunters in the Dukes country; the string of polo ponies here in Somerset; the
gowns, the jewels, all the extravaganza of a gilded life! Two hours later I was
on the road north. The big American roadster moved under my hands like a live
thing. My driver was in the box behind. I wished some outlet for the
inexhaustible vigor that possessed me. The day in the saddle had been nothing;
this night in the rain and the dark was nothing. I had the strength of ten like
the Galahad of legend— but not for his noble reason. The love of a woman moved
me. Would she take, now, what I had vainly offered for three months in England?


For what else could her cryptic
telegram say— come?


I knew something from the daily
press. Her man of business had hanged himself in London and she was bankrupt;
the very house over her head would go. The thing had fallen like an arrow out
of the sky; in a moment, as at a witch word; as at the striking of a clock, she
had only a pumpkin coach, mice, and the rags of an evening dress— and I raced
to her with the fairy lamp that would restore them!


It was a devil's night; a cold
chill on the fields, rain, no breath of wind, a vague darkness that seemed to
make the visible objects only more indistinct. But it was a night in character
with the event. The evil spirit of that hanged man of business would have some
favor of the elements— some luck yet. He had surprised every solicitor in
London.


His father and his father's
father had handled the business of this family for a century with care, with
that extreme caution that one can find only in a dingy English office, up two
flights of stairs. The hanged man had, in particular, an exclusive control of
this estate. The girl's uncle, that eccentric old antiquarian Sir Hector
Bartlett, would not be bothered with a business matter. His signature was all
the concern Sir Hector granted, and that went over finally to the man of
business in a power of attorney to sign. Sir Hector was usually in the East,
engrossed with the lost languages of Asia.


He was the greatest authority in
the world on these lost languages; he was the one authority. When one mentioned
Sir Hector, the learned societies about in the world, so to speak, uncovered.
But they had a notion, these learned societies, that toward the end he was mad—
perhaps it was out of his bitter contempt for a slower wit; perhaps it was the
puzzle he left them for an inheritance, after he had deciphered the great
inscription of Darius on the rocks at Behistun and got what it concealed. The
learned men said the inscription Sir Hector left for them was an absurdity; but
Sir Hector, dying, said it would fit their wits, and the one that could
decipher it would get what he had dug up in Asia.


At any rate, unfortunately, the
power to sign given by Sir Hector had been extended by his niece, and the man
of business had flung the fortune into every wild thing that the intelligence
of crooks could bring in to him— as though caution in his race, pressed too
far, had gone awfully drunken. The thing had the completeness of a curse— as
though the gods of the ancient races, violated in their sanctuaries by Sir
Hector, had taken their vengeance on his heir. I smiled in the darkness. If
such powers were the authors of this disaster they would not stand aside while
I came in to the rescue; they would ditch the car. And the next moment the car
very nearly was ditched. A human figure appeared suddenly in the road before
me, and to avoid it I skirted the coping of an open bridge. The car skidded and
stopped, with a rear wheel within an inch of the edge.


The figure came forward into the
light and hailed me. Would I take him up? I could not see the man's face
distinctly, but there was something in the voice that was familiar; somewhere,
in some distant memory, I had known that voice. It was the voice of a gentleman
by some vague quality remaining in it. And so, uncertain whom I had before me,
I took him up. But when he had climbed beside me into the seat I was
disillusioned. His drenched clothes had about them the odors of a dirty ship,
and the man was drunk. His voice was thick, and he had the abominable
familiarity of rum-soaked creatures.


He talked; he was going a long
way; he had landed in England on this afternoon; he was going to see his
godchild. I would be surprised, I would be amazed to know who his godchild was!
How far did I go on the road? I hoped to get rid of him, and so told the truth.
I would turn at the next crossing for Red House, sixty miles to the north.


The creature tittered.
"That's luck," he stuttered in the laugh; "there's where I'm
going."


I stopped the car and turned a
flash on him. What mysterious creature had I taken up?


At first I was unable to attach a
memory; a foul, sodden face appeared under a dirty cap; red-lidded eyes, blue
sagging jowls, a nose swollen with liquor, and a slack mouth. It was the face
of the worst human derelict I ever saw, and yet its abominations were laid down
over something that was well bred in the beast. The creature had one time been
a gentleman, but a gentleman gone with every loathsome bestiality to the pit.


"Do you know me, eh,
what?" The sodden voice was in a sort of friendly whine.


And all at once I did know him.


"Good Heavens!" I said.
"It's Backmartin!"


"Righto!" The whine
went up into a little triumphant note. "Lord Backmartin of the Downs in
the old day." He buttoned his rain-soaked rag of a coat, and drew his
flabby body together in the seat.


"The best back in England,
if I do say it...did you see me in the match with the Americans in 'ninety?
Great polo, believe me...they win now, these Americans, but we rode 'em off in
'ninety. Did you see me pick out the ball in the last chukker and carry it
through to their goal with every devil's son of them after me?...Did you see
that game, eh, what? Were you there?" I was there, and I did see it!


The goals were coming up slowly,
and one-all was the score up to within three minutes of the last bell. Hudson
of the Americans was carrying the ball toward the English end. Victory was in
their hands, when Lord Rose cut the ball out by a sort of accident and shouted
to Backmartin to take it. And he did take it like a god; the ball went like an
arrow; near-side and off-side were alike to him. He had the fastest pony in
England; no one of the Americans could reach him; the ball, speeding like a
bullet, crossed the goal before the bell rang.


Backmartin was the hero of
England on that day.


The Downs joined Red House, where
a daughter was newly born to the sporting squire who was brother to Sir Hector
Bartlett, and so Backmartin had stood— at the next weekend— in the little
chapel at Red House, as godfather to her. And here he was!


I fumbled about the levers and
got the car ahead.


What should I do with him?


He was unspeakable. His
reputation for seven years in England had been beyond words; and for seven more
years his name had not been mentioned. He had been in China, in the Malay
Peninsula, in the South Seas. Word of the creature came only when some of the
great missionary organizations asked to have him expelled from a district for
pretending to be a member of its order. The wrath of God was in their
insistence to the Foreign Office. Backmartin and his abominations must get out;
and he would journey to some new field of endeavor.


The creature was unspeakable.


And here he was riding with me on
a journey to his goddaughter. I was twisted in Satan's fingers. If I put him
down I would have no line on the hell plan that he came with. And how could I
take him on?


I considered the damned thing as
we raced north, and while the creature driveled.


He would be going out of his
missionary trade— true it had its benefits, and the customs of the patriarchs
as he taught them in the old book of the Scriptures came easy to the savage—
but there was a fortune in rum running just now northwest of the Barbados if he
could fit a ship. His goddaughter would no doubt be glad to help him— he
mentioned a pensioner in her house as the alternative. So that was what the
beast was after. And I carried him forward on that purpose; to force a levy for
his rum running by the threat of sitting in her door! I could have killed the
creature and thrown his rotten carcass into a ditch. My fingers itched for a
clutch on him. But when I thought the matter calmly out, there seemed, after
all, only one thing to do. I must hold him under my eye until I could get him
out of England— when one fought the devil one needed to keep him in the light.


I took him on!


There is a long flag-paved
terrace on the garden side of Red House, with casement doors entering the
library and the drawing-room. It was very nearly midnight, and the strange
events that I set out to write down here were on their way. The night had
cleared; the air was warm and sweet as from distant hayfields; the stars were
out.


And I waited on this terrace for
the woman God denied me!


She had gone a moment to make
sure that Backmartin had every comfort the house could give. He had already
levied upon it for every use; and now dined and bathed and shaven and in the
old squire's evening clothes, he sat in a great leather chair smoking a Havana,
with a bottle of Burgundy opened beside him. I could see the smug creature
through the glass doors to the library.


It raised the bristles on me. The
transformation in this derelict seemed only to make him more perfidious. He
blew the smoke thinly out at the corners of his slack mouth, lying back in the
chair, his half-closed, red-lidded eyes on the little long-smoked frame above
the mantelshelf containing the cuneiform inscription that Sir Hector had left,
as a jest, for his contemporaries.


It was painted in India ink on a
strip of vellum.


Two things had reduced me from
the starry spaces: that Backmartin should be welcomed as a royal guest, and
that I should be called here to be thanked for all my courtesies, and dismissed
out of her life. My suit was now impossible. She would go up to London on tomorrow
to seek some way to live and keep her selfrespect.


She wished to see me while a day
of the old life remained. It was a whim I must forgive her. It had put me to
some discomfort and a heavy journey; but she wished to say good-by while she
remained an equal.


I offered my fairy lamp in vain
to her.


I had far more than she imagined.
I was, in fact, absurdly rich. What would be needed to clear off every debt I
could advance out of an idle income. But she only shook her heavenly head at
me. It would be a bribe now! And on that, as on an iron pike, I was impaled. If
the thing had been possible before, did I not see that it was now out of the
question? When she had a fortune, too, it was myself I offered, and she could
consider that, but I offered a bribe now, and she could not take a bribe!


Did I not see how the bribe would
taint her? When my blood had cooled, something would whisper to me, "And
so it was these baubles that she wanted." She could not face a life
against that whisper. And the abominable thing about it was that I was
permitted to see how very nearly I had won her. All along she had been
extremely fond of me; my admiration of her had not gone unnoticed. She had been
attracted to me. We had tastes in common. She might have come in time to consider
what I offered. That I was older by some twenty years had been no matter. Women
wished experience of life in men and a tough fiber; one could not trust oneself
to a callow boy. Youth was selfish, and it was, in particular, this
unselfishness of man that a woman longed for.


I walked the great length of the
terrace with my fingers locked behind me. What sort of devil was it that ran
the world?


In my abstraction I struck my
foot against the square of tiles laid down on the terrace as a sort of step
before the library door and caught the latch to keep my balance. The noise
brought Backmartin up in his chair, and he called to me.


"Oh! I say, come in."


And I had to go in. I could not
have the beast feel that I was spying on him. I pretended to be seeking a match
for my cigarette. I got one from his candlestick on the table and turned to go
out, but he stopped me.


I do not know whether it was a
word or a gesture that arrested my attention. I thought the beast, at his ease
and with his cocky air, was now more loathsome. One could bear with him,
perhaps, in his misery and in his habiliments of squalor, but cleaned and fed
and comfortable and turned out for a gentleman he was beyond the patience of
the saints. And yet I had to treat him with the courtesies of a guest— a
distinguished guest in this country house; a godfather of this girl welcomed
back to England!


He made a little gesture toward
the framed strip of vellum on the mantelpiece. "Is that the old cock's
secret cipher?"


I said it was the puzzle Sir
Hector Bartlett had left to his contemporaries: two crowned Assyrian figures
preceded by two wedge-signs; followed by a cuneiform inscription, all painted
in India ink on a strip of vellum.


"Tell me about it," he
said.


I loathed the creature, but I
could not fail in what my hostess would expect of me with a guest. And I told
him what was well known about the thing.


Sir Hector Bartlett had been the
ablest Assyriologist in Europe. Under his hands the ancient writing in Asia had
taken the completeness and the uniformity of a national language; before him
these languages had been mere fragments puzzled out; and with a large
conception he had welded these fragments together and shown this to have been
the learned written speech of a great vanished age in Asia. This big conception
had lifted the whole thing onto an elevated plane; it had laid forever the
claims of Halévy that this wedge-writing was a mere cabalistic script of the
Sumerian priests. He had shown it to be the speech of a people.


But the little skepticisms of his
contemporaries had enraged Sir Hector. He said they were pretentious persons
fit to work out puzzles, and so he had left a puzzle for them in his will. Let
them work it out and they would find the treasure that he had found by
deciphering the great inscription of Darius on the rocks of Behistun.


"Did he find a
treasure?"


Backmartin cut in, shooting out
his head with a sort of reptilian eagerness. I explained that such was the
common rumor at the time. He was known to have got some concession from the
Crown to confirm his right in what he might discover, and a report was current
that the Louvre had offered him seventy thousand pounds for what he had shown
the director of fine arts in Paris on his way home.


"What did he show him?"


The reptilian gesture was even,
if possible, more eager in its appeal.


One did not know, I went on;
there was every conjecture. Backmartin's big, loose face worked like soft
rubber.


"And he said that thing up
there," he indicated the mantel with his hand, "would tell where he
hid it, if anybody could understand what it meant?"


"Yes."


"And what did the other
learned Johnnies say about it?"


They said it was nonsense, I
continued. They said it was an absurdity on its face. No inscription ever had
two royal figures drawn in; the wedge was never inclined to the left; it was
always pointed toward the right, or downward or aslant to the right, or two
combined at their heads to form an angle. They said no word or syllable or
gunu-sign of either the Persian, Susian, or Babylonian language was indicated;
they said the thing was a hoax.


"But the old cock said they
were only fit for puzzles, didn't he?— an' he would make one to fit their wits—
eh, what?"


It was what Sir Hector had
uttered about it, I told him. He held these learned men in a bitter contempt.
Their knowledge of deciphering inscriptions, he said, was confined to the Black
Cabinets of Berlin and Vienna, and their knowledge of Assyriology to the sacred
books of the Jews— he would leave them an inscription within the zone of their
intelligence.


I heard the casement door of the
drawing-room to the terrace open, and I went out, Backmartin followed me with a
sharp look. He had grasped the situation. He knew that things had gone to
pieces and why I came; some of it by inquiry, no doubt, and the remainder by a
sort of instinct. He was slack and despicable— baggy in the chair— and the
glance seemed to emerge from a trace, in the beast, of something firmer.


I found Marjorie on the terrace;
and I advanced toward her as toward something heavenly and denied. She was
lovely beyond any descriptive words that I can write here. To catalogue her
would be to give no adequate impression. Dark hair, and great deep eyes, and
the alluring figure of a Nereid are not descriptive phrases, but they are
fragments of fancy that another man— to know the thing I mean— must fit his own
beloved woman into.


I loved her, and, to me, she
possessed the charm of dreams.


And now that God denied her to me
I adored her more. There is this quality, strange and bitter, in a loss, that
it doubles the value of the thing removed; when it is gone once, wholly, one
sees with an uncanny clearness how incomparable it was. To-night this terrace
was some delicate, vague kingdom of illusion. It would presently vanish. There
would be only an hour of it with her. And it seemed to me, as I walked slowly
beside her the length of the flag-paved terrace, that this hour was priceless.
Into it the mysterious purpose of every day that I had lived, of every day that
I would yet live, seemed to converge, and to escape with the sound of my
footsteps moving on the flag. I must convince her! And I labored to that end
with every argument, with every insistence. And in the vague light I noted
every detail of her: the long lashes, the exquisite mouth, the slender body.
But it was not these visible things, however potent, that so wholly overcame
me. It was a thing for which we have no word, of which there is no material
evidence, that moved subtly from this girl into every fiber of me. The
perennial charm of romance attended her. She came forth from haze, from shadow;
there clung about her the freshness, the mystery of those fairy women that the
soul of a man eternally longs for.


And unless I could persuade her,
she was lost to me!


I cannot remember what I said; it
must have been to offer what I had, to replace the things this disaster had
swept out. My insistence must have revolved about this fixed idea; for she
would only shake her heavenly head. I must not bribe her— she could not take a
bribe.


I looked up finally like a man
sinking in the pit, and I saw, beyond her across the terrace, a face pressed
against the glass door of the library. For a moment the face seemed unfamiliar—
or was I unhinged by my emotion?— there was something fine in it; something
having a momentary control; something that had no proper being in the sodden
features; something long submerged, trodden down, filth-covered, in a sort of awful
effort to get on its feet.


Then the face relaxed into its
vacuous abominations, and Backmartin opened the door.


"Oh! I say," he called
to us, "if I might have a Bible I would read a chapter before I turn in—
it's a sort of habit, y' know."


I had to turn, sharp, to conceal
the disgust in me. But Marjorie went in to him with some courteous word— I
don't remember— found a big old family Bible on a shelf among the dictionaries,
and put it on his table. He was stooping over it when she came out to me.


She made no comment.


And I returned to my labor of a
cursed Sisyphus. But I changed the tenor of it. If we must be equal before she
would listen to me, then I would make us equal. If she would not be as well off
as I was, then I would be as poor as she. I would abandon what I had, and we
would go empty-handed into some new land. I was as good a man as that first one
in Asia. I would till the earth and build a home and face the wilderness for
her. And I would do it like one who finds a kingdom! We would go this very
night, the two of us, with nothing. We would step out of the world leaving
forever the rubbish of these great possessions!


She looked at me with a high
face.


She stood with her arms hanging,
her lips parted, her slender face gleaming like a flower; her hair spun
darkness— her great eyes on me as though she saw a man there that she had never
seen before.


Then a voice startled us as from
another world.


Backmartin was standing before
the library, with his hand on the latch of the closed door behind him. He was
speaking to us, he was making some interrogation. Whether he had come out at
that moment, or been there a long time, I do not know.


My forbearance with the beast
very nearly went to pieces; but something in the voice, something strange,
peculiar, unlike the creature, restrained me. "Is any place about this
house paved with stones?"


There was an unstable quality in
Backmartin's voice, as though it issued from one holding himself together with
an immense effort. And there was sincerity in it. I could not see the man's
face.


"This terrace," I said,
"is paved."


He came running out, at that, and
over the whole length of the terrace. Then he came back to the library door and
stood with his hand pressed against his mouth as in some reflection.


"But upon it!" he said.
"There is nothing upon it."


Then he flung the door open.


"Come in here," he
said.


We went in behind him.


I was astonished at the man when
the light uncovered him. He was the Backmartin of the old days; a ruin of that
man, surely, and yet the man returned as by some sorcery into a brief, unstable
control of this debauched, abandoned creature. That this control was unstable,
at the virtue of a breaking effort, and uncertain of continuance, the aspect of
him and the quavering voice evidenced. But while it held the ruin of the man
together it gave that ruin a certain authority of life and a certain dignity of
manner.


"And put it upon a pavement
of stones!" he repeated; "that's the direction, 'upon a pavement of
stones.'"


"What direction?" I
said. "What are you talking about?"


He indicated the vellum with its
cuneiform inscription above the mantel.


"The direction in that
cipher," he replied. "It says, 'upon a pavement of stones.'"


"You have deciphered that
inscription?" I was incredulous. "After all the learned men in Europe
failed on it?"


A faint smile struggled into his
tense, hard-held face.


"Did not Sir Hector say that
their knowledge of Assyriology was confined to the sacred books of the Jews,
and that they were only fit to work out puzzles?— well, that's what it is, a
puzzle, connected with the sacred books of the Jews!"


He went over to the mantel and
took up the framed inscription. He put his finger on the two royal Assyrian
figures.


"That's a 'King,'" he
said; "there are two of them, that would be 'Kings,' and there are two
wedges before them, that would be two 'Kings.' And the remainder of it is made
up of cuneiform characters put together to form the reference in Roman
numerals: sixteen, seventeen, five. That is to say: 'Two Kings, sixteen, seventeen,
five.' That would be 'Second Kings, chapter sixteen, verse seventeen, line
five.'"


He turned about and put his big
finger on a line of the Bible open on the table before him.


"And that line says: 'And
put it upon a pavement of stones.'" He turned about to us. "Somewhere
on a pavement of stones Sir Hector has concealed whatever it was that he
brought out of Asia."


We looked at him in a sort of
wonder. The girl's fingers were on my arm; she was tense now in a consuming
interest.


Backmartin went on: "The
terrace out there is paved with stones, and if this verse said under a pavement
of stones I would know where to look. But it doesn't say under; it says
upon...now, how could it be upon that terrace? There's nothing upon it."


Marjorie suddenly cried out as
with an inspiration. "But there is something 'upon it'; there is a square
of tiles laid down before this door; they would be 'upon' it."


Backmartin stood up at that; he
looked a moment at the mosaic making a wide step before the door. Then he
turned to me.


"Your car is standing out
there; get a chisel and a hammer from the tool box."


I got the implements and we
raised the tiles. Under them, upon the flag pavement, was a thin, square copper
box. We took it into the library and put it on the table. No one spoke.


Backmartin carried the box, and
we followed after him. He put it on the table. And then he did an inexplicable
thing. He went on through the library door into the hall. I thought he went to
seek a tool to cut the copper, and I followed. I found him in the hall putting
on my greatcoat. In the light his contorted face was covered with sweat.


"Awaken your driver,"
he said, "and get me to the coast."


I hesitated in my profound
astonishment.


And he turned suddenly on me, the
sweat trickling in the lines of his hardpressed, dreadful face.


"Hurry, man." He very
nearly spat on me in his extremity.


I stood outside, with my head
uncovered, until the roar of the car racing south was a faint echo. Then I went
in. Marjorie was standing by the library table. She had got the lid of the box
unfastened, and within were row upon row of emeralds, big, gleaming, priceless.


But I was not happy. I felt a
little man beside the big one who was gone. God, only, in His heaven knew the
mortal struggle of this damned creature, or the dreadful thing he had
considered and been held back from by the thin line of something noble that
never wholly dies in us.


I spoke to the girl, looking
strangely at me, from her place beyond the box of jewels.


"You will never love
me?"


"Never!" she said,
"...never, but for what has happened on this night."


"The finding of the
emeralds?"


She made a gesture as of one who
tosses away a bauble.


"The finding of a man...out
there on the terrace...when I was poor."


_________________
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M. GILLAN WAS GOLD-BUYER for the Bank of New Ireland, a very
responsible office indeed, and one that called for all the finer human
qualities. M. Gillan believed he possessed them all in the superlative degree,
and so far his employers had found no occasion to doubt him. 


It was in the early fifties, the
roaring days of rushes, and Michael Gillan went from field to field along
Forest Creek, buying gold from the diggers at first hand. This meant that the
buyer must be a good horseman, and M. Gillan had been familiar with the horse
and all its ways ever since he was a nipper, and had been a breaker in the
employ of Sandy McIntosh, the first man to try horse-breaking as an industry in
New South Wales. 


There were not a few desperadoes
about, and the bank's buyer had to be a cunning and courageous man. M. Gillan
had been in the mounted police in New South Wales for seven years, during which
time he had earned distinction by his deft handling of bad characters of all
sorts and sizes. There were cunning diggers on the fields, and a gold buyer
must know a trifle about the value of the precious metal. M. Gillan had been a
digger himself, and had worked most of the curious devices for receiving unwary
buyers in his time, so that he was not likely to be taken down in turn. The
buyer must be deft with a revolver; Mick Gillan could pick the spot out of an
ace of hearts at thirty yards nine times out of ten tries, and that was good
enough to account for a man at fifty yards every time. 


So far the bank had had every
reason for reposing absolute confidence in its redoubtable buyer, and Mick had
served them well, bringing in parcel after parcel of the precious at prices
which left a splendid margin of profit; but too much was not expected of him,
and coming down from Dead Cow Creek with a fine consignment gathered on the
rushes beyond Jim Crow, Mr. Michael Gillan was accompanied by a couple of
troopers who rode sedately on either side, each with a, long, ugly Colt's
revolver in holsters close to his hand, and each mounted on a bony, powerful
bay, lean-limbed, but in the best working fettle. 


On this trip Gillan was riding
Black Spider, a steeplechaser which had made himself a reputation, even at so
early a date in the history of Victorian horse-flesh, as a great goer, a
wonderful jumper and a weight carrier of unequalled courage. Black Spider was
the bank's present to their trusty buyer after his return from the Bendigo
district with gold representing £4,000 in cold profits under escort.


"He's a beauty,
Gillan," said the manager, "and who knows the day may come when it
may be good for you to have the best weight-carrier in the country under
you." 


"True, sir," answered
Gillan, "and if it should come to a run for money or life Spider would be
the animal I'd trust both to. He's the best I've seen, and I've seen hundreds
o' good 'uns in my time."


"Take him, Gillan, and good
luck go with him." 


Good luck had gone with him so
far, and when Mick rode into Bridget's Patch, with his troopers riding sedately
on either side, his heavy leather bags attached to the front of the saddle were
fairly loaded with good, clean alluvial gold. 


"Here ye are, Gillan, comin'
like a king in shtate wid yer outriders 'n what not," cried Bridget
herself from the door of her shanty. 


"Here I, come, Bridget, my
pretty, and precious glad I am to be here," replied Gillan; "Saddle
work is very trying, Mrs. Quinn. Get me a drink, for the love iv heaven." 


"Brandy? Rum— which?" 


"Gerrout, you ould
bla'guard, Bridget Quinn, ez if there was the devil's bit iv difference in the
spirits in this shebang iv yours barrin' in the names."


"It's rum you want,"
said Bridget, imperturbably, 'n rum fer th' troopers. Troopers always take rum,
they like the scald iv it. Will you be stayin' wid us this night, Mickie Gillan?"



"How're the boys
about?" 


"Few iv 'em, annyhow, 'n all
clean-livin, dacent diggers, worse luck." 


"Better luck, say I." 


"Niver a bit; 'tis the bad
lots that drink 'n royster 'n make livin' aisy fer a poor widow woman." 


Bridget was married for a third
time, but always called herself a poor widow woman. 


Bridget's Patch was a sort of
half-way house between two prosperous fields, where travelling teamsters and
diggers camped, and had usually much wild and drunken company, but, as Mrs. Quinn
had explained, the bad lots had gone on to the fields, and to-night the man
loitering about the shanty seemed a sober and orderly citizen. 


M. Gillan dismounted, and led his
black steeplechaser straight into Mrs Quinn's canvas bar, the lady raising no
objection in the world. Hers was a free-and-easy house, and if a. gentleman
chose to drink in company with his horse why should she object? There was
little furniture in her bar to be damaged, anyhow; a rough counter ran along
one end, and a few old spirit cases were scattered about for seats. 


"First," said Gillan,
"I fix up my bunk." 


He took a gin-case, unstrapped
his leather bags from the front of his saddle, and placed them carefully on the
earth floor, inverted the case on top of them, and presently the troopers,
Burke and Johnson, staggered in, carrying each a great rock. The rocks were
placed on top of the case. 


"That means time to make fight
if any man wants my gold," said Gillan. "Here I camp till morning,
Mrs. Quinn, with your leave or without it, and here my horse camps, too. I hope
you won't object— it's quite good enough for him." 


"You can camp him in me
private bidroom. if you like, the darlin'," said Mrs. Quinn. 


"He's a splendid animal,
mate." said the quiet digger, who had just entered the bar, removing his
pipe and scrutinising the, steeplechaser gravely. "I raced my own in the
Old Country, and know a good one." 


"And yet I bet the game
broke you," said Gillan with a grin. 


"Not at all, sir; I am far
from being broke. Many a gentleman has come to Australia for love of the
excitement the life here offers him. I've made a second-fortune at Forest Creek,
but not because I needed it."


"Quite so," said Gillan,
who liked a man that liked a horse; "and you're right about Black Spider.
There isn't a better in Australia " 


"I am willing to admit it.
What a head, what a shoulder! and he's ribbed in like a ship. What would you
think of taking for him?"


"I haven't thought of taking
anything, and I'm not likely to."


"Not even if you were
talking to a man who didn't consider a hundred or two either here or there when
he wanted anything badly?"


"No, sir." 


"And I want that horse
badly." 


The stranger went across to Spider,
and drew a loving hand over his fine coat. 


"A prince," he said,
admiringly— "a prince of the blood. Do many of you Australian squatters
keep horseflesh of this quality?"


"I am no squatter, 'n Spider
there's the best of his kind."


"You couldn't frighten me
with a big figure," persisted the stranger. 


"I'm not a seller." 


"That's a pity! That's a
.great pity!"


The stranger took a drink with
Gillan, and presently introduced himself as Thomas Nott Bracken, Esq.,
gentleman of means and leisure in England, working miner in Australia,
following the rushes for pure lust of life. 


Then they settled down and talked
horse. Troopers Burke and Johnson, both Sydney-siders, and both horsey from
hair to toenails, joined in, and the four dined at the bar, and chatted there
till after midnight, and it was horsey talk all the time. The troopers' nags
were brought in for inspection, and Bracken went over them cunningly, picking
out their good points, discovering their bad ones. His knowledge at first, hand
made a deep impression on the troopers, who knew it to be true by their
experience of the horses, but on one point they disagreed with him. 


"But when all's said and
done," said the Englishman, "I prefer the darker bay. You might not
think it, but he'd prove the better horse under a sure test." 


Johnson did not believe this, but
he was delighted all the same; the dark bay was his mount. 


Burke and Gillan protested
warmly. 


"The other's the better
horse," said Gillan, emphatically. 


"Excuse me; you may have
more experience of him, but under a fair trial of endurance the dark nag would
prove himself better," replied Bracken. "Have you ever put them to it
over a five-mile run?"  


"No, but, Star has shown
better mettle a dozen times." 


"Still I'm not
convinced." 


They drank fraternally of Mrs.
Quinn's rum, and they continued to argue. The argument became warm, but never
unfriendly, and when they parted, Thomas B. Nott to go to his camp and the
troopers and Gillan to spread their blankets beside the gold, both sides
remained unconvinced. 


Gillan was up bright and early,
and had breakfasted, and the horses, saddled and ready, were standing at Mrs.
Quinn's tent-door when the sun came peeping through the trees. 


Nott sauntered across from his
camp, and stood examining the troopers' horses shrewdly, shaking his head the
while. 


"No, no, Mr. Gillan,"
he said, "I'm certain you're mistaken about the quality of that big bay.
He's better than you know."


Gillan laughed. "Well, we
won't fight over it," he said. "Bless you, no. Let us have a parting
cup." 


Rum never came amiss to Gillan or
any trooper of the bad old days, and they all went in to Mrs. Quinn's bar
again, Gillan leading his horse, to whose saddle the bags of gold were securely
strapped. In the bar they talked of the two bays again, and the Englishman
stuck manfully to his choice. They returned to the horses, still arguing, and
the troopers mounted beside Gillan. 


"My friend," said Nott,
addressing Johnson, "if you can buy that horse from your Government for
£50 I'll give you a hundred on your bargain, and this address will always find
me." He handed a card to Johnson. "It's a pity to let this thing go
unproved. 


"By Jove!" he said,
suddenly, like a man freshly enlightened ; "you are all sports; here is a
course, you couldn't wish a better. Along the slope there to the blue ridge,
around the creek bend to the right for about four miles, and home up by the
wattle fringe. What do you say to a trial? By the holy, I'll bet fifty ounces
to twenty-five on the dark 'un, and I'll halve the twenty-five with Johnson if
he wins." 


Gillan was a sportsman and a
horseman to the core of his heart. "Done!" he cried. The bet was
made, and Bridget Quinn acted as starter and judge. The two bays got away, and
raced neck and neck for nearly a mile, and then the light bay began to pull
ahead. 


"Stick to it to the bitter
end," had been Nott's advice to Johnson. "You'll wear him down, and
beat him in the finish." 


"The stake's mine !"
said Gillan, excitedly, watching the race with absorbing interest. At that
instant Thomas Nott Bracken, Esq., made a rush at Black Spider, jumped lightly
to his back, seized Gillan about the neck, and, with a peculiar twist, threw
him heavily on his head, gathered the reins in his hand, and, turning the
horse's head, rode off in the direction opposite to that which the troopers
had. taken.... 


When Gillan recovered his senses,
his troopers were two miles off, racing away in one direction, and Thomas Nott,
Esq., with the best horse in Australia under him, was galloping off in another
direction, with some thousands of pounds' worth of clean gold in Gillan's bags.



"Done!" groaned Gillan.
"Done! By heaven, this is what he was working for all the time!" 


Michael Gillan was done, inasmuch
as he never saw Thomas Bracken Nott, Esq., Black Spider nor that gold on earth
again; but enlightenment had come too late. Lone Hand, the most cunning robber
Australia has known, had beaten him on all points. 


___________
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Contrary to general belief, I was not a murderer; but
I had become an unholy liar, a shameless imposter, and a highwayman with a
marked taste for expensive motor cars.


 


FOR MANY of us, The Thirty-nine Steps means Alfred
Hitchcock's famous 1935 movie, with Robert Donat and the beautiful Madeleine
Carroll handcuffed together and fleeing across the Scottish moors with police
and enemy agents in hot pursuit. Or perhaps it means the not quite as good 1959
remake, with Kenneth More and the beautiful Taina Elg handcuffed together and
fleeing across the self-same moors. (Or even, more recently, the very funny
stage edition, which I saw in London in 2011, closely based on the 1935 movie.)


Then again, for others of us it
means John Buchan's original short novel of 1915, which hasn't been out of
print since it was first published. Buchan (1875-1940) must have been
pleasantly surprised by the durability of his little foray into pulp
literature. In the dedication he describes The Thirty-nine Steps as "that
elementary type of tale the Americans call the 'dime novel' and which we know
as the 'shocker'— the romance where the incidents defy the probabilities and
march just inside the borders of the possible." 


Many incidents in this elementary
tale certainly defy probability, and whether they march just inside the borders
of the possible is open to lively debate. There's at least one incident which,
for me at least, is downright incredible. Fortunately, Buchan's zestful writing
and the helter-skelter adventures of the hero Richard Hannay carry us right
through the improbabilities, impossibilities and even incredibilities. 


 


The end of the world as we know it.


 


IT IS A STORY of the most
profound simplicity, the tale of a race between the hero and two sets of
pursuers (the police and the enemy spies), and what is at stake is nothing less
than The End of the World As We Know It. 


It is 1914. Richard Hannay is a
mining engineer who made a pile in Rhodesia, and who has come back to the
mother country to retire, despite being a mere thirty-seven years old. He had
vaguely visualised the good life: the theatres, clubland, and the cozy flat in
Portland Place near Regent's Park. There is no mention of such eccentricities
as getting married, however. This is a Boys Own adventure. 


Within three months Hannay is
bored rigid and thinking about returning to Africa. Happily, he encounters the
extraordinary Mr. Scudder, who lives in Apartment 15 upstairs in the same
building. Scudder is an American, as we can tell instantly from his opening
dialogue: "Say, sir, I've been watching you, and I reckon you're a cool
customer." English authors were for many years unanimous in the belief
that Americans started every second sentence with "Say—". They also
thought that Americans' first names were mostly Hiram, Elmer or Jerome, but
Buchan is a little more original: Scudder's first name is Franklin. 


Scudder, Hannay learns, is in
deep trouble, and the American spins the gullible colonial a very tall tale
indeed. There is a conspiracy afoot to set Russia and Germany at loggerheads,
Scudder says. And why? 


The anarchists, Scudder explains,
think it will give them their chance. Everything will be in the melting pot,
and they look to see a new world emerge. The capitalists will rake in the
shekels, and make fortunes by buying up wreckage. Capital, he goes on, has no
conscience and no fatherland. Besides, the Jew is behind it, and the Jew hates
Russia worse than hell. If you go into it deeply enough, Scudder burbles on, "ten
to one you are brought up against a white-faced Jew in a bath chair with an eye
like a rattlesnake." 


I have never seen a bath chair
with an eye like a rattlesnake, but I took Buchan's meaning. This flagrant
anti-Semitism was quite common to English novelists (and perfectly acceptable
to the English public, though not the Jewish ones) for many years, but it
certainly jarred me when I read it. It doesn't seem to jar Hannay when he hears
it, though. He listens carefully. 


The world's last best hope,
Scudder goes on, is Constantine Karolides, a Greek statesman of the utmost
honesty. While he lives, the conspiracy is stymied. But Karolides is coming to
London on June 15th 1914 as a guest of the Foreign Office, and is marked for
death by the baddies. Scudder, and only Scudder, can save Karolides and hence
the world; but the evil baddies are on to him. He has bought time by faking his
own suicide upstairs in Apartment 15, using a convenient corpse he has acquired
from an unstated source (perhaps the meat counter at Fortnum & Mason?). He
needs to lie low until the 15th. Can he stay with Hannay? 


Well of course, says Hannay, ever
ready to believe anything anyone says. The thought never enters his head that
Scudder may simply be a murderer on the run. 


 


Exit Franklin Scudder


 


SCUDDER shaves off his mo and
beard, reinvents himself as Captain Theophilus Digby, 40th Ghurkhas, complete
with monocle and upper-class English accent, and settles in. This idyll lasts
just three days, until Hannay comes home and finds Scudder dead, pinned to the
parquetry by a knife through the chest. 


There are many things Hannay
could do at this point, the silliest of which is to take it on the lam. But
that is precisely what he does. His truly daft scheme is to hide out in
Scotland for three weeks, and then surface in London to tell the authorities
the story that Scudder had told him. Clutching Scudder's precious little black
book containing his encrypted notes about the crisis, Hannay takes it on his
toes and fetches up in Galloway, where he hopes to lie low. It's the nearest
piece of wild Scotland he can find. 


An extremely large suntanned Colonial
blundering about the wilds of Galloway startling the sheep and panicking the
wild haggises would surely be very conspicuous, but Hannay is of the view that
he can successfully pretend to be Scotch (his own word) and hence become
invisible. He hasn't seen Scotland since he was six years old, so this is a
far-fetched belief indeed. However, Hannay makes it safely to an obscure
railway station on the line between Dumfries and Stranraer, abandons the train,
and legs it into the wilderness. The chase is on. 


He must have left a trail was
wide as six-lane highway behind him, because he is barely over the horizon when
a small private aeroplane appears, scanning the moors for him. How the baddies
found out where he was so quickly is a mystery. It is even less probable than
Cary Grant being strafed by that plane in North by Northwest. Any keen
student of the splendid Hitchcock movie can demonstrate that it was impossible
for the baddies to know that Grant was going to stand near that cornfield, and
even more impossible to prepare a machine-gun armed crop-dusting plane in time
anyway.


 


Cairnsmore of Fleet


 


HOLED UP in a wayside inn under
the shadow of the hill called Cairnsmore of Fleet, Hannay briskly decrypts
Scudder's little black book. Soon inquisitive strangers, clearly The Enemy, are
asking about him, but Hannay eludes them and steals their car. As he roars away
from immediate danger, he reflects on the terrible tale told by that little
black book. 


Scudder's ripe yarn about the
anarchist Jews, the statesman Karolides, etc, had been so much rubbish. What
was really going to happen was a World War, and the likely defeat of England.
The war had been planned, according to Scudder's notes, ever since February
1912. (Buchan had the advantage of hindsight, here; when he wrote this book the
World War was already under way.) The immediate problem was that German spies
were going to steal the secret operational plans the Royal Navy would use in
case of war, which were due to be discussed at a top level meeting on June 15th.
If Germany gets them, the Royal Navy could be defeated; and the defeat of the
Royal Navy means the defeat of England. Elsewhere, the little book uses the
expression "the thirty-nine steps" several times, apparently a
mnemonic for where the German spies are headquartered. 


It's truly amazing how many total
strangers are more than happy to conceal Richard Hannay from police and German
spies alike as he zigzags across western Scotland, notwithstanding widespread
newspaper publicity associating him with the "Portland Place Murder".
Lonely innkeepers, road menders, crofters, even campaigning politicians help
him out as he tries to stay alive and free until the time is ripe to emerge in
London. 


After several near-misses and
hairs-breadth escapes, he inevitably falls into the clutches of the German
spies, who interrogate him unsuccessfully and then lock him in a stone farm
storehouse while they decide his fate. Hannay soon discovers a cache of
dynamite in the storehouse and blasts his way out, surprisingly without turning
himself into puree in the process. He evades the spies and holes up for several
days with a lonely road mender before it's finally time to head south to blow
the whistle on the plot. 


By page 95 (I told you it was a
short novel) the wild chase across the moors is already a fading memory. Hannay
is in tranquil Berkshire, just outside London, being succoured by yet another
obliging citizen. Rather conveniently, this one happens to be the Permanent
Secretary to the Foreign Office.


 


Eyeball to Eyeball


 


IT'S ALMOST all over now, bar the
eyeball-to-eyeball confrontation between Hannay and the Chief Bad Guy. This
occurs on schedule at page 135, after Hannay successfully deduces what "the
thirty-nine steps" means and beards the spies in their hideout. 


What can I say? Despite the
casual racism of the period (in addition to the anti-Semitism already noted,
Hannay refers to Karolides in passing as a Dago) the story has weathered
surprisingly well. It's fast-moving and full of incident, and refreshingly
short of four letter words, sex, gore and graphic violence. 


Of course it could have been
better plotted. The rigmarole of Hannay abandoning London to hide out in remote
Galloway is very dubious. Buchan ought to have settled Hannay into a nice manor
house on the edge of Galloway, and started the story there, with Hannay fleeing
across the moors in the general direction of London. Still, that's a minor
cavil. There is not much in the way of characterisation, which is not
surprising given that the novel is barely 35,000 words in length. Even Richard
Hannay has little discernible personality or character. The prose is smooth and
free of outdated slang, and the dialogue is unforced, which gives the book a
quite modern feel. 


If the same story were written
today it would doubtless have a body count in the hundreds, enormous
explosions, jet fighters, hand-to-hand combat, sex scenes, and perhaps a
torture scene reported in nauseating detail. It would also run to six hundred
pages instead of a mere 135.


One interesting point is that
this novel is a first-person narrative about an innocent bystander pitchforked
into a desperate drama, which he deals with effectively due to his tough,
resourceful nature (and, it must be said, a lot of co- operation from the
author). It anticipates the style of the far more recent thrillers by such
writers as Hammond Innes, Alistair MacLean and Dick Francis. Perhaps this is
what makes it feel surprisingly modern. 


Credibility does wobble badly right
at the very end when one of the German spies successfully makes himself up to
look exactly like the First Sea Lord. This spy attends that secret conference
about the Royal Navy and walks out with the operational plans without anyone
noticing the imposture except Richard Hannay (who had never met him). No doubt
Buchan thought that it marched "just inside the borders of the possible".



But what about that beautiful
blonde who was handcuffed to Hannay as he fled across the moors? 


There wasn't one; Alfred
Hitchcock invented her for his 1935 film. 


_________
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ON HOARDINGS, in fields, on the covers of
magazines, on the back sheets of newspapers, an advertisement headed "S.S.S."
appears with the regularity of the sun. Additional information is accorded to
the curious by the expansion of these mystic signs into the words, "Sarah's
Salutary Sauce"— a condiment invented by Sarah Brag to tickle the palates
of the epicures.


Her husband, a compositor in the
office of a provincial journal, made a fortune out of it for both of them. He
commenced quite in a small way by advertising it in the columns he set up,
while Sarah, renting suitable premises in the town, personally manufactured her
invention. The advertisements were read, the sauce was approved of, and as
circles on the water its fame widened round the world. In twenty years Mr. and
Mrs. Brag were almost millionaires, and having turned their concern into a
limited liability company, retired to enjoy an old age of well-earned ease and
comfort at Alliston Hall. "S.S.S." did its work well, and for once
fortune bestowed her favours on the deserving.


They were wholly unlike the
millionaires of commerce or of fiction, these two. For they were neither
anxious to get into society nor desirous of displaying their wealth with
ostentation. Mr. Brag, indeed, had rubbed off some of his natural roughness
whilst shouldering his way through the world, but Sarah his wife was as much a
cook as she had been when she presided over the kitchen of Alliston Hall. Now
she sat in the drawing-room, and could without doubt have set up as a fine lady
had she so desired. But her heart was ever in the back premises, and her visits
there were by no means infrequent. She remained always the uneducated, rough,
warm-hearted woman, devoted to her home and to her husband. I knew her value
better than anyone, save perhaps Helen; and both of us were extremely fond of
her, and indeed of Mr. Brag also. They were a typical Mr. and Mrs. Boffin.


But who am I, you will ask— and
who is Helen, too? Well, I who tell you this story am Geoffrey Beauchamp, an
idle Oxonian and private secretary to Mr. Brag.


When I left Balliol, my father,
failing in business, took his loss of money and reputation so seriously that he
died of a broken heart, and joined my mother in the next world, whither she had
long preceded him. Finding myself an orphan, penniless, and without a
profession, I cast about for employment. I answered an advertisement for a
secretary. In this way it was that I became acquainted with Mr. Brag. For three
years past I have looked after his affairs— that is to say, I have written his
letters, advised him as best I could, and have stood between his too kindly
soul and the hungry horde of money-hunters. And he on his part has treated me
more like a son than a paid servant, which I have not failed to appreciate. So
comfortable a position and so kindly a friend come not to every man.


Then there is Helen. She is
looked upon as the daughter of the house, as indeed she is, seeing that she was
born at the Hall.


When Sir Ralph Alliston died
after a spendthrift career, he left his only child without a penny. The Hall
was sold, and the proceeds went to pay off the mortgages and the rest of the
debts. So Helen, poor helpless girl, had no choice but to go out as a
governess. But Sarah Brag soon changed all that. She remembered Helen as a
child, and when the Hall was purchased by the money made out of "S.S.S."
she sought out the orphan and insisted upon her returning.


"As my own child."
explained the good soul; "seen' that 'J' and me ain't bin bless'd with
babies. Not that I'm a lady, my dear, nor could ever have a daughter like you.
But we'll put it like that to satisfy the 'conveniences' of society."


What could Helen do but accept an
offer so kindly and so liberally made. So she came back to her ancestral home,
and found existence made as pleasant for her as Mr. and Mrs. Brag could make
it. Then it came about that as I was young and Helen altogether charming we
fell in love with each other, much to the delight, be it said, of our patrons.
Eventually it was arranged that I should be Helen's husband, and that she
should expect to inherit the substantial profits from "S.S.S."


"And if I might advise Mr.
Beauchamp," said Mrs. Brag, beaming, "you should take the name and
arms of Alliston, by right of 'Elen here; so that when we are dead and gone the
old family will still be in the old place where they have been for Lord knows
what number of years.


"Think," cried Mrs.
Brag, jubilantly, "of the ancestors you'll have. Why there's a church
chock full of 'em— all knights and bar'nites. Fine, ain't it?"


I agreed that it was "fine,"
and with Helen's consent, indeed at her express wish, I promised the worthy
couple to take the name of Alliston when I should lead the last scion of the
family to the altar. And this was the position of affairs when the ghost came;
and I do not think there were four happier people in the whole world up to that
time. Lady Marian spoilt it all.


Lady Marian was the ghost's name.
She had been a Georgian beauty a couple of hundred years ago— had rustled in
silken brocade in the midst of Jacobite conspiracies. Her husband had preferred
King George to King James, and desirous of keeping his head and property had
given her to understand as much. But it would seem that excitement was the
breath of Lady Marian's nostrils and she made the Hall a centre of intrigue, which
included the midnight visits of Jesuit priests, of French emissaries from his
Majesty over the water, and of sulky Squires who cursed the Hanoverian in their
cups.


Sir Walter Alliston, being a
jealous husband as well as a loyal subject, disapproved of his wife's pranks,
and accused her of using politics for the masking of intrigues against his
honour and her own. The lady, being of high spirit, denied the accusation, and
swore never again to speak to her husband. He, more furious than ever, kept a
close watch upon her, and one evening found a masked gallant leaving her
apartments. Without a moment's hesitation he ran the intruder through with his
rapier. When he tore off the vizor he found to his horror that the victim was
Lady Marian herself, disguised for some excursion. Dying, she cursed him and
his, and declared that she would haunt him and his descendants evermore.


"And she's kept her word!"
said Mrs. Brag, who told me the story, "for when Sir Walter died she
walked down the picture gallery the night before. She always comes to tell when
one of the family is to die. I 'eard as she was seen just before 'Elen's father
went off, and when Lady Alliston died in giving birth to that dear girl I saw
the ghost myself."


"Nonsense, Mrs. Brag! The
are no such things as ghosts," I said.


"Oh, ain't there, but there
is. I tell you, as I'm a livin' breathin' woman I saw the Lady Marian gliding
along the picture gallery in brocade and 'igh-'eeled shoes, just as she wore
when alive."


"Have you seen the ghost
since you bought the Hall, Mrs. Brag?"


"God forbid, my dear; for if
Lady Marian comes again it will only be to take away 'Elen, seein' as she's the
last of them."


As Mrs. Brag, with the
superstition of an uneducated person, firmly believed in the warning
apparition. I was not surprised on returning from a month's holiday in
Switzerland shortly before Christmas, to find her in a state of great alarm at
the reappearance of her bugbear. Two weeks before my return Lady Marian,
brocade, high-heeled shoes, cane and all, had twice been seen in the picture
gallery— on each occasion at the midnight hour.


Mrs. Brag was certain that it
meant Helen's death, and unable utterly to keep feeling of any kind to herself,
had succeeded in infecting the whole house with her fears. Not a servant would
enter the Long Gallery, as it was called, after dark; and even Mr. Brag,
sceptic as he was, became uneasy when he came to think of what it might mean.


The girl herself did not look so
well as when I had left for my holiday. She was pale and thin, and singularly
silent. Her eyes, too, seemed unnaturally bright. After Mrs. Brag had delivered
herself of the story, and had stated her intention of calling in the vicar to
exorcise the ghost, I was left alone in the drawing-room with Helen.


"My darling, you look ill,"
I said, clasping her in my arms; "surely you do not believe in all this
nonsense."


She shivered. "I don't know,"
she said, nervously. "Both the housekeeper and the butler have seen the
ghost. Mrs. Brag is always talking about it, and really I am beginning to think
there must be some truth in it"


"Nonsense! nonsense! All
this talk and fuss has made you nervous and ill; hasn't it, dear?"


"Yes, Geoffrey; I was quite
well until the ghost came."


I saw very plainly how matters
stood. Helen was sensitive and highly strung, and Mrs. Brag's foolish talk had
wrought her up to such a pitch that the tortured nerves reacted on her delicate
body. She was never a strong girl, but she was always very healthy. Worry was
evidently what had made her ill. I no longer wondered that the Allistons had
died when Lady Marian was rumoured to have appeared. They were a nervous race.
I realised therefore that if I did not do something to excorcise this spirit,
if such it were, Helen would become seriously ill, and might even die.


"It is a good thing I
returned," I said to Mr. Brag, when Helen retired to dress for dinner. "That
girl will die if this sort of thing goes on."


"I dessay, I dessay,
Geoffrey; but how do you propose to stop it?"


"Find out the trick, to be sure."


"But how do you know it's a
trick, Geoffrey?"


"I'm sure of it. Tell me,
have you seen the ghost?"


"Lor' no. I ain't a coward,
Geoffrey, but wild 'orses wouldn't drag me to that gallery at night. I ain't
seen it, but Parsons and Mrs. Jackson 'ave."


"Or think they have. What
they have seen is some one dressed up as Lady Marian, mark me. Or else they
suffer from hallucination. Parsons is sober, I know."


"Oh, yes; and even if he ain't,
Mrs. Jackson is. She never touches a drop to my knowledge. No, 'tain't drink,
whatever it is."


"And they both declare that
they have seen the ghost?"


"Lor', yes. They take their
oaths they have."


"Then it must be a trick.
And if I catch the person who is playing it I'll— well, I'll make the false
ghost a real one. Will you let me take charge of this matter, Mr. Brag?"


"Of course, Geoffrey. I was
just waitin' for you to come back. Find out what's wrong, and knock all this
stuff out of my old woman's head. She's mostly in hysterics o' nights."


"And no wonder when Helen
looks so ill. Believe me, ghosts went out when gas came in. I think I shall
manage to prove to you that this spectral Lady Marian is very substantial flesh
and blood."


"But she may not be,"
urged Mr. Brag, somewhat dubiously. "Lots of these 'igh families 'ave their
ghosts to see 'em into the next world, I believe. Besides, who could be playin'
this wild trick?"


"Ah, that's just what we
have to find out."


But it was not so easy to find
out. I questioned Mrs. Jackson and Parsons in the most exhaustive manner. They
corroborated each other's story with such verisimilitude and wealth of detail
as to leave no doubt in my mind of their good faith. Evidently they had seen a
brocaded lady in the picture gallery; but, of course, it could be no such thing
as a visitant from the other world. That was where they went wrong. I was
certain it was someone playing a trick.


"Oh, you may laugh, sir,"
said Mrs. Jackson. She was such a stiff old dame. "But I do assure you
that I saw the ghost with my own eyes. I was coming through the long gallery
from Miss Alliston's room and in the moonlight it came on, clack, clack, clack,
in high-heeled shoes. I could hear distinctly the rustle of the dress, and as
it swept past me I smelt a perfume like that of dried roseleaves. It was Lady
Marian sure enough, as I saw from the portrait in the gallery. I fainted dead
away, Mr. Beauchamp, sir; and when I came to myself it was gone."


I confess to feeling a trifle
uncomfortable at all this. Then Parsons took up the story.


"I didn't faint, sir, not
bein' a woman," said he, "but my flesh was mighty creepy as it went
past. I stared at it like a stuck pig, though it was plain enough in the
moonlight. It vanished all of a sudden by the painted winder at the end of the
gallery."


"What were you doing in the
Long Gallery at that hour, Parsons?"


"Comin' from master, sir. He'd
a bad cold, and I took him up some 'ot rum and water. I wouldn't go to that
there gallery again, sir, for all the crown jewels. It was a ghost, sure
enough."


"Oh, was it!" said I,
showing plainly by my tone that I did not think it was. "Call the servants
Parsons."


In a few minutes all the
domestics in the house were assembled, and a very white-faced crowd they were.
Many of them would have been frightened away from the Hall had it not been that
the place was such a good one. I suppose, too, it was a case in which they felt
there was comfort in numbers. I harangued them pretty freely for what I termed
their nonsensical fears.


"Men and women come to years
of sense," I went on, "well— I'm surprised. How can you believe such
rubbish. Some one of you is playing a trick; and who it is I shall find out, so
beware all of you."


Of course they protested
vehemently. But that was to be expected. "However," I said, "you
can take this warning from me. I shall watch in the gallery myself with a
straight-shooting revolver, and if that ghost appears it shall have a taste of
it. I am not going to have your master and mistress and Miss Alliston
frightened by this silly trick."


Again they all protested. But I
sent the lot of them away with more blood in their cheeks. Then I turned
upstairs to dress for dinner. As I did so I noticed a pretty, timid-looking
young woman whose face I did not recognise. She glanced at me uneasily, and was
evidently disturbed."


"Who are you?" I asked,
abruptly, pausing before her.


"Jane Roirdan, sir,"
she replied with a curtsey. " I am new here."


"What are you?"


"Under-housemaid, sir. Oh,
please, sir, do you really think there is a ghost?"


"No, you silly girl. The
dead never return to this world."


"Please, sir, what about the
Witch of Endor and Samuel, sir?"


"Oh, you are a theologian, I
see. Well we won't discuss that apparition. You must just look upon that as a
miracle and not be afraid."


She shuddered, and looked over her
shoulder apprehensively.


"I am terribly afraid, sir,
it's no use my denying it. I shall ask mistress to let me go."


"You will ask nothing of the
kind," said I in my most peremptory manner. "Your going would only be
the signal for general flight. You'll stay here like a sensible girl, until all
this mystery is cleared up."


"Oh, sir, but will it be
cleared up?"


"Of course it will, and by a
very substantial leaden bullet, too. Now get on with your work and don't be a
fool."


I saw that there was only one way
to deal with the thing, so that I spoke more brusquely to the girl than I would
have otherwise done. Besides, she irritated me; she seemed so absolutely
terrified with fear. She was calculated to infect the rest of them, though they
seemed bad enough as it was. I went off to dress in no very good humour.


Mr. Brag's want of common sense
over this affair amazed me. Usually he was a cool headed and logical man as was
conclusively proved by the position to which he had attained. Yet apparently he
was as nervous and distaught now, as any of the women. The ghost seemed to have
been too much for him; to have knocked the grit out of him, so to speak. He was
no more fit than a baby to deal with the situation. I put down his short-coming
at this juncture in no small degree to his lack of education.


Then there was the constant
chatter of his wife, of whom this element of the supernatural had taken firm
hold. She never ceased talking about it, and I suppose the strongest mind is in
the end influenced by reiteration. It seemed as if Mr. Brag's were becoming
unhinged.


I was glad that I returned so
opportunely. At least if I could throw no light on the subject I could go to
work with a cool head and an unprejudiced mind to clear it up.


Mrs. Brag continued to talk of
little else but the ghost, whose appearance she seemed to think was quite in
keeping with the season. It was astounding the numbers of legends she seemed to
have accumulated. Headless phantoms, churchyard apparitions, ghosts in armour,
and clanking chains and "presences," who she said could not be seen
but only felt in the most horrific way— upon all these she descanted in the
most appalling manner. Helen shuddered, Mr. Brag shook his head portentously,
and I must confess that even I felt uncomfortable. The old lady seemed so to
environ us with the atmosphere of the supernatural that when a coal dropped
from the fire we all jumped, and she shrieked. It was really a most terrible
state of things especially for Christmas.


I asked her about Jane Riordan.
My question fortunately turned the subject, for it seemed that Mrs. Brag had a
good deal to say about this young woman.


"Ah," she said, "hers
is a sad history, my dear. Her father and mother were fellow-servants of mine
when I was cook here. The name wasn't Riordan, for that's Jane's married name.
Craik's what we called 'em— 'Enry and Liza Craik, butler and housekeeper."


Helen looked up with interest. "Henry
Craik?" she said, "why that was the man who stole my mother's jewels!"


"The same, my dear. Oh, he
was a bad one he was; but yet you'd think butter wouldn't melt in 'is mouth to
look at 'im. Liza was always sayin' as 'e 'd die in goal and disgrace 'er, and 'e
did."


"Were the jewels recovered
Mrs. Brag?"


"No, Geoffrey, they weren't.
My Lady missed 'em one morning after a ball 'ere, when the 'ouse was full of
guests. The whole box was stolen— five or six thousand pounds' worth, no less;
and she only saved what she wore at the ball. All kinds of people were
suspected of 'aving gone to 'er room and taken 'em, but no one thought as Craik
had done it."


"I heard something of the
story myself," observed Mr. Brag. "He was caught selling a bracelet,
wasn't he?" 


"Yes, J., he was. He got
leave to visit a dying friend in London, the old fox; and the friend was a
pawnbroker, and 'e told the police, seein' as 'e recognised the bracelet from
the 'and bills put about. Craik was arrested and sent to goal for years. He
died there, and they never got anything out of 'im. Where he hid the jewels no
one knows, and no one ever will, my dears; for twenty years 'ave gone by since
they were stolen."


"And how does Jane Riordan
come to be here?" I asked.


"Her mother died the other
day and sent her to me, my dear. 'Liza and I were born in the village and lived
here for years as 'ousekeeper and cook. I can't say as I liked 'er over much,
she was sly and deceitful; but I don't think she had anything to do with Craik
stealing the jewels. He was bad enough to do that by himself. When he died in
goal Liza wrote to me, and I sent her money to bring up Jane. Then Jane married
a bad husband, who left 'er and when Liza died she came 'ere and asked me to 'elp
'er for 'er mother's sake. So I made 'er under-'ousemaid. I think she's a fool,
Geoffrey, but honest enough."


"She appeared to be nervous,
however."


"And no wonder with this 'orrid
ghost," cried Mrs. Brag, looking round. "I tell you what, J., if you
don't get the parson to exorcise that thing, I'll leave the 'ouse, that I will.


"Steady, old lady, we must
see what Geoffrey can do first. He's watching in the Long Gallery tonight."


Oh, Geoffrey, the ghost 'll 'ave
you for sure."


"The ghost will have a dose
of lead, Mrs. Brag. If you hear a shot, don't be alarmed."


"But you can't shoot ghosts,
Geoffrey, they're shadows, my dear. You can see through 'em."


"I daresay. I never saw one
myself. But this ghost is pretty substantial I'll be bound. But tell me, Mrs.
Brag; was anything ever found out about the jewels?"


"No!" said Helen,
before the old lady could answer. "I remember my father searched everywhere
for them and offered a big reward. He saw Craik, too: but he refused to say
what he had done with them, and Mrs. Craik protested she knew nothing about it.
They have been lost for years now."


"H'm I wonder if Jane
Riordan knows anything about them."


"That she don't," said
Mrs. Brag, with energy. "Liza was an honest woman I know; and the gal
seems straight enough. If they'd 'ad the jewels they wouldn't 'ave lived in
poverty so."


"Still, Craik might have
told his wife where he concealed them."


"No Geoffrey, dear. She'd 'ave
come to my Lady or Sir Ralph about them, and got paid for bringing 'em back. If
she knew anything she'd 'ave told for 'er own sake: for she was as poor as
poor. Jane told me the most 'arrowing tales of 'ardship."


"I'll question Jane myself,"
said I, after some thought. "If these jewels could be recovered they would
suit Helen very well." 


Helen laughed and Mrs. Brag
beamed.


"If its jewels she wants I
will give 'er 'eaps. Won't I, J.?"


"She's only to ask and to 'ave,"
said Mr. Brag; "but I wish I saw you more rosy and 'ealthy, my dear."


"I'm afraid this ghost is
upsetting my nerves terribly," said Helen; "do what I will I can't
help thinking about it"


"Oh, J., can't we 'ave some 'oly
water and get it away?" implored Mrs. Brag.


"'Oly water, no. I won't
have no popery here, Sarah. S.S.S. shall never go to fatten the priests if I
can 'elp it. I'm surprised at you, I am."


"She is over-wrought, Mr.
Brag," said Helen, rising. "Indeed, I think we all are, with this
horrid Lady Marian about. Come along to bed, Mrs. Brag. I'll come up with you."


"You'll have to stay with me
all night, my dear," whimpered the old lady, "for I don't know as
Geoffrey firin' off pistols won't be as bad as the ghost. Are you goin' to stay
up too, J.?"


"There is no necessity,"
I interposed. "I can watch quite well alone. When Mr. Brag hears a shot he
can come to me if he likes.


"Oh, I'll come fast enough,"
said the old man, sturdily; 'tain't flesh and blood I'm scared of, though I don't
like the other thing. However, if the blessed thing belongs to this world or
the next it's quite certain we've got to put a stop to its goin's on 'ere. If
you don't catch it, Geoffrey, we'll shut up the house and go abroad. I'm
getting quite skeery myself, and I ain't got over much nerve to speak of."


"Well, let me try my hand at
exorcising the thing, Mr. Brag. If I can't manage it we'll do what you say.
Helen will die if this sort of thing goes on."


"Lord, you don't think it's
come for 'er?"


"No, I don't. It is some
trick, I tell you. Leave me to find it out,"


Mr. Brag shook his head
doubtfully and retired to bed in his turn. Left alone I started on an
exploration of the house with a lamp in one hand and a revolver in the other. I
examined all the doors and windows, and found them securely bolted and barred.
I looked into what rooms I could, from cellar to attic, and found them empty.
It was quite clear that beyond the inmates of the house there was no one. Then
I made for the happy hunting ground of the ghost.


It had lately been snowing, but
now the night was frosty and clear. A bright moon dispelled the darkness and
the white world without was as clear as day.


The Long Gallery stretched the
whole length of the west wing. On one side a row of tall windows admitted a
good light on to the pictures on the opposite wall. There was a fair collection
of these, but the Allistons had never been sufficiently artistic in their
tastes, or sufficiently acute in their judgment, to acquire masterpieces.


The portraits of Helen's
ancestors were of most interest to me. There was a long series of them, dating
from the Tudor time and representing some of the best work of the masters.
These were let into the oak panelling with their gilded frames, and could not
be detached from the wall. At the further end of the gallery was an ornate
window of stained glass, and through this the moonlight fell, now weaving
coloured arabesques of the floor and portraits. Here I paused before the
picture of Lady Marian Alliston.


She must have been a supremely
beautiful woman, this Jacobite conspirator, with the high spirit and strong
will. Here she was portrayed as tall and stately of figure. A proud expression
was on her almost swarthy face, and in the slenderest of white hands she
gripped a walking-cane. In a dress of rich brocade, with jewels on neck and
arms, red-heeled shoes, and the towering head-dress of the period, she looked
every inch a queen, and in her day must surely have moved and ruled as one. I
could imagine those imperious brows frowning at the mention of the Elector! I
could fancy those firm lips speaking the curse on her too hasty husband. There
was something about this fair dead woman which reminded me of Beatrix Esmond;
filled with the joy of life and born to dominate by the power of beauty and
intellect. Yet she failed as Thackeray's heroine failed; but died more nobly,
in the prime of loveliness without withering out into sad old age. Had Sir
Walter's rapier not struck through the proud heart she might have been a Sarah
Jennings. As it was she was thwarted by Fate; and it was her sad destiny to
appear as a bird of ill-omen to those who sat in her seat of pride. Yet I could
imagine her wrath when alive at the idea that her fair phantom would descend to
scaring an old cook and her plebian husband. How ironical a fate!


But all this preamble leads to
nothing. Although I watched in the gallery until dawn I saw no ghost. It was
bitterly cold; and the vigil was uncomfortable and in vain. Lady Marian did not
appear. I did not even hear the rustle of her skirts, much less set eyes on her
face; and when I descended to breakfast, after an hour or so of sleep, it was
to laugh at the superstitions of my friends.


"It is as I thought,"
said I. "Parsons and Mrs. Jackson both dreamed they saw the phantom. Lady
Marian is too wise to revisit the scene of her death."


"Ah, but she don't appear
every night," protested Mrs. Brag, wisely. "You wait, Geoffrey. She'll
freeze your blood yet."


"Not while she knows that an
armed watcher has his eye on her, Mrs. Brag."


"You still believe it is a
trick, Geoffrey?"


"If Lady Marian's phantom is
not merely the creation of Parson's and Mrs. Jackson's dreams, I still believe
it is a trick."


But trick or no trick, all my
vigils were in vain. Night after night for quite two weeks I watched in that infernal
gallery for the ghost which never came. Yet notwithstanding my disappointment I
could not rid myself of the feeling that there was some mystery about the
apparition. It was possible that my public announcement to shoot the so-called
ghost had scared the person who, I truly believed, represented it. With this
idea I went on a new tack, and once more assembled the household.


"I have watched for fourteen
nights, more or less," I said, "and no ghost has come to scare me.
Therefore, I believe Mr. Parsons and Mrs. Jackson have been deceived in
thinking they saw one. There is no phantom here, so you can all set your minds
at rest. For my part," and this was the most important point of my speech,
"I intend to watch no more. If Lady Marian comes again she must go without
an audience. Now all of you go away, and let me have no more of this rubbish."


Butler and housekeeper were both
indignant at my aspersions, but they knew better than to protest openly, and
went away with the rest of the servants to grumble in secret. An air of calm
pervaded the table, and Mrs. Brag began to pluck up courage. Also Helen, to
prove what was undermining her health, became more cheerful and less
hysterical. My common sense had exorcised the ghost so far, but it had not
solved the mystery. Determined to fathom this I still continued to watch in the
gallery. But no one knew of my vigils, not even Helen; so if the trickster
came, he or she, whatsoever it might be, would find me waiting.


For two or three nights the
gallery was empty as the palm of my hand. But on the fourth night my chance
came, and with it the ghost.


It was about midnight, and the
moon shining through the clear glass of the side windows and reflecting her
light from an expanse of snow made the gallery almost as brilliant as day. I
was hidden behind a curtain, midway along the gallery, and half drowsily was
looking out into the maze of shadow and silver radiance. Suddenly in the
absolute stillness I heard a faint sound. It was a tapping of heels, the rustle
of silk skirts, and in a moment under the painted window I saw the ghost. It
appeared from nowhere, and I must confess it startled me very considerably.


It was Lady Marian sure enough. I
was sufficiently close to it to see that. There she stood, with the tall
head-dress and cane, and rich brocaded gown, exactly as she was represented in
her portrait. I caught just a glimpse of her face, but it was not sufficient
for me to say with certainty whether it was identical with that in the picture.
But the figure was certainly the same. I sat quite still and watched, and
waited, one finger ready on the trigger of my revolver.


With the clacking sound described
by Mrs. Jackson it came down the gallery. The stick tapped, and the long train
rustled, and the moonlight played upon the rich hues of the brocade. It did not
come near me, but kept close by the range of the family pictures, fingering the
frames and passing its white hand over the surfaces. At times it stopped, and
with bent head scrutinised more closely the faces of the portraits. Then it
began to glide back more swiftly than it had come. I rose, perhaps too
incautiously, and I must have made some noise, for before I could raise my
revolver to take aim the ghost started, retreated rapidly towards the painted
window, and vanished.


Yes, before my very eyes it
vanished. I hurried to the spot where I had last seen it, but not a trace of
anything could I find. Unless it had dropped through the floor or had passed
through a solid wall I could not see for the life of me how it had got away.
Could it be a true phantom after all? No, my reason wouldn't allow such a
supposition. Beyond doubt it was flesh and blood— some member of the household
got up to resemble Lady Marian. I was more than ever perplexed.


I related everything to Mr. Brag
next morning. But he kept my story carefully from his wife and Helen. They were
recovering their spirits somewhat, and it would not do to damp them again by
saying that I had seen the thing myself. Mr. Brag, indeed, was considerably
agitated at this seeming confirmation of the apparition, and it was as much as
ever I could do to talk him out of the conviction that spiritual it was.


"But what on earth can it
be, man?" he said.


"Well," I replied, "I
have some sort of idea, but at present I won't state it lest I should prove to
be wrong. I propose that you watch with me to-night, Mr. Brag, and together we'll
see if we can't unmask the ghost."


"But do you think it will
come again tonight?"


"I can't say. Perhaps not.
It may be that the trickster, whoever it may be, has had a fright and will
delay further operations for a while. It is someone in the house, I am
convinced of that. When I announced that I would watch nothing was seen of it.
But directly I said I would give up watching, Lady Marian appears. What we must
do is to watch regularly, Mr. Brag; even should it not appear for a week or
more."


It turned out that I was right.
Night after night we concealed ourselves behind the curtain, I with my
revolver, Brag with a large dinner bell, with which he intended alarming the
house when Lady Marian was captured. This went on for no less than ten nights.
Then I took Mrs. Brag and Helen into confidence and arranged a pretended
departure from the house. I went off to London with great fuss and ceremony.
But I got out of the train at the first station and returned to the hall by
road secretly. And at eleven o'clock that night Brag and I were in our hiding
place once more. And it was Christmas Eve, the very time when ghosts should be
abroad, according to legend.


"Now," I whispered, "the
ghost is off its guard; take my word for it he or she, whichever it is, will
come." Brag said nothing, but gripped viciously at the handle of his
dinner-bell.


It fell out as I had anticipated.
Shortly after midnight Lady Marian reappeared in the same guise as before. I
could hear Brag's teeth chattering as he saw the apparition. The moonlight was
as strong as it had been on the previous occasion, and Lady Marian, clacking
and tapping as before, moved through it in precisely the same way. She glided
along by the pictures and fingered the frames. Suddenly we heard her give a
joyous exclamation, and there was a sliding sound as of something pushed back.
A portrait vanished, and a black cavity was seen in its place.


Now was the time. I jumped up, and
poising my revolver fired as truly as I could, and at the same moment Brag's
bell clanged out vigorously. There  was a shriek and a hurried scamper.
Then as before the ghost of Lady Marian vanished before we could reach the
spot.


"Where the deuce has she
gone?" cried Brag, who was still ringing his bell hard.


"Through a sliding panel,"
I replied, guessing the means of exit was through the cavity.


As I lighted the lamp there was
more noise and pattering of feet, and the half-dressed servants in all stages
of déshabille and alarm came crowding into the gallery. Some carried lights,
others pokers and sticks, but one and all were as frightened as they well could
be.


And no wonder; for the clamour of
Brag's bell was enough to wake the dead. Then came Helen and Mrs. Brag fully
dressed, for they both had waited up to witness the success of my scheme.


And it was a success— greater
than I had dared to dream. As I said, a picture— that of Lady Marian had
vanished— that is it had slid back into the wall, leaving a cavity which we
proceeded to examine.


Therein we found an iron box fast
locked. But Brag soon had it torn open, to find that it contained velvet-lined
drawers and trays all heaped with the most splendid jewellery. Gold, diamonds,
rubies, emeralds — the mass glittered like a rainbow.


"See, Helen, your mother's
long lost jewels. So this is what the ghost of Lady Marian came for."


"My gracious!" cried
Mrs. Brag, dropping on her knees. "Look, my dear, all my Lady's jewels!
You'll wear them at your wedding after all."


But Helen did not look at them.
She just stared at me, nervous and shaking.


"Geoffery, who is the ghost?"


"Cannot you guess? Jane
Riordan."


"Impossible! Isn't she here?"


"No, miss," said
Parsons, glancing round at the servants, "she ain't with us."


"Oh, Geoffrey, I hope you
haven't shot her."


"Serve 'er right if 'e 'as,"
cried Brag. "But don't cry, my pretty, she went through another sliding
panel. Come, Geoffrey, let us look." 


"The spring is in the frame,
Mr. Brag. I'm sure of that."


Instantly a dozen hands were busy
with the frames, and we soon came upon a spring in that of a picture at the far
end of the gallery. It opened noiselessly, and I stepped into the open space,
followed by Brag bearing the lamp. We proceeded along a narrow passage, ascended
a flight of stone steps and finally emerged through another sliding panel into
the back part of the house. On our way we picked up the tall cane, the grey wig
and head-dress and the brocade skirt.


"She stripped herself to get
away," said Brag, nodding. "Let us go to her room. She has one to
herself, you know. Asked my old woman to give her one as a special favour; and
for Eliza Craik's sake she got it."


The room was reached and we found
it empty, with the last remnants of the disguise on the floor. On going to the
back door we discovered that it was open, and through it Jane Riordan had
vanished into the night never to return.


So it was that I exorcised the
ghost of Lady Marian. On Christmas Day at breakfast we discussed thoroughly the
stirring events of the night. Mrs. Brag was filled with anger at the way in
which Jane Riordan had tricked her.


"I wonder how she knew about
my Lady's jewels," she said.


"Oh, there's no difficulty
in guessing that," I replied. "The father must have told his wife
where he had hidden them. I daresay he intended to fetch them himself when he
came out of goal. But he died before his sentence expired. However, he let his
wife know, and she, of course, told Jane, who came here and tried to get them
by masquerading as Lady Marian's ghost."


"And Eliza must have told
her that story, Geoffrey. We often talked of the ghost. Oh, what a wicked
woman!"


"But I wonder why Mrs.
Craik, being poor, did not try to get the jewels for herself. She would hardly
wait twenty years before doing so." 


It was Helen who said this, and I
who replied. 


"Well, I expect Mrs. Craik
was either afraid, or did not learn from her husband behind which picture the
jewels were hidden. I expect her reason was the last; for Jane, as I told you,
went up and down the wall fingering the frames in order to find the right one.
That was why she appeared so often in the gallery. Had she known the true
hiding-place one appearance and visit would have done. I see now that she
feigned fear to me in order to ward off suspicion. From her looks I never
thought she would be so clever."


"Ah, my dear," said
Mrs. Brag, "she married a scamp, and I daresay, after hearing the story
from 'Liza' he put her up to the trick."


"She brought the dress with
her, I suppose?"


"She must have; and it was
to carry on her wicked pranks that she made such a point of having a separate
room."


"I wonder how she knew of
the secret passage," said Brag.


"Liza again," cried his
wife. "She was years here before I came, and so was Craik. I daresay they
found the secret passage together and made use of it when they stole the
jewels. And now I come to think of it, my dears, it was an actor Jane Riordan
married. Oh, I'm well quit of her, I am."


"Yes, thank goodness she's
gone," said Brag.


"We don't want no row about
the thing. We've got the jewels, and Helen shall wear them on her wedding day."


"And what's more, we've got
rid of the ghost," said I, smiling. "I don't think you can ever
believe in ghosts again after this, eh, Mrs. Brag?"


"No, Geoffery, I can't. I
daresay the ghost of Lady Marian that I saw myself was either Craik or his wife
dressed up. No, I'll never believe in ghosts again." Nor did she.


So this was our Christmas ghost,
which was no ghost. But true or false it was a very seasonable apparition; and
brought to Helen the Christmas gift of her mother's jewels. She wore them at
her wedding with me shortly afterwards; for next Christmas there was no Miss
Alliston, but a pretty Mrs. Beauchamp. Nor was there any ghost. Lady Marian, in
the person of Jane Riordan, had fulfilled her mission, and we never saw her
again. 


_______________
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A Dr. Thorndyke case


 


"I SEE OUR FRIEND, S. Chapman, is still a
defaulter," said I, as I ran my eye over the "personal" column
of The Times.


Thorndyke looked up
interrogatively.


"Chapman?" he repeated;
"let me see, who is he?"


"The man with the box. I
read you the advertisement the other day. Here it is again. 'If the box left in
the luggage-room by S. Chapman is not claimed within a week from this date, it
will be sold to defray expenses.— Alexander Butt, "Red Lion" Hotel,
Stoke Varley, Kent.' That sounds like an ultimatum; but it has been appearing
at intervals for the last month. As the first notice expired about three weeks
ago, the question is, why doesn't Mr. Butt sell the box and have done with
it?"


"He may have some qualms as
to the legality of the proceeding," said Thorndyke. "It would be
interesting to know what expenses he refers to and what is the value of the
box."


The latter question was resolved
a day or two later by the appearance in our chambers of an agitated gentleman,
who gave his name as George Chapman. After apologising for his unannounced
visit he explained: "I have come to you on the advice of my solicitor and
on behalf of my brother, Samuel, who has become involved in a most
extraordinary and horrible set of complications. At present he is in custody of
the police charged with an atrocious murder."


"That is certainly a rather
serious complication," Thorndyke observed dryly. "Perhaps you had
better give us an account of the circumstances— the whole set of circumstances,
from the beginning."


"I will," said Mr.
Chapman, "without any reservations. The only question is, which is the
beginning? There are the business and the domestic affairs. Perhaps I had
better begin with the business concerns. My brother was a sort of travelling
agent for a firm of manufacturing jewellers. He held a stock of the goods,
which he used as samples for large orders, but in the case of small retailers
he actually supplied the goods himself. When travelling, he usually carried his
stock in a small Gladstone bag, but he kept the bulk of it in a safe in his
house, and he used to go home at week-ends, or oftener, to replenish his
travelling stock. Now, about two months ago he left home on a trip, but instead
of taking a selection of his goods, he took the entire stock in a largish
wooden box, leaving the safe empty. What he meant to do I don't know, and
that's the fact. I offer no opinion. The circumstances were peculiar, as you
will hear presently, and his proceedings were peculiar; for he went down to
Stoke Varley— a village not far from Folkestone— put up at the 'Red Lion,' and
deposited his box in the luggage-room that is kept for the use of commercial
travellers; and then, after staying there for a few days, came up to London to
make some arrangements for selling or letting his house— which, it seems, he
had decided to leave. He came up in the evening, and the very next morning the
first of his adventures befell, and a very alarming one it was.


"It appears that, as he was
walking down a quiet street, he saw a lady's purse lying on the pavement.
Naturally he picked it up, and as it contained nothing to show the name or
address of the owner, he put it in his pocket, intending to hand it in at a
police station. Shortly after this, he got into an omnibus, and a well-dressed
woman entered at the same time and sat down next to him. Just as the conductor
was coming in to collect the fares, the woman began to search her pocket
excitedly, and then, turning to my brother, called on him loudly to return her
purse. Of course, he said that he knew nothing about her purse, whereupon she
roundly accused him of having picked her pocket, declaring to the conductor
that she had felt him take out her purse, and demanding that the omnibus should
be stopped and a policeman fetched. At this moment a policeman was seen on the
pavement. The conductor stopped the omnibus and hailed the constable, who came,
and having examined the floor of the vehicle without finding the missing purse,
and taken the conductor's name and number, took my brother into custody and
conducted him and the woman to the police station. Here the inspector took down
from the woman a description of the stolen purse and its contents, which my
brother, to his utter dismay, recognised as that of the purse which he had
picked up and which was still in his pocket. Immediately, he gave the inspector
an account of the incident and produced the purse; but it is hardly necessary
to say that the inspector refused to take his explanation seriously.


"Then my brother did a thing
which was natural enough, but which did not help him. Seeing that he was
practically certain to be convicted— for there was really no answer to the
charge— he gave a false name and refused his address. He was then locked up in
a cell for the night, and the next morning was brought before the magistrate,
who, having heard the evidence of the woman and the inspector and having
listened without comment to my brother's story, committed him for trial at the
Central Criminal Court, and refused bail. He was then removed to Brixton, where
he was detained for nearly a month, pending the opening of the sessions.


"At length the day of his
trial drew near. But it was then found that the woman who had accused him had
left her lodgings and could not be traced. As there was no one to prosecute,
and as the disappearance of the woman put a rather new light upon my brother's
story, the case against him was allowed to drop, and he was released.


"He went home by train, and
at the station he bought a copy of The Times to read on the way. Before opening
it he chanced to run his eye over the 'personal' column, and there his
attention was arrested by his own name in an advertisement—"


"Relating to a box?"
said I.


"Precisely. Then you have
seen it. Well, considering the value of the contents of that box, he was naturally
rather anxious. At once he sent off a telegram saying that he would call on the
following day before noon to claim the box and pay what was owing. And he did
so. Yesterday morning he took an early train down to Stoke Varley and went
straight to the 'Red Lion.' On his arrival he was asked to step into the
coffee-room, which he did; and there he found three police officers, who
forthwith arrested him on a charge of murder. But before going into the
particular that charge I had better give you an account of his domestic affairs
on which this incredible and horrible accusation turns.


"My brother, I am sorry to
say, was living with a woman who was not his wife. He had originally intended
to marry her, but his association with her— which lasted over several years—
did not encourage that intention. She was a terrible woman, and she led him a
terrible life. Her temper was ungovernable; and when she had taken too much to
drink— which was a pretty frequent occurrence— she was not only noisy and
quarrelsome, but physically violent as well. Her antecedents were disreputable—
she had been connected with the seamy side of the music-hall stage; her
associations were disreputable; she brought questionable women to my brother's
house; she consorted with men of doubtful character, and her relations with
them were equally doubtful. Indeed, with one of them, a man named Gamble, I
should say that her relations were not doubtful at all, though I understand he
was a married man.


"Well, my brother put up
with her for years, living a life that cut him off from all decent society. But
at last his patience gave way (and I may add that he made the acquaintance of a
very desirable lady, who was willing to condone his past and marry him if he
could secure a possible future). After a particularly outrageous scene, he
ordered the woman— Rebecca Mings was her name— out of the house and declared
their relationship at an end.


"But she refused to be
shaken off. She kept possession of the street-door key, and she returned again
and again, and made a public scandal. The last time she created such an uproar
when the door was bolted against her that a crowd collected in the street and
my brother was forced to let her in. She stayed with him some hours, alone in
the house— for the only servant he had was a daily girl who left at three
o'clock— and went away quite quietly about ten at night. But, although a good
many people saw her go into the house, no one but my brother seems to have seen
her leave it; a most disastrous circumstance, for, from the moment when she
left the house, no one ever saw her again. She did not go to her lodgings that
night. She disappeared utterly— until— but I must go back now to the 'Red Lion'
at Stoke Varley.


"When my brother was
arrested on the charge of having murdered Rebecca Mings, certain particulars
were given to him; and when I went down there in response to a telegram, I
gathered some more. The circumstances are these: About a fortnight after my
brother had left to come to London, some of the 'commercials' who used the
luggage-room complained of an unpleasant odour in it, which was presently
traced to my brother's box. As that box appeared to have been abandoned, the
landlord became suspicious, and communicated with the police. They telephoned
to the London police, who found my brother's house shut up and his whereabouts
unknown. Thereupon the local police broke open the box and found in it a
woman's left arm and a quantity of blood-stained clothing. On which they caused
the advertisement to be put in The Times, and meanwhile they made certain
inquiries. It appeared that my brother had spent part of his time at Stoke
Varley fishing in the little river. On learning this, the police proceeded to
dredge the river, and presently they brought up a right arm— apparently the
fellow of the one found in the box— and a leg divided into three parts,
evidently a woman's. Now, as to the arm found in the box, there could be no
question about its identity, for it bore a very distinct tattooed inscription
consisting of the initials R. M. above a heart transfixed by an arrow, with the
initials J. B. underneath. A few inquiries elicited the fact that the woman,
Rebecca Mings, who had disappeared, bore such a tattooed mark on her left arm
and certain persons who had known her, having been sworn to secrecy, were shown
the arm, and recognised the mark without hesitation. Further inquiries showed
that Rebecca Mings was last seen alive entering my brother's house, as I have
described; and on this information the police broke into the house and searched
it."


"Do you know if they found
anything?" Thorndyke asked.


"I don't," replied
Chapman, "but I infer that they did. The police at Stoke Varley were very
courteous and kind, but they declined to give any particulars about the visit
to the house. However, we shall hear at the inquest if they made any
discoveries."


"And is that all that you
have to tell us?" asked Thorndyke.


"Yes," was the reply,
"and enough, too. I make no comment on my brother's story, and I won't ask
whether you believe it. I don't expect you to. The question is whether you
would undertake the defence. I suppose it isn't necessary for a lawyer to be
convinced of his client's innocence in order to convince the jury."


"You are thinking of an
advocate," said Thorndyke. "I am not an advocate, and I should not
defend a man whom I believed to be guilty. The most that I can do is to
investigate the case. If the result of the investigation is to confirm the
suspicions against your brother, I shall, go no farther in the case. You will have
to get an ordinary criminal barrister to defend your brother. If, on the other
hand, I find reasonable grounds for believing him innocent, I will undertake
the defence. What do you say to that?"


"I've no choice,"
replied Chapman; "and I suppose if you find all the evidence against him,
the defence won't matter much."


"I am afraid that is
so," said Thorndyke. "And, now there are one or two questions to be
cleared up. First, does your brother offer any explanation of the presence of
these remains in his box? "


"He supposes that somebody
at the 'Red Lion' must have taken the jewellery out and put the remains in.
Anyone could get access to the luggage-room by asking for the key at the
office."


"Well," said Thorndyke,
"that is conceivable. Then, as to the person who might have made this
exchange. Is there anyone who had any reason for wishing to make away with
deceased?"


"No," replied Chapman.
"Plenty of people disliked her, but no one but my brother had any motive
for getting rid of her."


"You spoke of a man with
whom she was on somewhat intimate terms. There had been no quarrel or breach
there, I suppose?"


"The man Gamble, you mean.
No, I should say they were the best of friends. Besides, Gamble had no
responsibilities in regard to her. He could have dropped her whenever he was
tired of her."


"Do you know anything about
him?" Thorndyke asked.


"Very little. He has been a
rolling stone, and has been in all sorts of jobs, I believe. He was in the New
Zealand trade for some time, and dealt in all sorts of things— among others, in
smoked human heads; sold them to collectors and museums, I understand. So he
would have had some previous experience," Chapman added with a faint grin.


"Not in dismemberment,"
said Thorndyke. "Those will have been ancient Maori heads— relics of the
old head hunters. There are some in the Hunterian Museum. But, as you say,
there seems to be no motive in Gamble's case, even if there had been the
opportunity; whereas, in your brother's case, there seem to have been both the
motive and the opportunity. I suppose your brother never threatened the
deceased?"


"I am sorry to say he
did," replied Chapman. "On several occasions, and before witnesses,
too, he threatened to put her out of the way. Of course he never meant it— he
was really the mildest of men. But it was a foolish thing to do and most
unfortunate, as things have turned out."


"Well." said Thorndyke,
"I will look into the matter and let you know what I think of it. It is
unnecessary to remark that appearances are not very encouraging."


"No, I can see that,"
said Chapman, rising and producing his card-case. "But we must hope for
the best." He laid his card on the table, and having shaken hands with us
gloomily, took his departure.


"It doesn't do to take
things at their face value," I remarked, when he had gone; "but I
don't think we have ever had a more hopeless-looking case. All it wants to
complete it is the discovery of remains in Chapman's house."


"In that respect," said
Thorndyke, "it may already be complete. But it hardly wants that finishing
touch. On the evidence that we have, any jury would find a verdict of 'guilty'
without leaving the box. The only question for us is whether the face value of
the evidence is its real value. If it is, the defence will be a mere
formality."


"I suppose," said I,
"you will begin the investigation at Stoke Varley?"


"Yes," he replied.
"We begin by checking the alleged facts. If they are really as stated, we
shall probably need to go no farther. And we had better lose no time, as the
remains may be moved into the jurisdiction of a London coroner, and we ought to
see everything in situ as far as possible. I suggest that we postpone the rest
of to-day's business and start at once, taking Scotland Yard on the way to get
authority to inspect the remains and the premises."


In a few minutes we were ready
for the expedition. While Thorndyke packed the "research-case" with
the necessary instruments, I gave instructions to our laboratory assistant,
Polton, as to what was to be done in our absence, and then, when we had consulted
the time-table, we set forth by way of the Embankment.


At Scotland Yard, on inquiring
for our friend, Superintendent Miller, we received the slightly unwelcome news
that he was at Stoke Varley, inquiring into the case. However, the
authorisation was given readily enough, and, armed with this, we made our way
to Charing Cross Station, arriving there in good time to catch our train.


We had just given up our tickets
and turned out into the pleasant station approach of Stoke Varley when
Thorndyke gave a soft chuckle. I looked at him inquiringly, and he explained
"Miller has had a telegram, and we are going to have facilities, with a
little supervision." Following the direction of his glance, I now observed
the superintendent strolling towards us, trying to look surprised, but
achieving only a somewhat sheepish grin.


"Well, I'm sure,
gentlemen!" he exclaimed. "This is an unexpected pleasure. You don't
mean to say you are engaged in this treasure-trove case?"


"Why not?" asked
Thorndyke.


"Well, I'll tell you why
not," replied Miller. "Because it's no go. You'll only waste your
time and injure your reputation. I may as well let you know, in confidence,
that we've been through Chapman's house in London. It wasn't very necessary;
but still, if there was a vacancy in his coffin for one or two more nails,
we've knocked them in."


"What did you find in his
house?" Thorndyke asked.


"We found," replied
Miller, "in a cupboard in his bedroom, a good-sized bottle of hyoscine
tablets, about two-thirds full— one-third missing. No great harm in that; he
might have taken 'em himself. But when we went down into the cellar, we noticed
that the place smelt— well, a bit graveyardy, so to speak. So we had a look
round. It was a stone-floored cellar, not very even, but so far as we could
see, none of the flagstones seemed to have been disturbed. We didn't want the
job of digging the whole of them up, so I just filled a bucket with water and
poured it over the floor. Then I watched.


"In less than a minute one
big flagstone near the middle went nearly dry, while the water still stood on
all the others. 'What O!' says I. 'Loose earth underneath here.' So we got a
crow-bar and prised up that big flag; and sure enough, underneath it we found a
good-sized bundle done up in a sheet. I won't go into unpleasant particulars—
not that it would upset you, I suppose— but that bundle contained human
remains."


"Any bones?" inquired
Thorndyke.


"No. Mostly in'ards and some
skin from the front of the body. We handed them over to the Home Office experts,
and they examined them and made an analysis. Their report states that the
remains are those of a woman of about thirty-five— that was about Mings' age—
and that the various organs contained a large quantity of hyoscine; more than
enough to have caused death. So there you are. If you are going to conduct the
defence, you won't get much glory from it."


"It is very good of you,
Miller," said Thorndyke, "to have given us this private information.
It is very helpful, though I have not undertaken the defence. I have merely
come down to check the facts and see if there is any material for a defence.
And I shall go through the routine, as I am here. Where are the remains?"


"In the mortuary. I'll show
you the way, and as I happen to have the key in my pocket, I can let you
in."


We passed through the outskirts
of the village, gathering a small train of stealthy followers, who dogged us to
the door of the mortuary and hungrily watched us as the superintendent let us
in and locked the door after us.


"There you are," said
Miller, indicating the slate table on which the remains lay, covered by a sheet
soaked in an antiseptic. "I've seen all I want to see." And he
retired into a corner and lit his pipe.


The remnants of mortality,
disclosed by the removal of the sheet, were dreadfully suggestive of crime in
its most brutal and horrible form, but they offered little information. The
dismemberment had been manifestly rude and unskilful, and the remains were
clearly those of a woman of medium size and apparently in the prime of life.
The principal interest centred in the left arm, the waxen skin of which bore a
very distinct tattoo-mark, consisting of the initials R. M. over a very
symmetrical heart, transfixed by an arrow, beneath which were the initials J.
B. The letters were Roman capitals about half an inch high, well-formed and
finished with serifs, and the heart and arrow quite well drawn. I looked
reflectively at the device, standing out in dull blue from its ivory-like
background, and speculated vaguely as to who J. B. might have been and how many
predecessors and successors he had had. And then my interest waned, and I
joined the superintendent in the corner. It was a sordid case, and a conviction
being a foregone conclusion, it did not seem to call for further attention.


Thorndyke, however, seemed to
think otherwise. But that was his way. When he was engaged in an investigation
he put out of his mind everything that he had been told and began from the very
beginning. That was what he was doing now. He was inspecting these remains as
if they had been the remains of some unidentified person. He made, and noted
down, minute measurements of the limbs; he closely examined every square inch
of surface; he scrutinised each finger separately, and then with the aid of his
portable inking-plate and roller, took a complete set of finger-prints. He
measured all the dimensions of the tattoo-marks with a delicate calliper-gauge,
and then examined the marks themselves, first with a common lens and then with
the high-power Coddington. The principles that he laid down in his lectures at
the hospital were: "Accept no statement without verification; observe
every fact independently for yourselves; and keep an open mind." And,
certainly, no one ever carried out more conscientiously his own precepts.


"Do you know, Dr.
Jervis," the superintendent whispered to me as Thorndyke brought his
Coddington to bear on the tattoo-marks," I believe this lens business is
becoming a habit with the doctor. It's my firm conviction that if somebody were
to blow up the Houses of Parliament, he'd go and examine the ruins through a
magnifying glass. Just look at him poring over those tattooed letters that you
could read plainly twenty feet away!"


Meanwhile, Thorndyke, unconscious
of these criticisms, placidly continued his inspection. From the table, with
its gruesome burden, he transferred his attention to the box, which had been
placed on a bench by the window, examining it minutely inside and out; feeling
with his fingers the dark grey paint with which it was coated and the
white-painted initials, "S. C.," on the lid, which he also measured
carefully. He even copied into his note book the maker's name, which was
stamped on a small brass label affixed to the inside of the lid, and the name
of the lock-maker, and inspected the screws which had drawn from the wood when
it was forced open. At length he put away his notebook, closed the
research-case and announced that he had finished, adding the inquiry: "How
do you get to the 'Red Lion' from here?"


"It's only a few minutes'
walk," said Miller. "I'll show you the way. But you're wasting your
time, doctor, you are indeed. You see," he continued, when he had locked
up the mortuary and pocketed the key, "that suggestion of Chapman's is
ridiculous on the face of it. Just imagine a man bringing a portmanteau full of
human remains into the luggage-room of a commercial hotel, opening it and
opening another's man's box, and swapping the contents of the one for the other
with the chance of one of the commercials coming in at any moment. Supposing
one of 'em had, what would he have had to say? 'Hallo!' says the baggy, 'you
seem to have got somebody's arm in your box.' 'So I have,' says Chapman. 'I
expect it's my wife's. Careless woman! must have dropped it in when she was
packing the box.' Bah! It's a fool's explanation. Besides, how could he have
got Chapman's box open? We couldn't. It was a first-class lock. We had to break
it open, but it hadn't been broken open before. No, sir, that cat won't jump.
Still, you needn't take my word for it. Here is the place, and here is Mr.
Butt, himself, standing at his own front door looking as pleasant as the
flowers in May, like the lump of sugar that you put in a fly-trap to induce 'em
to walk in."


The landlord, who had overheard—
without difficulty— the concluding passage of Miller's peroration, smiled
genially; and when the purpose of the visit had been explained, suggested a
"modest quencher" in the private parlour as an aid to conversation.


"I wanted," said
Thorndyke, waiving the suggestion of the "quencher," "to
ascertain whether Chapman's theory of an exchange of contents could be
seriously entertained."


"Well, sir," said the
landlord, "the fact is that it couldn't. That room is a public room, and
people may be popping in there at any time all day. We don't usually keep it
locked. It isn't necessary. We know most of our customers, and the contents of
the packages that are stowed in the room are principally travellers' samples of
no considerable value. The thing would have been impossible in the daytime, and
we lock the room up at night."


"Have you had any strangers
staying with you in the interval between Chapman's going away and the discovery
of the remains? "


"Yes. There was a Mr. Doler;
he had two cabin trunks: and a uniform case which went to the luggage-room. And
then there was a lady, Mrs. Murchison. She had a lot of stuff in there: a
small, flat trunk, a hat-box, and a big dress-basket— one of these great basket
pantechnicons that ladies take about with them. And there was another gentleman—
I forget his name, but you will see it in the visitors' book— he had a couple
of largish portmanteaux in there. Perhaps you would like to see the book?"


"I should," said
Thorndyke, and when the book was produced and the names of the guests pointed
out, he copied the entries into his notebook, adding the particulars of their
luggage.


"And now, sir," said
Miller, "I suppose you won't be happy until you've seen the room
itself?"


"Your insight is really
remarkable, superintendent," my colleague replied. "Yes, I should
like to see the room."


There was little enough to see,
however, when we arrived there. The key was in the door, and the latter was not
only unlocked but stood ajar; and when we pushed it open and entered we saw a
small room, empty save for a collection of portmanteaux, trunks, and Gladstone
bags. The only noteworthy fact was that it was at the end of a corridor,
covered with linoleum, so that anyone inside would have a few seconds' notice
of another person's approach. But evidently that would have been of little use
in the alleged circumstances. For the hypothetical criminal must have emptied
Chapman's box of the jewellery before he could put the incriminating objects
into it; so that, apart from the latter, the arrival of an inopportune visitor
would have found him apparently in the act of committing a robbery. The
suggestion was obviously absurd.


"By the way," said
Thorndyke, as we descended the stairs, "where is the central character of
this drama— Chapman? He is not here, I suppose?"


"Yes, he is," replied
Miller. "He is committed for trial, but we are keeping him here until we
know where the inquest is to be held. You would probably like to have a few
words with him? Well, I'll take you along to the police station and tell them
who you are, and then perhaps you would like to come back here and have some
lunch or dinner before you return to town."


I warmly seconded the latter
proposal, and the arrangement having been made, we set forth for the police
station, which we gathered from Miller was incorporated with a small local
prison. Here we were shown into what appeared to be a private office, and
presently a sergeant entered, ushering in a man whom we at once recognised from
his resemblance to our client, Mr. George Chapman, disguised though it was by
his pallor, his unshaven face, and his air of abject misery. The sergeant,
having announced him by name, withdrew with the superintendent and locked the
door on the outside. As soon as we were alone, Thorndyke rapidly acquainted the
prisoner with the circumstances of his brother's visit and then continued:
"Now, Mr. Chapman, you want me to undertake your defence. If I do so, I
must have all the facts. If there is anything known to you that your brother
has not told me, I ask you to tell it to me without reservation."


Chapman shook his head wearily.


"I know nothing more than
you know," said he. "The whole affair is a mystery that I can make
nothing of. I don't expect you to believe me. Who would, with all this evidence
against me? But I swear to God that I know nothing of this abominable crime.
When I brought that box down here, it contained my stock of jewellery and
nothing else; and after I put it in the luggage-room, I never opened it."


"Do you know of anybody who
might have had a motive for getting rid of Rebecca Mings?"


"Not a soul," replied
Chapman. "She led me the devil's own life, but she was popular enough with
her own friends. And she was an attractive woman in her way: a fine, well-built
woman, rather big— she stood five-feet-seven— with a good complexion and very
handsome golden hair. Such as her friends were— they were a shady lot— I think
they were fond of her, and I don't believe she had any enemies."


"Some hyoscine was found in
your house," said Thorndyke. "Do you know anything about it?"


"Yes. I got it when I
suffered from neuralgia. But I never took any. My doctor heard about it and
sent me to the dentist. The bottle was never opened. It contained a hundred
tablets."


"And with regard to the
box," said Thorndyke. "Had you had it long?"


"Not very long. I bought it
at Fletchers, in Holborn, about six months ago."


"And you have nothing more
to tell us?"


"No," he replied.
"I wish I had"; and then, after a pause, he asked with a wistful look
at Thorndyke: "Are you going to undertake my defence, sir? I can see that
there is very little hope, but I should like to be given just a chance."


I glanced at Thorndyke, expecting
at the most a cautious and conditional reply. To my astonishment he answered:
"There is no need to take such a gloomy view of the case, Mr. Chapman. I
shall undertake the defence, and I think you have quite a fair chance of an
acquittal."


On this amazing reply I
reflected, not without some self-condemnation, during our walk to the hotel and
the meal that preceded our departure. For it was evident that I had missed
something vital. Thorndyke was a cautious man and little given to making
promises or forecasts of results. He must have picked up some evidence of a
very conclusive kind; but what that evidence could be, I found it impossible to
imagine. The superintendent, too, was puzzled, I could see, for Thorndyke made
no secret of his intention to go on with tile case. But Miller's delicate
attempts to pump him came to nothing; and when he had escorted us to the
station and our train moved off, I could see him standing on the platform,
gently scratching the back of his head and gazing speculatively at our
retreating carriage.


As soon as we were clear of the
station, I opened my attack.


"What on earth," I
demanded, "did you mean by giving that poor devil, Chapman, hopes of
acquittal? I can't see that he has a dog's chance."


Thorndyke looked at me gravely.


"My impression is,
Jervis." he said, "that you have not kept an open mind in this case.
You have allowed yourself to fall under the suggestive influence of the
obvious; whereas the function of the investigator is to consider the possible
alternatives of the obvious inference. And you have not brought your usual keen
attention to bear on the facts. If you had considered George Chapman's
statement attentively you would have noticed that it contained some very
curious and significant suggestions; and if you had examined those dismembered
remains critically, you would have seen that they confirmed those suggestions
in a very remarkable manner."


"As to George Chapman's
statement," said I, "the only suggestive point that I recall is the
reference to those Maori heads. But, as you, yourself, pointed out, the dealers
in those heads don't do the dismemberment."


Thorndyke shook his head a little
impatiently.


"Tut, tut, Jervis,"
said he, "that isn't the point at all. Any fool can cut up a dead body as
this one has been cut up. The point is that that statement, carefully
considered, yields a definite and consistent alternative to the theory that
Samuel Chapman killed this woman and dismembered her body; and that alternative
theory is supported by the appearance of these remains. I think you will see
the point if you recall Chapman's statement, and reflect on the possible
bearing of the various incidents that he described."


In this, however, Thorndyke was
unduly optimistic. I recalled the statement completely enough, and reflected on
it frequently and profoundly during the next few days; but the more I thought
of it the more conclusive did the case against the accused appear.


Meanwhile, my colleague appeared
to be taking no steps in the matter, and I assumed that he was waiting for the
inquest. It is true that, when, on one occasion, he had accompanied me towards
the City, and leaving me in Queen Victoria Street disappeared into the premises
of Messrs. Burden Brothers, lock manufacturers, I was inclined to associate his
proceedings with his minute examination of the lock at Stoke Varley. And,
again, when our laboratory assistant, Polton, was seen to issue forth,
top-hatted and armed with an umbrella and an attaché-case, I suspected some
sort of "private inquiries," possibly connected with the case. But
from Thorndyke I could get no information at all. My tentative
"pumpings" elicited one unvarying reply. "You have the facts,
Jervis. You heard George Chapman's statement, and you have seen the remains.
Give me a reasonable theory and I will discuss it with pleasure." And that
was how the matter remained. I had no reasonable theory— other than that of the
police— and there was accordingly no discussion.


On a certain evening, a couple of
days before the inquest— which had been postponed in the hope that some further
remains might be discovered— I observed signs of an expected visitor: a small
table placed by the supernumerary arm-chair and furnished with a tray bearing a
siphon, a whisky-decanter and a box of cigars. Thorndyke caught my inquiring
glance at these luxuries, for which neither of us had any use, and proceeded to
explain.


"I have asked Miller to look
in this evening— he is due now. I have been working at this Chapman case, and,
as it is now complete, I propose to lay my cards on the table."


"Is that safe?" said I.
"Supposing the police still go for a conviction and try to forestall your
evidence?"


"They won't," he
replied. "They couldn't. And it would be most improper to let the case go
for trial on a false theory. But here is Miller; and a mighty twitter he is in,
I have no doubt."


He was. Without even waiting for
the customary cigar, he plumped down into the chair, and dragging a letter from
his pocket, fixed a glare of astonishment on my placid colleague.


"This letter of yours,
sir," said he, "is perfectly incomprehensible to me. You say that you
are prepared to put us in possession of the facts of this Chapman case. But we
are in possession of the facts already. We are absolutely certain of a
conviction. Let me remind you, sir, of what those facts are. We have got a dead
body which has been identified beyond all doubt. Part of that body was found in
a box which is the property of Samuel Chapman, which was brought by him and
deposited by him at the 'Red Lion' Hotel. Another part of that body was found
in his dwelling-house. A supply of poison— an uncommon poison, too— similar to
that which killed the dead person, has also been found in his house; and the
dead body is that of a woman with whom Chapman was known to be on terms of
enmity and whom he has threatened, in the presence of witnesses, to kill. Now,
sir, what have you got to say to those facts?"


Thorndyke regarded the agitated
detective with a quiet smile. "My comments, Miller," said he,
"can be put in a nut-shell. You have got the wrong man, you have got the
wrong box, and you have got the wrong body."


The superintendent was
thunderstruck, and no wonder. So was I. As to Miller, he drew himself forward
until he was sitting on the extreme edge of the chair, and for some moments
stared at my impassive colleague in speechless amazement. At length he burst
out: "But, my dear sir! This is sheer nonsense— at least, that's what it
sounds like, though I know it can't be. Let's begin with the body. You say it's
the wrong one."


"Yes. Rebecca Mings was a
biggish woman. Her height was five-feet-seven. This woman was not more than
five-feet-four."


"Bah!" exclaimed
Miller. "You can't judge to an inch or two from parts of a dismembered
body. You are forgetting the tattoo-mark. That clenches the identity beyond any
possible doubt."


"It does, indeed," said
Thorndyke. "That is the crucial evidence. Rebecca Mings had a certain
tattoo mark on her left forearm. This woman had not."


"Had not!" shrieked
Miller, coming yet farther forward on his chair. (I expected, every moment, to
see him sitting on the floor.) "Why, I saw it; and so did you."


"I am speaking of the woman,
not of the body," said Thorndyke. "The mark that you saw was a
post-mortem tattoo-mark. It was made after death. But the fact that it was made
after death is good evidence, that it was not there during life."


"Moses!" exclaimed the
superintendent. "This is a facer. Are you perfectly sure it was done after
death?"


"Quite sure. The appearance,
through a powerful lens, is unmistakable. Tattoo-marks are made, as you know,
of course, by painting Indian ink on the skin and pricking it in with fine
needles. In the living skin the needle-wounds heal up at once and disappear,
but in the dead skin the needle-holes remain unclosed and can be easily seen
with a lens. In this case the skin had been well washed and the surface pressed
with some smooth object; but the holes were plainly visible and the ink was
still in them."


"Well, I'm sure!" said
Miller. "I never heard of tattooing a dead body before."


"Very few people have, I
expect," said Thorndyke. "But there is one class of persons who know
all about it: the persons who deal in Maori heads."


"Indeed?" queried
Miller. "How does it concern them?"


"Those heads are usually
elaborately tattooed, and the value of a head depends on the quality of the
tattooing. Now, when those heads became objects of trade, the dealers conceived
the idea of touching up defective specimens by additional tattooing on the dead
head, and from this they proceeded to obtain heads which had no tattoo-marks,
and turn them into tattooed heads."


"Well, to be sure,"
said the superintendent, with a grin, "what wicked men there are in the
world, aren't there, Dr. Jervis?"


I murmured a vague assent, but I
was principally conscious of a desire to kick myself for having failed to pick
this invaluable clue out of George Chapman's statement.


"And now," said Miller,
"we come to the box. How do you know it is the wrong one? "


"That," replied
Thorndyke, "is proved even more conclusively. The original box was made by
Fletchers, in Holborn. It was sold to Chapman, and his initials painted on it,
on the 9th of last April. I have seen the entry in the day-book. The locks of
these boxes are made by Burden Brothers of Queen Victoria Street, and as they
are quite high-class locks each is given a registered number, which is stamped
on the lock. The number on the box that you have is 5007, and Burden's books
show that it was made and sold to Fletchers about the middle of July— the sale
was dated the 13th. Therefore this can not be Chapman's box."


"Apparently not,"
Miller agreed. "But whose box is it? And what has become of Chapman's
box?"


"That," replied
Thorndyke, "was presumably taken away in Mrs. Murchison's
dress-basket."


"Then who the deuce is Mrs.
Murchison?" demanded the superintendent.


"I should say," replied
Thorndyke, "that she was formerly known as Rebecca Mings."


"The deceased!"
exclaimed Miller, falling back in his chair with a guffaw. "My eye! What a
lark it is! But she must have some sauce, to walk off with the jewellery and
leave her own dismembered remains in exchange! By the way, whose remains are
they?"


"We shall come to that
presently," Thorndyke answered. "Now we have to consider the man you
have in custody."


"Yes," agreed Miller,
"we must settle about him. Of course if it isn't his box, and the body
isn't Mings' body, that puts him out of it so far. But there are those remains
that we dug up in his cellar. What about them?"


"That question,"
replied Thorndyke, "will, I think, be answered by a general review of the
case. But I must, remind you that if the box is not Chapman's, it is some other
person's; that is to say, that if Chapman goes out of the case, as to the Stoke
Varley incidents, someone else comes in. So, if the body is not Mings' body, it
is some other woman's, and that other woman must have disappeared. And now let
us review the case as a whole.


"You know about the
pocket-picking charge. It was obviously a false charge, deliberately prepared
by 'planting' the purse; that is, it was a conspiracy. Now what was the object
of this conspiracy? Clearly it was to get Chapman out of the way while the
boxes were exchanged at Stoke Varley, and the remains deposited in the river
and elsewhere. Then who were the conspirators— other than the agent who planted
the purse?


"They— if there were more
than one— must have had access to Mings, dead or alive, in order to make the
exact copy, or tracing, of her tattoo-mark. They must have had some knowledge
of the process of post-mortem tattooing. They must have had access to Chapman's
house. And, since they had in their possession the dead body of a woman, they
must have been associated with some woman who has disappeared.


"Who is there who answers
this description? Well, of course, Mings had access to herself, though she
could hardly have taken a tracing from her own arm, and she had access to
Chapman's house, since she had possession of the latchkey. Then there is a man
named Gamble, with whom Mings was on terms of great intimacy. Now Gamble was
formerly a dealer in tattooed Maori heads, so he may be assumed to know
something about post-mortem tattooing. And I have ascertained that Gamble's
wife has disappeared from her usual places of resort. So here are two persons
who, together, agree with the description of the conspirators. And now let us
consider the train of events in connection with the dates.


"On July the 29th Chapman
came to town from Stoke Varley. On the 30th he was arrested as a pick pocket.
On the 31st he was committed for trial. On the 2nd of August Mrs. Gamble went
away to the country. No one seems to have seen her go, but that is the date on
which she is reported to have gone. On August the 5th Mrs. Murchison deposited
at Stoke Varley a box which must have been purchased between the 13th of July
and the 4th of August, and which contained a woman's arm. On the 14th of August
that box was opened by the police. On the 18th human remains were discovered in
Chapman's house. On the 27th Chapman was released from Brixton. On the 28th he
was arrested for murder at Stoke Varley. I think, Miller, you will agree that
that is a very striking succession of dates."


"Yes," Miller agreed.
"It looks like a true bill. If you will give me Mr. Gamble's address, I'll
call on him."


"I'm afraid you won't find
him at home," said Thorndyke. "He has gone into the country, too; and
I gather from his landlord, who holds a returned cheque, that Mr. Gamble's
banking account has gone into the country with him."


"Then," said the
superintendent "I suppose I must take a trip into the country, too."


 


"WELL, THORNDYKE," I
said, as I laid down the paper containing the report of the trial of Gamble and
Mings for the murder of Theresa Gamble, one morning about four months later,
"you ought to be very highly gratified. After sentencing Gamble to death
and Mings to fifteen years' penal servitude, the judge took the opportunity to
compliment the police on their ingenuity in unravelling this crime, and the
Home Office experts on their skill in detecting the counterfeit tattoo-marks.
What do you think of that?"


"I think," replied
Thorndyke, "that his lordship showed a very proper and appreciative
spirit."


_______________
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PAXTON, the manager of the Bank of
Capricornia, Mount Leviathan branch, had been removed to Townsville only a few
months before the robbery of five hundred sovereigns from the Equatorial.


Beyond the
interest in the robbery given him by the mere freemasonry of banking, the
stolen money represented the trouble of another bank, and Paxton almost forgot
the loss of the Equatorial in the difficult position he found he had succeeded
to in the management of the Townsville branch of the Capricornia.


There was the
firm of Battle and Flohm, ruinously overdrawn and notoriously insolvent. There
was a firm which had come into existence solely for the purpose of selling iron
and steel, and had illegitimately reached out after guano islands and trepang,
and was now marked for commercial death as a consequence. 


These, and more,
Paxton sent for, repeating to each one his regrets that headquarters had
ordered him to wind up all hopeless overdrafts, and to call in all that were
sufficiently solvent to be able to reply. The hopelessly tall poppies were cut
down. The men with the slightest chance of recovery were given a chance, but
under an inquisitorial supervision which amounted to a receivership. 


There was one
account small enough, and apparently safe enough, although the boom methods
that had permitted Battle and Flohm's account, like many others, to get out of
hand, were visible even in this. The account of Hosey Joy showed step-ladder increases
on the credit side, extending over many years, that made it appear of the
safest, but the last few months had seen the birth of an overdraft. It was but
three hundred and ten pounds, and there were alleged to be securities against
it, but when Paxton, on enquiring of Joy's occupation, discovered that he was
primarily a hawker of fish, and secondarily, the keeper of a coffee-stall, an
overdraft to him seemed, for no explainable reason, to be touched with
burlesque.


An examination
of the securities did not reassure the manager either. They were all scrip in
non-producing mines, and as their face value was but and their market value
practically nil. 


Paxton was
justified in feeling uneasy, and sending for Hosey Joy. Joy came instanter,
rushing down the sweltering street at a pace that caused him to be pitied where
he was not envied, for such energy was uncommon in Flinders-street at noon. He
entered the manager's room, deposited his hat on the floor, seated himself, and
leaned smilingly forward to Paxton, who sat at the other side of the table.


Paxton at first
sight liked this little bustling man, whose energy was not disguised by his
cool, immaculate duck suit, with all its suggestions of reposeful loafing. His
lean face was wrinkled as a dried apple ; the brows corrugated always, but
below them the small, humorous eyes smiled.


"I've sent
for you to ask you to reduce that overdraft, Mr. Joy."


"I thought
that when I came, sir. An' I want you to give me time. You've got all my scrip,
an'—" 


"And I
think so little of the value of it that I'll make you a present of it, Mr.
Joy."


The busy little
man looked troubled.


"Surely it
ain't as bad as that, sir?"


"It's quite
as bad as that, Mr. Joy. I've made enquiries, and I find that all the stuff is
unquoted, and that all the little mines it represents are non-producers."


"I know
they're only prospecting claims, sir, but I'm pretty sure they're goin' to
strike something one of these days, and I don't owe much."


"That's
just the trouble, Mr. Joy. You don't owe us enough. I have my orders to wipe
out all these little overdrafts. Even if they're safe, there's no business
worth having in them. Can you pay us ?—that's the question."


"I can't
right away."


"You own a
coffee-stall?"


"Yes, sir—
two."


"What are
they worth?"


"Plant's
worth about two 'undred, but the goodwill's worth—"


"Never mind
that item, Mr. Joy; a goodwill is worth little or nothing. I don't like to see
it in a balance-sheet. It's an intangible item, and its value depends on a lot
of things no man can swear to."


"The
goodwill of Joy's coffee stalls is worth somethin', anyway," said Joy,
sturdily. " I'm makin' twenty pounds a week out o' the two of 'em."


"And where
do you bank that profit, Mr. Joy? You haven't banked it here for two months.
What do you do with it?" 


"Well, y'
see, I bought three milk-walks on terms, an' I'm payin' 'em off."


"And what
do you do with the profits of the milk-walks?"


"Well— I—
y' see I bought a 'arf share in a pearlin' lugger, an' I'm payin' that
off."


"And are
there any profits on The operations of the lugger?"


Joy answered
unwillingly. " Well, yes; there's a bit every month."


"And what
do you do with the bit every month?"


"Well, y'
see, I'm payin' into three copper shows o' me own to keep 'em goin'."


"Worse and
worse —nothing more uncertain than copper."


"And
nothin' bigger when you've struck it, sir."


"Not as
quick as that, Mr. Joy. Nothing as big as a good copper mine after an
expenditure of a hundred thousand pounds in equipment and years of development.
No, it won't do, Mr. Joy. From the coffee-stall to the milk-walk, from the
milk-walk to the lugger, and from the lugger to copper prospecting— and never
anything for the bank. How much did you pay for all that waste paper we have
here as alleged security?"


"Seven
'underd an' fifty pound. But it ain't waste paper, sir; or, at least, it won't
be." 


"I hope it
will turn out all right for your sake, Mr. Joy, but the bank can't carry your
risks for you. We must find a means of wiping out that overdraft. Is there any
way you can suggest?"


Joy looked
gloomily at the floor. "No, sir; not at the moment."


"Well, you
think over it until tomorrow morning, and come to see me then with a
proposal."


"All right,
sir," replied Joy, in a tone that said everything was all wrong. He took
up his hat and slouched out ashamedly. All the fun had left his eyes. Ten
minutes before he had bustled in smiling, as a man who owned the whole world,
and lived in happy content of the validity of his title thereto.


He was glad of
the 24 hours' respite, although he attempted nothing, knowing he could do
nothing towards the extinction of the overdraft; and he approached his
creditor, who was also his judge, supported only by the cheerful optimism which
was native to him, and which told him over and over again that nothing is ever
so black as it looks.


"Well, Mr.
Joy," said Paxton, "have you brought the money?"


"Me, sir !
No, sir.... Where am I to get the money?"


"You should
have thought of that before you spent of your own money and of the bank's money
in buying outside stocks. It's no use talking, Mr. Joy ; if you won't wipe out
that overdraft the bank must do it for you."


"But how is
the bank to do it, sir, if I can't?"


"Well, let
us see. The bank could sell your interest in the lugger."


"It can't,
sir. I bought it on time-payment, and it isn't mine till I've paid the last
instalment."


"The
milk-walks then."


"Same
thing, sir— hire agreement till the last instalment's-paid."


"The
coffee-stalls are not encumbered?"


"N— no—,
sir; but, if you sell 'em, sir— you say yourself the goodwill's not worth
anything, and the plant wouldn't bring two 'undred if you rushed the
sale."


"It would
bring three hundred if we threw in the goodwill. You say you're making a
thousand a year out of them?"


"Yes,
sir."


"Then
plenty of men would rush it at five hundred, and as the bank only wants the
sale would be easy."


Joy spoke as if
he were dangerously near to choking.


"But if you
do that, sir, I'm rooned. If the stalls go I can't keep payin' the milk-walks.
If the milk-walks goes, I can't pay the lugger. If the lugger goes I can't pay
in to keep the prospectin' goin'. An' there l am where I started."


"Where did
you start, Mr. Joy?"


"Three
years ago I was cook on a schooner tradin' to the islands. We put in 'ere one
day an' I asked for me wages, an' ther skipper— a big man he was, an' a
fighter— he paid me with his boot."


"And what
did you do?"


"I lays him
out with the galley poker. An' then I cleared out, an' didn't go back for no
wages."


"What did
you do then?"


"I borrowed
a basket an' found a' old fishin'-line on the breakwater, an' I fished off the
coal hulks, an' hawked all the fish I cot."


" And after
that?"


"I saved
every brown I could put me forks on an' got a saveloy-can, an' after six months
o' that I bought the first stall. It wasn't one o' these two— it was a little
'un. I sold it afterwards to a bloke who's workin' it now at the Towers. It was
a little stall— l pulled it with me own 'ands "— he added, with some pride
and much sorrow. "These two I got now are 'eavy stalls, take a good 'orse
to draw either on 'em, I promise yer."


"And if the
bank takes the stalls, you'll have to start all over again? "


"That's a
moral, sir. If you sell the stalls, I'm a stoomer."


"Only three
years since you were booted for asking for your wages?"


"Yes,
sir."


"You've
been going ahead too quickly, Mr. Joy. Do you know what they say happens to the
man who tries to be rich in a year?"


Joy grinned.
"I've heard tell that he gets hanged in six months, mister."


"That's
right. Now, the bank doesn't want to hang you. You haven't misled me. You've
told me the truth about everything. If you hadn't, I'd have been down on you
like a falling house. But don't think that because it's only a matter of you've
not been greatly to blame."


"I dare say
I 'ave, sir," said Joy, ready to take any amount of blame and advice, now
that there appeared a hope of postponing the day of reckoning.


"Well, this
is the fifth of the month. Supposing I hold my hand from selling you off right
away— now, will you promise that before the first of the month you'll pay
up?" 


Joy hesitated.
"I'd like to promise, sir, but I never promised a thing I didn't do, and I
want to be sure."


"That's all
right. Mind, if you promise, I'm staking my own reputation on your word. I've
had orders to wind up a lot of accounts, yours among them, and my only excuse
for not selling you up instanter will be when I write to the head office
to-morrow to say that I know the overdraft will be extinguished by the first.
If you don't pay then, I'll have to pay it myself, because I can't afford to
break my word or make a mistake. I'm a poor man but I'll have to find the money
if you don't. I can read men. I know you're a plucky man, and I believe you'd
rather see the stalls go and make another start then let me in. Which is it to
be? Can you promise, or shall I sell?" 


Joy rose and
extended his hand, his eyes shining with resolve and gratitude.


"Here's my
hand on it, Mr. Paxton. I'll keep the stalls and I'll pay the money before the
first."


The long,
nervous hand of the banker gripped the splay and disproportionately large hand
of the debtor for a moment; then Joy took his hat from the floor, nodded in
recognition of Paxton's parting reminder: "Till the first, or before it,
Mr. Joy," and marched out with his face set in resolution.


 


ON THE 28th
Hosey Joy paid 10s. to his own credit, and then interviewed Paxton and thanked
him for his forbearance. Paxton, in return, thanked Joy for not only removing
an awkward obstruction from his path, but for rehabilitating a banker's frayed
faith in the promises of man.


"He makes
me think better of human nature," said Paxton to the accountant. 


"Told me
he'd sold his interest in those copper shows at the Kangaroo Hills. Didn't tell
me the figure. I suppose he did what he calls 'sacrificing' them, but that only
makes his action the better."


"It's a
good thing for him," said the accountant, " that he was forced to
sell. Those rotten copper prospects would have had him body and soul in the
long run."


"I'm glad
he's saved his coffee-stalls, anyway," replied Paxton. "Well— let us
look into these bigger things. I'd like to get 'em all squared as easily as I
got Joy's 0.d."


 


TEN DAYS LATER
came the news of the robbery of a bag of sovereigns from the Equatorial Bank.
It had been removed from the strong-room in some unaccountable way, and, being
gold, was utterly impossible to trace. A martinet inspector, who suspected
every official of the bank, came up; and detectives, who placed tellers and
ledger-keepers, and accountant and messenger under visible surveillance, and so
drove them almost to the point of suicide. There is nothing more bitter than
unjust suspicion. Isles, the manager, who dreaded suspicion, pitied his
subordinates, but was forced to copy the suspicion of the inspector, so that
seeming lukewarmness might not make him a suspect also.


 


A FORTNIGHT
LATER the accountant of the Capricornia sought his manager at the unusual hour
of noon, and he had further news of the good luck of Hosey Joy.


"The
coffee-stall man is on the road to money, Mr. Paxton," he said.
"We've got two thousand telegraphed for him from Sydney."


"You don't
say so. He's getting on is little Joy. What's it for?"


"Ten per
cent, deposit on some mining transfer. We've got the numbers of the leases. He
can lift the money as soon as he puts the blank transfers in. Deposit is
forfeitable if another eighteen thousand isn't paid within six months."


"By Jove !
he's going it. There'll be two coffee stalls for sale soon, not to mention a
few milk-walks. Although, I don't know ; he's the sort of man to stick to the
little certain things."


During the day
Hosey Joy brought the blank transfers to the accountant, who pronounced them in
order and passed the remittance to Joy's credit. Just before the close of
banking hours, Paxton was waited on by Isles, the manager of the Equatorial.
The hunted expression that had never left his face since the robbery, and the
consequent suspicious surveillance of every officer of his branch, was now
replaced by the look of the hunter.


"What's up,
old man?" questioned Paxton, kindly.


Paxton was one
of those rare and very human men who can put themselves in other men's places,
and Paxton knew what his own feelings would be were he in Isles' position.


"This,"
said Isles, trying to speak calmly, and succeeding only indifferently well—
"look at that sovereign."


Paxton examined
the coin which Isles had laid on the table before him.


"Yes; I
see. There's a fine chisel mark across the dragon."


"That's
right. It affects the weight practically not at all, and so it may have been
made in the mint before the coin escaped to circulation, although it should
have gone back to the melting-pot. We noticed it, but thought it would pass
muster. The teller who took it over the counter showed it to the accountant and
was told that it was all right."


"Yes—well?"
said Paxton, wondering


at all this
about a mere sovereign.


"Well—just
this. That identified it to two officers of the bank. It didn't go into
circulation again, at least not at the time. It was part of our local
reserve."


"And it was
one of the sovereigns that were stolen?"


"Yes; to be
certain we started this morning to go through all the gold, thinking that there
might have been two like this, but, of course, there weren't. This was one of
the five hundred stolen."


"And where
did you get it?" 


"Paid in by
Battle, of Battle and Flohm, to his private account."


"But you
don't suspect him?""


"Not
now—he's accounted for it."


"Where did
he get it from."


"It was
paid out to him the day before yesterday by your teller, over the
counter."


"You don't
say so!"


"But I do
say. Will you try to trace it?""


"I will,
old man. You leave it with me and I'll get on the track of it somehow."


When Isles was
gone, Paxton sent for the accountant. "Ever seen this before?"


"No, sir.
Is it a dead one?"


"No; it's
good enough, but there's something dirty about it. Anybody paid in much gold
lately?"


"No— no
more than usual. Battle and Flohm always pay in a fair amount. They are about
the biggest gold payers. The pubs and the steamer companies deal mostly with
travellers, and, of course, they carry notes when they can."


"What about
Joy? What was his pay-in principally?"


"Notes and
a cheque of Battle and Flohm's."


"Wonder
what he sells to Battle and Flohm. They can't be buying sheep tongues and
ice-cream from him."


The accountant
laughed. "It's a bit unlikely."


"How's his
account?""


"Not much
operated on since he got the two thousand for the deposit on his Kangaroo Hill
shows, beyond paying up for the milk-walks and the lugger. At least, I judge
so, by the names of the payees of the cheques."


"Well, that
will do."


Alone, Paxton
worried out the tangle— pacing his room and talking to himself.


"Joy told
me a lie. He said he'd sold out of his Kangaroo Hill claims to pay off the
overdraft as he had promised. Yet the only two leases in his name he has not
sold yet. It was on those leases the two thousand was paid him, and the
transfers are in the bank now. And what did he sell to Battle and Flohm that
they should give him a cheque? I'll send for Mr. Joy."


The little
coffee-stall keeper came tardily. With the best motives in the world, human
nature is such, that when a man belongs to himself he loiters. When he belongs
to the caller he answers the call on the instant. As he entered he did not
humbly deposit his hat on the floor, as he had done at the earlier interviews.
It was a new felt hat, and he placed it on Paxton's desk, covering some papers
and the peculiar coin, which so far he had not observed.


"I have to
congratulate you on the sale of the Kangaroo Hill claims at last," said
Paxton.


Joy was pleased,
but a little uneasy. He could not think that Paxton had sent for him only to
offer congratulations.


"Yes, it's
an all-right price, Mr. Paxton... course, I ain't sold 'em yet, but I've got a
thumping good deposit."


"But you
told me a month or so ago that you had sold those claims to find the money for
the overdraft."


"I kep' my
promise, didn't I?" said Joy, sullenly.


"Yes, you
did— but how did you keep it? Where did you get the money? You didn't get it
from the sale of the claims, because you haven't sold them even yet."


"I kep' my
promise," repeated Joy, even more sullenly. " And it's got nothing to
do with anybody where I got the money, has it?"I might 'ave pinched
it."


"You might
have," said Paxton. "You probably did. I want to know where it came
from."


"Well, I
ain't goin't' tell yer."


"I'll tell
you, then. What did you sell to Battle and Flohm? Ice cream or pigs'
trotters?""


Try as he might
to appear at ease, Joy could not repress a slight confusion at the name of
Battle and Flohm, and Paxton noted it, and went on:


"You paid
in a cheque of theirs for What did they buy from you? Milk or pearl
shell?"


"I kep' my
promise," reiterated Joy, sullenly weak.


"I know you
did, and I want to help you."


"T' help me?"


"Yes, to
help you.... Joy, you're doing well. You've sold those claims for big money.
It's pretty certain the buyers won't forfeit the two thousand deposit. Your
luck's in."


"I know it
is. I ain't short o' money. That stock you said was waste paper I could sell
for fifteen 'undred this blessed minit."


"Is that
so? I'm glad of it.... But you're in a hole, Joy, and if you don't tell me
everything I can't help you."


"I ain't
done nothin', mister. I—"


"Don't lie
any more, Joy. You've done a great deal. You gave Battle and Flohm cash for
that cheque. Now, own up; tell the truth and shame the Devil. Didn't you?"


"Oh! damn
it; if you must know— yes."


"I thought
so. And that forty-three belonged to this bank, but Battle got good gold for
it, and paid it into his private account at the Equatorial, and thought I would
never know, and then he lied to Isles, and told him he got it over our counter.
I'll put a black mark against him for that."


"Well,
that's his funeral, sir— 't ain't mine. I asked him for the cheque because I—
because I didn't want to carry a lot of gold."


"You asked
him for the cheque to hide your tracks. You stole the bag of sovereigns from
the Equatorial."


Joy took up his
hat and started from his chair, but Paxton's voice restrained him.


"If you go
outside that door, Joy, I'm done with you. I'll send for Mr. Isles and tell him
all I know. Sit down, man, and face it. You had the nerve to do it; find the
nerve to talk about it. Sit down; don't put your hat on the table again. See
that sovereign? Take it up—look at it. Do you see the chisel mark over the
dragon? It's one of the coins you gave to Battle, and Battle paid it into the
Equatorial, and Mr. Isles and the tellers recognised it. Now then, Joy, tell me
how you did it?"


All the fight
had left Hosey Joy. He wiped his forehead and moistened his dry lips, and said:
"Well, if you must know, it was this way : I made a promise to you. I'd
have kept it even if I had to roon myself. An' I thought I'd have to sell the
stalls, but I put it off as long as I could. Mind you, I gave me promise, and I
made up me mind to keep it, square and all. One day I'm in the Equatorial
changin' silver an' copper."


"The
coffee-stall takings?"


"Yes."


"Why didn't
you change it here?"


"Because I
was afraid y'd keep it if I put it over your counter, an' I had to keep enough
to keep things goin'."


"I see.
Cunning, Mr. Joy. Well?"


"The
tellers was countin' and weighin' gold. Fast as one teller weighed five
'underds an' bagged 'em, the other teller in front of the counter puts the bags
on a truck to wheel 'em into the strong-room."


"Yes."


"There was
a lady nice lookin' piece she was, too— goin' out, an' the teller in front o'
the counter was spreadin' his tail to her, an' by an' by she says 'Good-day,'
in a tooty-frooty voice, an' he acts the toff to her, an' goes to the door to
open it fr 'er. While 'e's doing that, the teller be'ind the counter puts a bag
o' gold on the counter, and dips down again to get another bag."


"And you
took the bag that was on the counter?"


"Me? Not
much! It would 'a been missed in two twos. No! I lifts a bag off the truck, an'
puts it in me takin's bag, and when the teller behind the counter stands up
again, an' the other bloke comes away from the door, I'm standin' by the
counter, quiet like, takin' no more notice o' the bag of gold at me elbow than
a Jew takes notice of a church."


"What
happened then?"


"The teller
behind the counter weighs out another bag, an' gives it to the teller with the
truck, an' he wheels the truck away into the strong-room. Then I got the
deposit-receipt, and away I come."


"Nervy
enough ; but did you think of the damnable position you put those men in?"


"I was
sorry f'r 'em, but s'posin I'd gone under— an' I'd 'ave done it to keep me word
to you— look what I'd have lost! "


"Did you
change all the five hundred?"


"Not me; I
only used three 'underd. An' as soon as I got the two thou' I drew every bean I
'ad outer the Equatorial, an' put it in on to the stall takin's, an' made the
five 'undred up again in gold."


"And where
is it?"


"It's in
the same bag I pinched— tied up the same way with the same tape— an'—
buried."


"Buried!
Where?"


"Where I
buried it the night after I pinched it. I took the three 'underd out of it, an'
buried the rest. An' the other day I dug it up again and put back the three
'underd, and buried it again."


"But
where?"


Joy's voice sank
to a whisper, and he doubled the secrecy by rising, and leaning half way across
the table.


"D'y know
where me coffee-stall—"


"Yes
—opposite the swimming baths."


"Well, I
buried it in the garden behind the stall."


"What? What?
The garden with the poncianas and the bamboos?" 


"Yes. What
yer laughin' at, Mr. Paxton?" 


"Laughing
at? Laughing at? Why, you ridiculous little beggar, you've buried it in the
police superintendent's garden."


At that Joy
laughed also. "I only wanted to keep me word, Mr. Paxton, an' not to roon
meself. Square an' all! I'll spit me death on that. And now there's the money
there, and I don't know how to let Mr. Isles know."


"Is that
all? Write to him."


"But how
could I say I know of it?" 


"Disguise
your hand-writing. Do anything, but fix it up to-day, I won't have those poor
beggars suspected for another minute."


"I know—
l'll write it in printin'." 


"Anything
will do, so long as the money is returned to-day. If by to- morrow morning it
hasn't been returned I'll give you away. So don't try any sharp practice."


"Me?"
said Hosey Joy, with an expression of acute injury. "I wouldn't go crook
for no money when I ain't pushed."


"It's the
ordinary brand of honesty," said Paxton, smiling somewhat bitterly, as his
faith in human nature had received yet another knock-down blow. "At any
rate, if you don't go straight this trip, you'll be pushed behind the
spikes."


 


"FUNNIEST
THING I ever struck," said Isles to Paxton that evening at the club.
"We dig it up in the Police Superintendent's garden, same bag, same
fastening and apparently the same money— though that quid with the chisel-mark
on the dragon isn't explained yet. Our inspector suspects every policeman
now."


"How were
you put on to it?"


"Well, just
after banking hours, the messenger brought me this; found it in the
letter-box."


Paxton took the
rough paper and read Hosey Joy's message, the ill-spelling purposely
exaggerated to prove the ignorance of the writer :


 


THE MUNNY IS BERRIED


IN THE POLICE SUPTENDANCE GARDN


BETWEEN THE PONSHANAS AND THE


BAMBOOZE. APOLGIES FOR TRUBBLE.


 


"I'm going
to have it framed," said Isles. "We'll have a small bottle to
celebrate it. It's a great day for me, old man. I feel ten years younger."


"Glad of
it, old man. What shall I do with the sovereign? Do you want that particular
coin, or will another do?"


"That
chisel-marked one? Give it back, old chap. I'll get it mounted as a brooch for
the wife. She's had a bad time over this trouble, and she looked about eighteen
when I told her the money had turned up all right. Why it was taken is a
mystery. But I don't want to know why. I've got it back again— that's enough.
I'm not curious. Here's to you, old man."


______________


 











 


16: Michael
Was Murdered
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(Perth, W. Aust), 19 June 1947


 


Percy Stanway Tapp was born in Yorkshire, but later
became staff artist and art director with West Australian Newspapers, and was a
highly respected painter, specially of wildflowers.


 


THEY christened him Michael. Why, I don't know; he was no
more a Michael than a bicycle is a bulldozer. And of course he was called Mick.
Well, as I say, Mick was murdered just as surely as if he'd been done in with
poison, which he was, in a way. He's not considered dead of course— his body's
knocking around, but Mick died years ago. It was like this:


 


MICK and I grew up together cobbers,
went to the same school and all that. He was always a bit different; inclined
to be thoughtful and dreamy. Had fanciful ideas. Naturally, he didn't have too
good a time. One of the points that marked him as a dope was the fact that he
tried to write poetry. I reckoned then, and I still reckon, it was pretty good
stuff. I've still got some that I stowed away.


Of course, he was hot stuff on
composition, and that's all right as long as it's not too good. I remember one
day the headmaster sent for him. There'd been a competition— an essay on
"A Walk Through Brent Valley." When he came back, I asked him what
old Rider wanted.


"Oh," he said, "just
wanted to know where I'd copied my competition essay." 


" 'Struth," I
exclaimed, "you didn't copy it. I was there when you wrote it."


"That's what I told
him."


"And then?" I asked.


"Oh," said Mick,
"he just rubbed his chin, you know the way he does, and frowned and muttered,
'extraordinary.' I don't think it was as bad as that."


Looking back, I can understand
Rider's remark. He sent for me, and of course I insisted lhat Mick did not copy
anything.


Anyway, that's the sort of boy
Mick was. Then he left school and went into his old man's business. He was
pretty good. too. Made his mark on the advertising side. But he kept on writing
poetry, and a lot of it was published in various magazines over a pen name. No,
I shall not tell you what it was, but his poems were "other-worldly"
and haunting. They had an anything- might-happen- here atmosphere.


Then he took to writing yarns— strange,
uncanny sort of stories. By the time he was twenty-seven a big publishing firm
had collected them, and put out a beautiful leatherbound volume, with some
rather extraordinary illustrations that absolutely rang the bell. And the funny
thing was he managed to keep it all from his family, who were all the racing,
dancing, bridge sort of people.


And then he married— or rather,
I've always thought his mother fixed the thing up and he had no chance against
the old girl. And that was that. Then, one day, his wife found a half-finished
poem he'd accidentally left in an old coat pocket.


She was giving the coat away and
, going through the pockets first, apparently, judging by what he told me, she
didn't tumble at first. Then, the fact that it was in his writing, and
corrected, and pulled about, made her suspicious.


They were sitting in the garden
one evening when she in-quired in a casual way if he'd ever written poetry.
And, without thinking, because his mind was on something else, he answered,
"Lots." 


She didn't say any more then, but
the next day she showed him a volume of verses she had found on his shelves,
and in it was the poem of which she had found the rough copy.


"These are your work,"
she challenged. "You wrote the lot. Why have you never told me?"


It wasn't qasy to answer, so he
mumbled something about "didn't think she'd be interested'— and cleared
out.


Next day they were dining with
his family, and after dinner what must the silly woman do but drag out the book
of poems and start to read some aloud. That was bad enough, but she couldn't
read for nuts and murdered them, which made it far worse. After she had
slaughtered two, his elder brother Bill got fed up. "Say, old girl,"
he asked, "how much more of that tripe are you going to inflict on
us?"


And the silly wench, who'd been
scheming for a mild triumph, blurted out, "Why, Mick wrote it!"


Bill simply roared. The old man
looked at Mick as though be doubted his sanity. His mother looked pained, while
his younger brother and sister just sniggered. Mick realised what he was up
against. If his family really believed he'd written those poems, they would
give him hell, and he'd never be taken seriously again, So he took the bull by
the horns and told a thumping lie. "I  think," he said, "you
seem to be getting a wrong idea. Marjorie is quite mistaken."


"But you said they were your
poems!" his wife protested.


"No dear," he answered
solemnly, "you asked me if that volume of poems was mine and I said it
was. The author gave it to me."


"Funny stuff to read,"
said Bill. "Can't say it appeals to me."


The old man looked relieved,
while his younger brother grabbed the book, and he and his sister chuckled over
it.


Well, going home in the car, his
wife tackled him again. "You know, Mick," she said, "you did
write those poems. I can prove it—"


Mick turned on her with such a
blaze of anger in his eyes she was frightened. 


"Woman," he retorted, "you
committed murder tonight and you don't know it. I have committed what to the
average person here seems to be the unforgivable sin, and I do know it. If you
ever mention those verses again, I'll either choke you or clear out for good. I
mean it! Don't ever forget that!"


They reached home in silence and
neither spoke again that night. And never again did Mick write poetry or
"other-worldly" tales. Something went out of him that night. He was
murdered just as surely as if he'd been poisoned— as he was.


He's a wealthy businessman now,
but if you really look right into his eyes you'll see there is something
missing— something has been destroyed.


How do I know all this? Well,
don't forget that Mick is my best friend and he's told me a lot without knowing
it. As to what happened in the car, it got his wife so worried she came to me
for advice. I told her to take him at his word and he'd be all right.


She's quite happy now. Mick's
made a lot of money.


__________
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No relation to the David Dodge novel of 1952 made into
the memorable 1955 Hitchcock movie starring Cary Grant and Grace Kelly; the
titles derive from the old proverb "set a thief to catch a thief"
dating back to the 16th century.


 


SOCIETY PERSONS are not likely to have
forgotten the series of audacious robberies by which so many of
themselves suffered in turn during the brief course of a recent season. Raid
after raid was made upon the smartest houses in town, and within a few weeks
more than one exalted head had been shorn of its priceless tiara. The Duke and
Duchess of Dorchester lost half the portable pieces of their historic plate on
the very night of their Graces' almost equally historic costume ball. The
Kenworthy diamonds were taken in broad daylight, during the excitement of a
charitable meeting on the ground floor, and the gifts of her belted bridegroom
to Lady May Paulton while the outer air was thick with a prismatic shower of
confetti. It was obvious that all this was the work of no ordinary thief, and
perhaps inevitable that the name of Raffles should have been dragged from
oblivion by callous disrespecters of the departed and unreasoning apologists
for the police. These wiseacres did not hesitate to bring a dead man back to
life because they knew of no living one capable of such feats; it is their
heedless and inconsequent calumnies that the present paper is partly intended
to refute. As a matter of fact, our joint innocence in this matter was only
exceeded by our common envy, and for a long time, like the rest of the world,
neither of us had the slightest clew to the identity of the person who was
following in our steps with such irritating results. 


"I should mind less,"
said Raffles, "if the fellow were really playing my game. But abuse of
hospitality was never one of my strokes, and it seems to me the only shot he's
got. When we took old Lady Melrose's necklace, Bunny, we were not staying with
the Melroses, if you recollect." 


We were discussing the robberies
for the hundredth time, but for once under conditions more favorable to
animated conversation than our unique circumstances permitted in the flat. We
did not often dine out. Dr. Theobald was one impediment, the risk of
recognition was another. But there were exceptions, when the doctor was away or
the patient defiant, and on these rare occasions we frequented a certain
unpretentious restaurant in the Fulham quarter, where the cooking was plain but
excellent, and the cellar a surprise. Our bottle of '89 champagne was empty to
the label when the subject arose, to be touched by Raffles in the reminiscent
manner indicated above. I can see his clear eye upon me now, reading me,
weighing me. But I was not so sensitive to his scrutiny at the time. His tone
was deliberate, calculating, preparatory; not as I heard it then, through a
head full of wine, but as it floats back to me across the gulf between that
moment and this. 


"Excellent fillet!"
said I, grossly. "So you think this chap is as much in society as we were,
do you?" 


I preferred not to think so
myself. We had cause enough for jealousy without that. But Raffles raised his
eyebrows an eloquent half-inch. 


"As much, my dear Bunny? He
is not only in it, but of it; there's no comparison between us there. Society
is in rings like a target, and we never were in the bull's-eye, however thick
you may lay on the ink! I was asked for my cricket. I haven't forgotten it yet.
But this fellow's one of themselves, with the right of entre into the houses
which we could only 'enter' in a professional sense. That's obvious unless all
these little exploits are the work of different hands, which they as obviously
are not. And it's why I'd give five hundred pounds to put salt on him
to-night!" 


"Not you," said I, as I
drained my glass in festive incredulity. 


"But I would, my dear Bunny.
Waiter! another half-bottle of this," and Raffles leant across the table
as the empty one was taken away. "I never was more serious in my
life," he continued below his breath. "Whatever else our successor
may be, he's not a dead man like me, or a marked man like you. If there's any
truth in my theory he's one of the last people upon whom suspicion is ever
likely to rest; and oh, Bunny, what a partner he would make for you and
me!" 


Under less genial influences the
very idea of a third partner would have filled my soul with offence; but
Raffles had chosen his moment unerringly, and his arguments lost nothing by the
flowing accompaniment of the extra pint. They were, however, quite strong in
themselves. The gist of them was that thus far we had remarkably little to show
for what Raffles would call "our second innings." This even I could
not deny. We had scored a few "long singles," but our "best
shots" had gone "straight to hand," and we were "playing a
deuced slow game." Therefore we needed a new partner— and the metaphor
failed Raffles. 


It had served its turn. I already
agreed with him. In truth I was tired of my false position as hireling
attendant, and had long fancied myself an object of suspicion to that other
impostor the doctor. A fresh, untrammelled start was a fascinating idea to me,
though two was company, and three in our case might be worse than none. But I
did not see how we could hope, with our respective handicaps, to solve a
problem which was already the despair of Scotland Yard. 


"Suppose I have solved
it," observed Raffles, cracking a walnut in his palm. 


"How could you?" I
asked, without believing for an instant that he had.


"I have been taking the Morning
Post for some time now." 


"Well?" 


"You have got me a good many
odd numbers of the less base society papers." 


"I can't for the life of me
see what you're driving at." 


Raffles smiled indulgently as he
cracked another nut. 


"That's because you've neither
observation nor imagination, Bunny— and yet you try to write! Well, you
wouldn't think it, but I have a fairly complete list of the people who were at
the various functions under cover of which these different little coups were
brought off." 


I said very stolidly that I did
not see how that could help him. It was the only answer to his good-humored but
self-satisfied contempt; it happened also to be true. 


"Think," said Raffles,
in a patient voice. 


"When thieves break in and
steal," said I, "upstairs, I don't see much point in discovering who
was downstairs at the time." 


"Quite," said Raffles—
"when they do break in." 


"But that's what they have
done in all these cases. An upstairs door found screwed up, when things were at
their height below; thief gone and jewels with him before alarm could be
raised. Why, the trick's so old that I never knew you condescend to play it."



"Not so old as it
looks," said Raffles, choosing the cigars and handing me mine.
"Cognac or Benedictine, Bunny?" 


"Brandy," I said,
coarsely. 


"Besides," he went on,
"the rooms were not screwed up; at Dorchester House, at any rate, the door
was only locked, and the key missing, so that it might have been done on either
side." 


"But that was where he left
his rope-ladder behind him!" I exclaimed in triumph; but Raffles only
shook his head. 


"I don't believe in that
rope-ladder, Bunny, except as a blind." 


"Then what on earth do you
believe?" 


"That every one of these
so-called burglaries has been done from the inside, by one of the guests; and
what's more I'm very much mistaken if I haven't spotted the right
sportsman." 


I began to believe that he really
had, there was such a wicked gravity in the eyes that twinkled faintly into
mine. I raised my glass in convivial congratulation, and still remember the
somewhat anxious eye with which Raffles saw it emptied. 


"I can only find one likely
name," he continued, "that figures in all these lists, and it is
anything but a likely one at first sight. Lord Ernest Belville was at all those
functions. Know anything about him, Bunny?" 


"Not the Rational Drink
fanatic?" 


"Yes." 


"That's all I want to
know." 


"Quite," said Raffles;
"and yet what could be more promising? A man whose views are so broad and
moderate, and so widely held already (saving your presence, Bunny), does not
bore the world with them without ulterior motives. So far so good. What are
this chap's motives? Does he want to advertise himself? No, he's somebody
already. But is he rich? On the contrary, he's as poor as a rat for his
position, and apparently without the least ambition to be anything else;
certainly he won't enrich himself by making a public fad of what all sensible
people are agreed upon as it is. Then suddenly one gets one's own old idea— the
alternative profession! My cricket— his Rational Drink! But it is no use
jumping to conclusions. I must know more than the newspapers can tell me. Our aristocratic
friend is forty, and unmarried. What has he been doing all these years? How the
devil was I to find out?" 


"How did you?" I asked,
declining to spoil my digestion with a conundrum, as it was his evident
intention that I should. 


"Interviewed him!" said
Raffles, smiling slowly on my amazement. 


"You— interviewed him?"
I echoed. "When— and where?" 


"Last Thursday night, when,
if you remember, we kept early hours, because I felt done. What was the use of
telling you what I had up my sleeve, Bunny? It might have ended in fizzle, as
it still may. But Lord Ernest Belville was addressing the meeting at Exeter
Hall; I waited for him when the show was over, dogged him home to King John's
Mansions, and interviewed him in his own rooms there before he turned in."



My journalistic jealousy was
piqued to the quick. Affecting a scepticism I did not feel (for no outrage was
beyond the pale of his impudence), I inquired dryly which journal Raffles had
pretended to represent. It is unnecessary to report his answer. I could not
believe him without further explanation. 


"I should have
thought," he said, "that even you would have spotted a practice I
never omit upon certain occasions. I always pay a visit to the drawing-room,
and fill my waistcoat pocket from the card-tray. It is an immense help in any
little temporary impersonation. On Thursday night I sent up the card of a
powerful writer connected with a powerful paper; if Lord Ernest had known him
in the flesh I should have been obliged to confess to a journalistic ruse;
luckily he didn't— and I had been sent by my editor to get the interview for
next morning. What could be better— for the alternative profession?" 


I inquired what the interview had
brought forth. 


"Everything," said
Raffles. "Lord Ernest has been a wanderer these twenty years. Texas, Fiji,
Australia. I suspect him of wives and families in all three. But his manners
are a liberal education. He gave me some beautiful whiskey, and forgot all
about his fad. He is strong and subtle, but I talked him off his guard. He is
going to the Kirkleathams' to-night— I saw the card stuck up. I stuck some wax
into his keyhole as he was switching off the lights." 


And, with an eye upon the
waiters, Raffles showed me a skeleton key, newly twisted and filed; but my
share of the extra pint (I am afraid no fair share) had made me dense. I looked
from the key to Raffles with puckered forehead— for I happened to catch sight
of it in the mirror behind him. 


"The Dowager Lady
Kirkleatham," he whispered, "has diamonds as big as beans, and likes
to have 'em all on— and goes to bed early— and happens to be in town!" 


And now I saw. 


"The villain means to get
them from her!" 


"And I mean to get them from
the villain," said Raffles; "or, rather, your share and mine." 


"Will he consent to a
partnership?" 


"We shall have him at our
mercy. He daren't refuse." 


Raffles's plan was to gain access
to Lord Ernest's rooms before midnight; there we were to lie in wait for the
aristocratic rascal, and if I left all details to Raffles, and simply stood by
in case of a rumpus, I should be playing my part and earning my share. It was a
part that I had played before, not always with a good grace, though there had
never been any question about the share. But to-night I was nothing loath. I
had had just champagne enough— how Raffles knew my measure!— and I was ready
and eager for anything. Indeed, I did not wish to wait for the coffee, which
was to be especially strong by order of Raffles. But on that he insisted, and
it was between ten and eleven when at last we were in our cab. 


"It would be fatal to be too
early," he said as we drove; "on the other hand, it would be
dangerous to leave it too late. One must risk something. How I should love to
drive down Piccadilly and see the lights! But unnecessary risks are another
story." 
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KING JOHN'S Mansions, as
everybody knows, are the oldest, the ugliest, and the tallest block of flats in
all London. But they are built upon a more generous scale than has since become
the rule, and with a less studious regard for the economy of space. We were
about to drive into the spacious courtyard when the gate-keeper checked us in
order to let another hansom drive out. 


It contained a middle-aged man of
the military type, like ourselves in evening dress. That much I saw as his
hansom crossed our bows, because I could not help seeing it, but I should not
have given the incident a second thought if it had not been for his
extraordinary effect upon Raffles. In an instant he was out upon the curb,
paying the cabby, and in another he was leading me across the street, away from
the mansions. 


"Where on earth are you
going?" I naturally exclaimed. 


"Into the park," said
he. "We are too early." 


His voice told me more than his
words. It was strangely stern. 


"Was that him— in the
hansom?" 


"It was." 


"Well, then, the coast's
clear," said I, comfortably. I was for turning back then and there, but
Raffles forced me on with a hand that hardened on my arm. 


"It was a nearer thing than
I care about," said he. "This seat will do; no, the next one's
further from a lamp-post. We will give him a good half-hour, and I don't want
to talk." 


We had been seated some minutes
when Big Ben sent a languid chime over our heads to the stars. It was half-past
ten, and a sultry night. Eleven had struck before Raffles awoke from his sullen
reverie, and recalled me from mine with a slap on the back. In a couple of
minutes we were in the lighted vestibule at the inner end of the courtyard of
King John's Mansions. 


"Just left Lord Ernest at
Lady Kirkleatham's," said Raffles. "Gave me his key and asked us to
wait for him in his rooms. Will you send us up in the lift?" 


In a small way, I never knew old
Raffles do anything better. There was not an instant's demur. Lord Ernest
Belville's rooms were at the top of the building, but we were in them as
quickly as lift could carry and page-boy conduct us. And there was no need for
the skeleton key after all; the boy opened the outer door with one of his own,
and switched on the lights before leaving us. 


"Now that's
interesting," said Raffles, as soon as we were alone; "they can come
in and clean when he is out. What if he keeps his swag at the bank? By Jove,
that's an idea for him! I don't believe he's getting rid of it; it's all lying
low somewhere, if I'm not mistaken, and he's not a fool." 


While he spoke he was moving
about the sitting-room, which was charmingly furnished in the antique style,
and making as many remarks as though he were an auctioneer's clerk with an
inventory to prepare and a day to do it in, instead of a cracksman who might be
surprised in his crib at any moment. 


"Chippendale of sorts, eh,
Bunny? Not genuine, of course; but where can you get genuine Chippendale now,
and who knows it when they see it? There's no merit in mere antiquity. Yet the
way people pose on the subject! If a thing's handsome and useful, and good
cabinet-making, it's good enough for me." 


"Hadn't we better explore
the whole place?" I suggested nervously. He had not even bolted the outer
door. Nor would he when I called his attention to the omission. 


"If Lord Ernest finds his
rooms locked up he'll raise Cain," said Raffles; "we must let him
come in and lock up for himself before we corner him. But he won't come yet; if
he did it might be awkward, for they'd tell him down below what I told them. A new
staff comes on at midnight. I discovered that the other night." 


"Supposing he does come in
before?" 


"Well, he can't have us
turned out without first seeing who we are, and he won't try it on when I've
had one word with him. Unless my suspicions are unfounded, I mean." 


"Isn't it about time to test
them?" 


"My good Bunny, what do you
suppose I've been doing all this while? He keeps nothing in here. There isn't a
lock to the Chippendale that you couldn't pick with a penknife, and not a loose
board in the floor, for I was treading for one before the boy left us.
Chimney's no use in a place like this where they keep them swept for you. Yes,
I'm quite ready to try his bedroom." 


There was but a bathroom besides;
no kitchen, no servant's room; neither are necessary in King John's Mansions. I
thought it as well to put my head inside the bathroom while Raffles went into
the bedroom, for I was tormented by the horrible idea that the man might all
this time be concealed somewhere in the flat. But the bathroom blazed void in
the electric light. I found Raffles hanging out of the starry square which was
the bedroom window, for the room was still in darkness. I felt for the switch
at the door. 


"Put it out again!"
said Raffles fiercely. He rose from the sill, drew blind and curtains
carefully, then switched on the light himself. It fell upon a face creased more
in pity than in anger, and Raffles only shook his head as I hung mine. 


"It's all right, old
boy," said he; "but corridors have windows too, and servants have
eyes; and you and I are supposed to be in the other room, not in this. But
cheer up, Bunny! This is THE room; look at the extra bolt on the door; he's had
that put on, and there's an iron ladder to his window in case of fire! Way of
escape ready against the hour of need; he's a better man than I thought him,
Bunny, after all. But you may bet your bottom dollar that if there's any boodle
in the flat it's in this room." 


Yet the room was very lightly
furnished; and nothing was locked. We looked everywhere, but we looked in vain.
The wardrobe was filled with hanging coats and trousers in a press, the drawers
with the softest silk and finest linen. It was a camp bedstead that would not
have unsettled an anchorite; there was no place for treasure there. I looked up
the chimney, but Raffles told me not to be a fool, and asked if I ever listened
to what he said. There was no question about his temper now. I never knew him
in a worse. 


"Then he has got it in the
bank," he growled. "I'll swear I'm not mistaken in my man!" 


I had the tact not to differ with
him there. But I could not help suggesting that now was our time to remedy any
mistake we might have made. We were on the right side of midnight still. 


"Then we stultify ourselves
downstairs," said Raffles. "No, I'll be shot if I do! He may come in
with the Kirkleatham diamonds! You do what you like, Bunny, but I don't
budge." 


"I certainly shan't leave
you," I retorted, "to be knocked into the middle of next week by a
better man than yourself." 


I had borrowed his own tone, and
he did not like it. They never do. I thought for a moment that Raffles was
going to strike me— for the first and last time in his life. He could if he
liked. My blood was up. I was ready to send him to the devil. And I emphasized
my offence by nodding and shrugging toward a pair of very large Indian clubs
that stood in the fender, on either side of the chimney up which I had presumed
to glance. 


In an instant Raffles had seized
the clubs, and was whirling them about his gray head in a mixture of childish
pique and puerile bravado which I should have thought him altogether above. 


And suddenly as I watched him his
face changed, softened, lit up, and he swung the clubs gently down upon the
bed. 


"They're not heavy enough
for their size," said he rapidly; "and I'll take my oath they're not
the same weight!" 


He shook one club after the
other, with both hands, close to his ear; then he examined their butt-ends
under the electric light. I saw what he suspected now, and caught the contagion
of his suppressed excitement. Neither of us spoke. But Raffles had taken out
the portable tool-box that he called a knife, and always carried, and as he
opened the gimlet he handed me the club he held. Instinctively I tucked the
small end under my arm, and presented the other to Raffles. 


"Hold him tight," he
whispered, smiling. "He's not only a better man than I thought him, Bunny;
he's hit upon a better dodge than ever I did, of its kind. Only I should have
weighted them evenly— to a hair." 


He had screwed the gimlet into
the circular butt, close to the edge, and now we were wrenching in opposite
directions. For a moment or more nothing happened. Then all at once something
gave, and Raffles swore an oath as soft as any prayer. And for the minute after
that his hand went round and round with the gimlet, as though he were grinding
a piano-organ, while the end wormed slowly out on its delicate thread of fine
hard wood. 


The clubs were as hollow as
drinking-horns, the pair of them, for we went from one to the other without
pausing to undo the padded packets that poured out upon the bed. These were
deliciously heavy to the hand, yet thickly swathed in cotton-wool, so that some
stuck together, retaining the shape of the cavity, as though they had been run
out of a mould. And when we did open them— but let Raffles speak. 


He had deputed me to screw in the
ends of the clubs, and to replace the latter in the fender where we had found
them. When I had done the counterpane was glittering with diamonds where it was
not shimmering with pearls. 


"If this isn't that tiara
that Lady May was married in," said Raffles, "and that disappeared
out of the room she changed in, while it rained confetti on the steps, I'll
present it to her instead of the one she lost.... It was stupid to keep these
old gold spoons, valuable as they are; they made the difference in the
weight.... Here we have probably the Kenworthy diamonds.... I don't know the
history of these pearls.... This looks like one family of rings— left on the
basin-stand, perhaps— alas, poor lady! And that's the lot." 


Our eyes met across the bed. 


"What's it all worth?"
I asked, hoarsely. 


"Impossible to say. But more
than all we ever took in all our lives. That I'll swear to." 


"More than all—" 


My tongue swelled with the
thought. 


"But it'll take some turning
into cash, old chap!" 


"And— must it be a
partnership?" I asked, finding a lugubrious voice at length. 


"Partnership be
damned!" cried Raffles, heartily. "Let's get out quicker than we came
in." 


We pocketed the things between
us, cotton-wool and all, not because we wanted the latter, but to remove all
immediate traces of our really meritorious deed. 


"The sinner won't dare to
say a word when he does find out," remarked Raffles of Lord Ernest;
"but that's no reason why he should find out before he must. Everything's
straight in here, I think; no, better leave the window open as it was, and the
blind up. Now out with the light. One peep at the other room. That's all right,
too. Out with the passage light, Bunny, while I open— " 


His words died away in a whisper.
A key was fumbling at the lock outside. 


"Out with it— out with
it!" whispered Raffles in an agony; and as I obeyed he picked me off my
feet and swung me bodily but silently into the bedroom, just as the outer door
opened, and a masterful step strode in. 


The next five were horrible
minutes. We heard the apostle of Rational Drink unlock one of the deep drawers
in his antique sideboard, and sounds followed suspiciously like the splash of
spirits and the steady stream from a siphon. Never before or since did I
experience such a thirst as assailed me at that moment, nor do I believe that
many tropical explorers have known its equal. But I had Raffles with me, and
his hand was as steady and as cool as the hand of a trained nurse. That I know
because he turned up the collar of my overcoat for me, for some reason, and
buttoned it at the throat. I afterwards found that he had done the same to his
own, but I did not hear him doing it. The one thing I heard in the bedroom was
a tiny metallic click, muffled and deadened in his overcoat pocket, and it not
only removed my last tremor, but strung me to a higher pitch of excitement than
ever. Yet I had then no conception of the game that Raffles was deciding to
play, and that I was to play with him in another minute. 


It cannot have been longer before
Lord Ernest came into his bedroom. Heavens, but my heart had not forgotten how
to thump! We were standing near the door, and I could swear he touched me; then
his boots creaked, there was a rattle in the fender— and Raffles switched on
the light. 


Lord Ernest Belville crouched in
its glare with one Indian club held by the end, like a footman with a stolen
bottle. A good-looking, well-built, iron-gray, iron-jawed man; but a fool and a
weakling at that moment, if he had never been either before. 


"Lord Ernest Belville,"
said Raffles, "it's no use. This is a loaded revolver, and if you force me
I shall use it on you as I would on any other desperate criminal. I am here to
arrest you for a series of robberies at the Duke of Dorchester's, Sir John
Kenworthy's, and other noblemen's and gentlemen's houses during the present
season. You'd better drop what you've got in your hand. It's empty." 


Lord Ernest lifted the club an
inch or two, and with it his eyebrows— and after it his stalwart frame as the
club crashed back into the fender. And as he stood at his full height, a
courteous but ironic smile under the cropped moustache, he looked what he was,
criminal or not. 


"Scotland Yard?" said
he. 


"That's our affair, my
lord." 


"I didn't think they'd got
it in them," said Lord Ernest. "Now I recognize you. You're my
interviewer. No, I didn't think any of you fellows had got all that in you.
Come into the other room, and I'll show you something else. Oh, keep me covered
by all means. But look at this!" 


On the antique sideboard, their size
doubled by reflection in the polished mahogany, lay a coruscating cluster of
precious stones, that fell in festoons about Lord Ernest's fingers as he handed
them to Raffles with scarcely a shrug. 


"The Kirkleatham
diamonds," said he. "Better add 'em to the bag." 


Raffles did so without a smile;
with his overcoat buttoned up to the chin, his tall hat pressed down to his
eyes, and between the two his incisive features and his keen, stern glance, he
looked the ideal detective of fiction and the stage. What I looked God
knows, but I did my best to glower and show my teeth at his side. I had thrown
myself into the game, and it was obviously a winning one. 


"Wouldn't take a share, I
suppose?" Lord Ernest said casually. 


Raffles did not condescend to
reply. I rolled back my lips like a bull-pup. 


"Then a drink, at
least!" 


My mouth watered, but Raffles
shook his head impatiently. 


"We must be going, my lord,
and you will have to come with us." 


I wondered what in the world we
should do with him when we had got him. 


"Give me time to put some
things together? Pair of pyjamas and tooth-brush, don't you know?" 


"I cannot give you many
minutes, my lord, but I don't want to cause a disturbance here, so I'll tell
them to call a cab if you like. But I shall be back in a minute, and you must
be ready in five. Here, inspector, you'd better keep this while I am
gone." 


And I was left alone with that
dangerous criminal! Raffles nipped my arm as he handed me the revolver, but I
got small comfort out of that. 


"'Sea-green Incorruptible?'"
inquired Lord Ernest as we stood face to face. 


"You don't corrupt me,"
I replied through naked teeth. 


"Then come into my room.
I'll lead the way. Think you can hit me if I misbehave?" 


I put the bed between us without
a second's delay. My prisoner flung a suit-case upon it, and tossed things into
it with a dejected air; suddenly, as he was fitting them in, without raising
his head (which I was watching), his right hand closed over the barrel with
which I covered him. 


"You'd better not shoot,"
he said, a knee upon his side of the bed; "if you do it may be as bad for
you as it will be for me!" 


I tried to wrest the revolver
from him. 


"I will if you force
me," I hissed. 


"You'd better not," he
repeated, smiling; and now I saw that if I did I should only shoot into the bed
or my own legs. His hand was on the top of mine, bending it down, and the
revolver with it. The strength of it was as the strength of ten of mine; and now
both his knees were on the bed; and suddenly I saw his other hand, doubled into
a fist, coming up slowly over the suit-case. 


"Help!" I called
feebly. 


"Help, forsooth! I begin to
believe you are from the Yard," he said— and his upper-cut came
with the "Yard." It caught me under the chin. 


It lifted me off my legs. I have
a dim recollection of the crash that I made in falling. 
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RAFFLES was standing over me when
I recovered consciousness. I lay stretched upon the bed across which that
blackguard Belville had struck his knavish blow. The suit-case was on the
floor, but its dastardly owner had disappeared. 


"Is he gone?" was my
first faint question. 


"Thank God you're not,
anyway!" replied Raffles, with what struck me then as mere flippancy. I
managed to raise myself upon one elbow. 


"I meant Lord Ernest
Belville," said I, with dignity. "Are you quite sure that he's
cleared out?" 


Raffles waved a hand towards the
window, which stood wide open to the summer stars. 


"Of course," said he,
"and by the route I intended him to take; he's gone by the iron-ladder, as
I hoped he would. What on earth should we have done with him? My poor, dear Bunny,
I thought you'd take a bribe! But it's really more convincing as it is, and
just as well for Lord Ernest to be convinced for the time being." 


"Are you sure he is?" I
questioned, as I found a rather shaky pair of legs. 


"Of course!" cried
Raffles again, in the tone to make one blush for the least misgiving on the
point. "Not that it matters one bit," he added, airily, "for we
have him either way; and when he does tumble to it, as he may any minute, he
won't dare to open his mouth." 


"Then the sooner we clear
out the better," said I, but I looked askance at the open window, for my
head was spinning still. 


"When you feel up to
it," returned Raffles, "we shall stroll out, and I shall do
myself the honor of ringing for the lift. The force of habit is too strong in
you, Bunny. I shall shut the window and leave everything exactly as we found
it. Lord Ernest will probably tumble before he is badly missed; and then he may
come back to put salt on us; but I should like to know what he can do even if
he succeeds! Come, Bunny, pull yourself together, and you'll be a different man
when you're in the open air." 


And for a while I felt one, such
was my relief at getting out of those infernal mansions with unfettered wrists;
this we managed easily enough; but once more Raffles's performance of a small
part was no less perfect than his more ambitious work upstairs, and something
of the successful artist's elation possessed him as we walked arm-in-arm across
St. James's Park. It was long since I had known him so pleased with himself,
and only too long since he had had such reason. 


"I don't think I ever had a
brighter idea in my life," he said; "never thought of it till he was
in the next room; never dreamt of its coming off so ideally even then, and
didn't much care, because we had him all ways up. I'm only sorry you let him
knock you out. I was waiting outside the door all the time, and it made me sick
to hear it. But I once broke my own head, Bunny, if you remember, and not in
half such an excellent cause!" 


Raffles touched all his pockets
in his turn, the pockets that contained a small fortune apiece, and he smiled
in my face as we crossed the lighted avenues of the Mall. Next moment he was
hailing a hansom— for I suppose I was still pretty pale— and not a word would he
let me speak until we had alighted as near as was prudent to the flat. 


"What a brute I've been,
Bunny!" he whispered then, "but you take half the swag, old boy, and
right well you've earned it. No, we'll go in by the wrong door and over the
roof; it's too late for old Theobald to be still at the play, and too early for
him to be safely in his cups." 


So we climbed the many stairs
with cat-like stealth, and like cats crept out upon the grimy leads. But
to-night they were no blacker than their canopy of sky; not a chimney-stack
stood out against the starless night; one had to feel one's way in order to
avoid tripping over the low parapets of the L-shaped wells that ran from roof
to basement to light the inner rooms. One of these wells was spanned by a flimsy
bridge with iron handrails that felt warm to the touch as Raffles led the way
across! A hotter and a closer night I have never known. 


"The flat will be like an
oven," I grumbled, at the head of our own staircase. 


"Then we won't go
down," said Raffles, promptly; "we'll slack it up here for a bit
instead. No, Bunny, you stay where you are! I'll fetch you a drink and a
deck-chair, and you shan't come down till you feel more fit." 


And I let him have his way, I
will not say as usual, for I had even less than my normal power of resistance
that night. That villainous upper-cut! My head still sang and throbbed, as I
seated myself on one of the aforesaid parapets, and buried it in my hot hands.
Nor was the night one to dispel a headache; there was distinct thunder in the
air. Thus I sat in a heap, and brooded over my misadventure, a pretty figure of
a subordinate villain, until the step came for which I waited; and it never
struck me that it came from the wrong direction. 


"You have been quick,"
said I, simply. 


"Yes," hissed a voice I
recognized; "and you've got to be quicker still! Here, out with your
wrists; no, one at a time; and if you utter a syllable you're a dead man."



It was Lord Ernest Belville; his
close-cropped, iron-gray moustache gleamed through the darkness, drawn up over
his set teeth. In his hand glittered a pair of handcuffs, and before I knew it
one had snapped its jaws about my right wrist. 


"Now come this way,"
said Lord Ernest, showing me a revolver also, "and wait for your friend.
And, recollect, a single syllable of warning will be your death!" 


With that the ruffian led me to
the very bridge I had just crossed at Raffles's heels, and handcuffed me to the
iron rail midway across the chasm. It no longer felt warm to my touch, but icy
as the blood in all my veins. 


So this high-born hypocrite had
beaten us at our game and his, and Raffles had met his match at last! That was
the most intolerable thought, that Raffles should be down in the flat on my
account, and that I could not warn him of his impending fate; for how was it
possible without making such an outcry as should bring the mansions about our
ears? And there I shivered on that wretched plank, chained like Andromeda to
the rock, with a black infinity above and below; and before my eyes, now grown
familiar with the peculiar darkness, stood Lord Ernest Belville, waiting for
Raffles to emerge with full hands and unsuspecting heart! Taken so horribly
unawares, even Raffles must fall an easy prey to a desperado in resource and
courage scarcely second to himself, but one whom he had fatally underrated from
the beginning. Not that I paused to think how the thing had happened; my one
concern was for what was to happen next. 


And what did happen was worse
than my worst foreboding, for first a light came flickering into the sort of
companion-hatch at the head of the stairs, and finally Raffles— in his
shirt-sleeves! He was not only carrying a candle to put the finishing touch to
him as a target; he had dispensed with coat and waistcoat downstairs, and was
at once full-handed and unarmed. 


"Where are you, old
chap?" he cried, softly, himself blinded by the light he carried; and he
advanced a couple of steps towards Belville. "This isn't you, is it?"



And Raffles stopped, his candle
held on high, a folding chair under the other arm. 


"No, I am not your
friend," replied Lord Ernest, easily; "but kindly remain standing
exactly where you are, and don't lower that candle an inch, unless you want
your brains blown into the street." 


Raffles said never a word, but
for a moment did as he was bid; and the unshaken flame of the candle was
testimony alike to the stillness of the night and to the finest set of nerves
in Europe. 


Then, to my horror, he coolly
stooped, placing candle and chair on the leads, and his hands in his pockets,
as though it were but a popgun that covered him. 


"Why didn't you shoot?"
he asked insolently as he rose. "Frightened of the noise? I should be,
too, with an old-pattern machine like that. All very well for service in the
field— but on the house-tops at dead of night!" 


"I shall shoot,
however," replied Lord Ernest, as quietly in his turn, and with less
insolence, "and chance the noise, unless you instantly restore my
property. I am glad you don't dispute the last word," he continued after a
slight pause. "There is no keener honor than that which subsists, or ought
to subsist, among thieves; and I need hardly say that I soon spotted you as one
of the fraternity. Not in the beginning, mind you! For the moment I did think
you were one of these smart detectives jumped to life from some sixpenny
magazine; but to preserve the illusion you ought to provide yourself with a
worthier lieutenant. It was he who gave your show away," chuckled the
wretch, dropping for a moment the affected style of speech which seemed
intended to enhance our humiliation; "smart detectives don't go about with
little innocents to assist them. You needn't be anxious about him, by the way;
it wasn't necessary to pitch him into the street; he is to be seen though not heard,
if you look in the right direction. Nor must you put all the blame upon your
friend; it was not he, but you, who made so sure that I had got out by the
window. You see, I was in my bathroom all the time— with the door open." 


"The bathroom, eh?"
Raffles echoed with professional interest. "And you followed us on foot
across the park?" 


"Of course." 


"And then in a cab?" 


"And afterwards on foot once
more." 


"The simplest skeleton would
let you in down below." 


I saw the lower half of Lord
Ernest's face grinning in the light of the candle set between them on the
ground. 


"You follow every
move," said he; "there can be no doubt you are one of the fraternity;
and I shouldn't wonder if we had formed our style upon the same model. Ever
know A. J. Raffles?" 


The abrupt question took my
breath away; but Raffles himself did not lose an instant over his answer. 


"Intimately," said he. 


"That accounts for you,
then," laughed Lord Ernest, "as it does for me, though I never had
the honor of the master's acquaintance. Nor is it for me to say which is the
worthier disciple. Perhaps, however, now that your friend is handcuffed in
mid-air, and you yourself are at my mercy, you will concede me some little
temporary advantage?" 


And his face split in another
grin from the cropped moustache downward, as I saw no longer by candlelight but
by a flash of lightning which tore the sky in two before Raffles could reply. 


"You have the bulge at
present," admitted Raffles; "but you have still to lay hands upon
your, or our, ill-gotten goods. To shoot me is not necessarily to do so; to
bring either one of us to a violent end is only to court a yet more violent and
infinitely more disgraceful one for yourself. Family considerations alone
should rule that risk out of your game. Now, an hour or two ago, when the exact
opposite— " 


The remainder of Raffles's speech
was drowned from my ears by the belated crash of thunder which the lightning
had foretold. So loud, however, was the crash when it came, that the storm was
evidently approaching us at a high velocity; yet as the last echo rumbled away,
I heard Raffles talking as though he had never stopped. 


"You offered us a
share," he was saying; "unless you mean to murder us both in cold
blood, it will be worth your while to repeat that offer. We should be dangerous
enemies; you had far better make the best of us as friends." 


"Lead the way down to your
flat," said Lord Ernest, with a flourish of his service revolver,
"and perhaps we may talk about it. It is for me to make the terms, I
imagine, and in the first place I am not going to get wet to the skin up
here." 


The rain was beginning in great
drops, even as he spoke, and by a second flash of lightning I saw Raffles
pointing to me. 


"But what about my
friend?" said he. 


And then came the second peal. 


"Oh, he's all
right," the great brute replied; "do him good! You don't catch me
letting myself in for two to one!" 


"You will find it equally
difficult," rejoined Raffles, "to induce me to leave my friend to the
mercy of a night like this. He has not recovered from the blow you struck him
in your own rooms. I am not such a fool as to blame you for that, but you are a
worse sportsman than I take you for if you think of leaving him where he is. If
he stays, however, so do I." 


And, just as it ceased, Raffles's
voice seemed distinctly nearer to me; but in the darkness and the rain, which
was now as heavy as hail, I could see nothing clearly. The rain had already
extinguished the candle. I heard an oath from Belville, a laugh from Raffles,
and for a second that was all. Raffles was coming to me, and the other could
not even see to fire; that was all I knew in the pitchy interval of invisible
rain before the next crash and the next flash. 


And then! 


This time they came together, and
not till my dying hour shall I forget the sight that the lightning lit and the
thunder applauded. Raffles was on one of the parapets of the gulf that my
foot-bridge spanned, and in the sudden illumination he stepped across it as one
might across a garden path. The width was scarcely greater, but the depth! In
the sudden flare I saw to the concrete bottom of the well, and it looked no
larger than the hollow of my hand. Raffles was laughing in my ear; he had the
iron railing fast; it was between us, but his foothold was as secure as mine.
Lord Ernest Belville, on the contrary, was the fifth of a second late for the
light, and half a foot short in his spring. Something struck our plank bridge
so hard as to set it quivering like a harp-string; there was half a gasp and
half a sob in mid-air beneath our feet; and then a sound far below that I
prefer not to describe. I am not sure that I could hit upon the perfect simile;
it is more than enough for me that I can hear it still. And with that sickening
sound came the loudest clap of thunder yet, and a great white glare that showed
us our enemy's body far below, with one white hand spread like a starfish, but
the head of him mercifully twisted underneath. 


"It was all his own fault,
Bunny. Poor devil! May he and all of us be forgiven; but pull yourself together
for your own sake. Well, you can't fall; stay where you are a minute." 


I remember the uproar of the
elements while Raffles was gone; no other sound mingled with it; not the
opening of a single window, not the uplifting of a single voice. Then came
Raffles with soap and water, and the gyve was wheedled from one wrist, as you
withdraw a ring for which the finger has grown too large. Of the rest, I only
remember shivering till morning in a pitch-dark flat, whose invalid occupier
was for once the nurse, and I his patient. 


And that is the true ending of
the episode in which we two set ourselves to catch one of our own kidney,
albeit in another place I have shirked the whole truth. It is not a grateful
task to show Raffles as completely at fault as he really was on that occasion;
nor do I derive any subtle satisfaction from recounting my own twofold
humiliation, or from having assisted never so indirectly in the death of a not
uncongenial sinner. The truth, however, has after all a merit of its own, and
the great kinsfolk of poor Lord Ernest have but little to lose by its
divulgence. It would seem that they knew more of the real character of the
apostle of Rational Drink than was known at Exeter Hall. The tragedy was indeed
hushed up, as tragedies only are when they occur in such circles. But the rumor
that did get abroad, as to the class of enterprise which the poor scamp was
pursuing when he met his death, cannot be too soon exploded, since it breathed
upon the fair fame of some of the most respectable flats in Kensington. 


____________________
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SHE DREW OFF her left glove, a delicate, crinkled suede
affair, and offered her bare hand to the surgeon. An artist would have called
it beautiful, perfect, even; the surgeon, professionally enough, set it down as
an excellent structural specimen. From the polished pink nails of the tapering
fingers to the firm, well moulded wrist, it was distinctly the hand of a woman
of ease— one that had never known labour, a pampered hand Dr. Prescott told
himself.


"The fore-finger," she
explained calmly. "I should like to have it amputated at the first joint,
please."


"Amputated?" gasped Dr.
Prescott. He stared into the pretty face of his caller. It was flushed softly,
and the red lips were parted in a slight smile. It seemed quite an ordinary
affair to her. The surgeon bent over the hand with quick interest. "Amputated!"
he repeated.


"I came to you," she
went on with a nod, "because I have been informed that you are one of the
most skilful men of your profession, and the cost of the operation is quite
immaterial."


Dr. Prescott pressed the pink
nail of the fore-finger then permitted the blood to rush back into it. Several
times he did this, then he turned the hand over and scrutinized it closely
inside from the delicately lined palm to the tips of the fingers. When he
looked up at last there was an expression of frank bewilderment on his face.


"What's the matter with it?"
he asked.


"Nothing," the woman
replied pleasantly. "I merely want it off from the first joint."


The surgeon leaned back in his
chair with a frown of perplexity on his brow, and his visitor was subjected to
a sharp, professional stare. She bore it unflinchingly and even smiled a little
at his obvious perturbation.


"Why do you want it off?"
he demanded.


The woman shrugged her shoulders
a little impatiently.


"I can't tell you that,"
she replied. "It really is not necessary that you should know. You are a
surgeon, I want an operation performed. That is all."


There was a long pause; the
mutual stare didn't waver.


"You must understand, Miss— Miss—
er—" began Dr. Prescott at last. "By the way, you have not introduced
yourself?" She was silent. "May I ask your name?"


"My name is of no
consequence," she replied calmly. "I might, of course, give you a
name, but it would not be mine, therefore any name would be superfluous."


Again the surgeon stared.


"When do you want the
operation performed?" he inquired.


"Now," she replied. "I
am ready."


"You must understand,"
he said severely, "that surgery is a profession for the relief of human
suffering, not for mutilation— wilful mutilation I might say."


"I understand that
perfectly," she said. "But where a person submits of her own desire
to— to mutilation as you call it, I can see no valid objection on your part."


"It would be criminal to
remove a finger where there is no necessity for it," continued the surgeon
bluntly. "No good end could be served."


A trace of disappointment showed
in the young woman's face, and again she shrugged her shoulders.


"The question after all,"
she said finally, "is not one of ethics but is simply whether or not you
will perform the operation. Would you do it for, say, a thousand dollars?"


"Not for five thousand
dollars," blurted the surgeon,


"Well, for ten thousand
then?" she asked, quiet casually.


All sorts of questions were
pounding in Dr. Prescott's mind. Why did a young and beautiful woman desire— why
was she anxious even— to sacrifice a perfectly healthy finger? What possible
purpose would it serve to mar a hand which was as nearly perfect as any he had
ever seen? Was it some insane caprice? Staring deeply into her steady, quiet
eyes he could only be convinced of her sanity. Then what?


"No, madam," he said at
last, vehemently, "I would not perform the operation for any sum you might
mention, unless I was first convinced that the removal of that finger was
absolutely necessary. That, I think, is all."


He arose as if to end the
consultation. The woman remained seated and continued thoughtful for a minute.


"As I understand it,"
she said, "you would perform the operation if I could convince you that it
was absolutely necessary?"


"Certainly," he replied
promptly, almost eagerly. His curiosity was aroused. "Then it would come
well within the range of my professional duties."


"Won't you take my word that
it is necessary, and that it is impossible for me to explain why?"


"No. I must know why."


The woman arose and stood facing
him. The disappointment had gone from her face now.


"Very well," she
remarked steadily. "You will perform the operation if it is necessary,
therefore if I should shoot the finger off, perhaps—?"


"Shoot it off?"
exclaimed Dr. Prescott in amazement. "Shoot it off?"


"That is what I said,"
she replied calmly. "If I should shoot the finger off you would consent to
dress the wound? You would make any necessary amputation?"


She held up the finger under
discussion and looked at it curiously. Dr. Prescott himself stared at it with a
sudden new interest.


"Shoot it off?" he
repeated. "Why, you must be mad to contemplate such a thing," he
exploded, and his face flushed in sheer anger. "I—I will have nothing
whatever to do with the affair, madam. Good day."


"I should have to be very
careful, of course," she mused, "but I think perhaps one shot would
be sufficient, then I should come to you and demand that you dress it?"


There was a question in the tone.
Dr. Prescott stared at her for a full minute then walked over and opened the
door.


"In my profession, madam,"
he said coldly, "there is too much possibility of doing good and relieving
actual suffering for me to consider this matter or discuss it further with you.
There are three persons now waiting in the ante-room who need my services. I
shall be compelled to ask you to excuse me."


"But you will dress the
wound?" the woman insisted, undaunted by his forbidding tone and manner.


"I shall have nothing
whatever to do with it," declared the surgeon, positively, finally. "If
you need the services of any medical man permit me to suggest that it is an
alienist and not a surgeon."


The woman didn't appear to take
offence.


"Someone would have to dress
it," she continued insistently. "I should much prefer that it be a
man of undisputed skill— you, I mean— therefore I shall call again. Good day."


There was a rustle of silken
skirts and she was gone. Dr. Prescott stood for an instant gazing after her
with frank wonder and annoyance in his eyes, his attitude, then he went back
and sat down at the desk. The crinkled suede glove still lay where she had left
it. He examined it gingerly then with a final shake of his head dismissed the
affair and turned to other things.


 


EARLY NEXT AFTERNOON Dr. Prescott
was sitting in his office writing when the door from the ante-room where
patients awaited his leisure was thrown open and the young man in attendance
rushed in.


"A lady has fainted, sir,"
he said hurriedly. "She seems to be hurt."


Dr. Prescott arose quickly and
strode out. There, lying helplessly back in her chair with white face and
closed eyes, was his visitor of the day before. He stepped toward her quickly
then hesitated as he recalled their conversation. Finally, however,
professional instinct, the desire to relieve suffering, and perhaps curiosity
too, caused him to go to her. The left hand was wrapped in an improvised
bandage through which there was a trickle of blood. He glared at it with
incredulous eyes.


"Hanged if she didn't do it,"
he blurted angrily.


The fainting spell, Dr. Prescott
saw, was due only to loss of blood and physical pain, and he busied himself
trying to restore her to consciousness. Meanwhile he gave some hurried
instructions to the young man who was in attendance in the ante-room.


"Call up Professor Van Dusen
on the 'phone," he directed his assistant, "and ask him if he can
assist me in a minor operation. Tell him it's rather a curious case and I am
sure it will interest him."


It was in this manner that the
problem of the superfluous finger first came to the attention of The Thinking
Machine. He arrived just as the mysterious woman was opening her eyes to
consciousness from the fainting spell. She stared at him glassily,
unrecognizingly; then her glance wandered to Dr. Prescott. She smiled.


"I knew you'd have to do it,"
she murmured weakly.


After the ether had been
administered for the operation, a simple and an easy one, Dr. Prescott stated
the circumstances of the case to The Thinking Machine. The scientist stood with
his long, slender fingers resting lightly on the young woman's pulse, listening
in silence.


"What do you make of it?"
demanded the surgeon.


The Thinking Machine didn't say.
At the moment he was leaning over the unconscious woman squinting at her
forehead. With his disengaged hand he stroked the delicately pencilled
eye-brows several times the wrong way, and again at close range squinted at
them. Dr. Prescott saw and seeing, understood.


"No, it isn't that," he
said and he shuddered a little. "I thought of it myself. Her bodily
condition is excellent, splendid."


It was some time later when the
young woman was sleeping lightly, placidly under the influence of a soothing
potion, that The Thinking Machine spoke of the peculiar events which had
preceded the operation. Then he was sitting in Dr. Prescott's private office.
He had picked up a woman's glove from the desk.


"This is the glove she left
when she first called, isn't it?" he inquired.


"Yes."


"Did you happen to see her
remove it?"


"Yes."


The Thinking Machine curiously
examined the dainty, perfumed trifle, then, arising suddenly, went into the
adjoining room where the woman lay asleep. He stood for an instant gazing down
admiringly at the exquisite, slender figure; then, bending over, he looked
closely at her left hand. When at last he straightened up it seemed that some
unspoken question in his mind had been answered. He rejoined Dr. Prescott.


"It's difficult to say what
motive is back of her desire to have the finger amputated," he said musingly.
"I could perhaps venture a conjecture but if the matter is of no
importance to you beyond mere curiosity, I should not like to do so. Within a
few months from now, I daresay, important developments will result and I should
like to find out something more about her. That I can do when she returns to
wherever she is stopping in the city. I'll 'phone to Mr. Hatch and have him
ascertain for me where she goes, her name and other things which may throw a
light on the matter."


"He will follow her?"


"Yes, precisely. Now we only
seem to know two facts in connection with her. First, she is English."


"Yes," Dr. Prescott
agreed. "Her accent, her appearance, everything about her suggests that."


"And the second fact is of
no consequence at the moment," resumed The Thinking Machine. "Let me
use your 'phone, please."


 


HUTCHINSON HATCH, reporter, was
talking.


"When the young woman left
Dr. Prescott's she took the cab which had been ordered for her and told the
driver to go ahead until she stopped him. I got a good look at her, by the way.
I managed to pass just as she entered the cab and walking on down got into
another cab which was waiting for me. Her cab drove for three or four blocks,
aimlessly, and finally stopped. The driver stooped down as if to listen to
someone inside, and my cab passed. Then the other cab turned across a side
street and after going eight or ten blocks pulled up in front of an apartment
house. The young woman got out and went inside. Her cab went away. Inside I
found out that she was Mrs. Frederick Chevedon Morey. She came there last
Tuesday— this is Friday— with her husband, and they engaged—"


"Yes, I knew she had a
husband," interrupted The Thinking Machine.


"—engaged apartments for
three months. When I had learned this much I remembered your instructions as to
steamers from Europe landing on the day they took apartments or possibly a day
or so before. I was just going out when Mrs. Morey stepped out of the elevator
and preceded me to the door. She had changed her clothing and wore a different
hat.


"It didn't seem to be
necessary then to find out where she was going, for I knew I could find her
when I wanted to, so I went down and made inquiries at the steamship offices. I
found, after a great deal of work, that no one of the three steamers which
arrived the day they took apartments brought a Mr. and Mrs. Morey, but one
steamer on the day before brought a Mr. and Mrs. David Girardeau from
Liverpool. Mrs. Girardeau answered Mrs. Morey's description to the minutest
detail, even to the gown she wore when she left the steamer— that is the same
she wore when she left Dr. Prescott's after the operation."


That was all. The Thinking
Machine sat with his enormous yellow head pillowed against a high-backed chair
and his long slender fingers pressed tip to tip. He asked no questions and made
no comment for a long time, then:


"About how many minutes was
it from the time she entered the house until she came out again?"


"Not more than ten or
fifteen," was the reply. "I was still talking casually to the people
down stairs trying to find out something about them."


"What do they pay for their
apartment?" asked the scientist, irrelevantly.


"Three hundred dollars a
month."


The Thinking Machine's squint
eyes were fixed immovably on a small discoloured spot on the ceiling of his
laboratory.


"Whatever else may develop
in this matter, Mr. Hatch," he said after a time, "we must admit that
we have met a woman with extraordinary courage— nerve, I daresay you'd call it.
When Mrs. Morey left Dr. Prescott's operating room she was so ill and weak from
the shock that she could hardly stand, and now you tell me she changed her
dress and went out immediately after she returned home."


"Well, of course—"
Hatch said, apologetically.


"In that event,"
resumed the scientist, "we must assume also that the matter is one of the
utmost importance to her, and yet the nature of the case had led me to believe
that it might be months, perhaps, before there would be any particular
development in it."


"What? How?" asked the
reporter.


"The final development doesn't
seem, from what I know, to belong on this side of the ocean at all,"
explained The Thinking Machine. "I imagine it is a case for Scotland Yard.
The problem of course is: What made it necessary for her to get rid of that
finger? If we admit her sanity we can count the possible answers to this
question on one hand, and at least three of these answers take the case back to
England." He paused. "By the way, was Mrs. Morey's hand bound up in
the same way when you saw her the second time?"


"Her left hand was in a
muff," explained the reporter. "I couldn't see but it seems to me
that she wouldn't have had time to change the manner of its dressing."


"It's extraordinary,"
commented the scientist. He arose and paced back and forth across the room. "Extraordinary,"
he repeated. "One can't help but admire the fortitude of women under
certain circumstances, Mr. Hatch. I think perhaps this particular case had
better be called to the attention of Scotland Yard, but first I think it would
be best for you to call on the Moreys tomorrow— you can find some pretext— and
see what you can learn about them. You are an ingenious young man— I'll leave
it all to you."


 


HATCH did call at the Morey
apartments on the morrow, but under circumstances which were not at all what he
expected. He went there with Detective Mallory, and Detective Mallory went
there in a cab at full speed because the manager of the apartment house had 'phoned
that Mrs. Frederick Chevedon Morey had been found murdered in her apartments.
The detective ran up two flights of stairs and blundered heavy-footed into the
rooms, and there he paused in the presence of death.


The body of the woman lay on the
floor, and some one had mercifully covered it with a cloth from the bed.
Detective Mallory drew the covering down from over the face and Hatch stared
with a feeling of awe at the beautiful countenance which had, on the day
before, been so radiant with life. Now it was distorted into an expression of
awful agony and the limbs were drawn up convulsively. The mark of the murderer
was at the white, exquisitely rounded throat—great black bruises where
powerful, merciless fingers had sunk deeply into the soft flesh.


A physician in the house had
preceded the police. After one glance at the woman and a swift, comprehensive
look about the room Detective Mallory turned to him inquiringly.


"She has been dead for
several hours," the doctor volunteered, "possibly since early last
night. It appears that some virulent, burning poison was administered and then
she was choked. I gather this from an examination of her mouth."


These things were readily to be
seen; also it was plainly evident for many reasons that the finger marks at the
throat were those of a man, but each step beyond these obvious facts only
served to further bewilder the investigators. First was the statement of the
night elevator boy.


"Mr. and Mrs. Morey left
here last night about eleven o'clock," he said. "I know because I
telephoned for a cab, and later brought them down from the third floor. They
went into the manager's office leaving two suit cases in the hall. When they
came out I took the suit cases to a cab that was waiting. They got in it and
drove away."


"When did they return?"
inquired the detective.


"They didn't return, sir,"
responded the boy. "I was on duty until six o'clock this morning. It just
happened that no one came in after they went out until I was off duty at six."


The detective turned to the
physician again.


"Then she couldn't have been
dead since early last night," he said.


"She has been dead for
several hours—at least twelve, possibly longer," said the physician
firmly. "There's no possible argument about that."


The detective stared at him
scornfully for an instant, then looked at the manager of the house.


"What was said when Mr. and
Mrs. Morey entered your office last night?" he asked. "Were you
there?"


"I was there, yes," was
the reply. "Mr. Morey explained that they had been called away for a few
days unexpectedly, and left the keys of the apartment with me. That was all
that was said; I saw the elevator boy take the suit cases out for them as they
went to the cab."


"How did it come, then, if
you knew they were away that some one entered here this morning, and so found
the body?"


"I discovered the body
myself," replied the manager. "There was some electric wiring to be
done in here, and I thought their absence would be a good time for it. I came
up to see about it and saw— that."


He glanced at the covered body
with a little shiver and a grimace. Detective Mallory was deeply thoughtful for
several minutes.


"The woman is here and she's
dead," he said finally. "If she is here she came back here, dead or
alive, last night between the time she went out with her husband and the time
her body was found this morning. Now that's an absolute fact. But how did she
come here?"


Of the three employees of the
apartment house only the elevator boy on duty had not spoken. Now he spoke
because the detective glared at him fiercely.


"I didn't see either Mr. or
Mrs. Morey come in this morning," he explained hastily. "Nobody had
come in at all except the postman and some delivery wagon drivers up to the
time the body was found."


Again Detective Mallory turned on
the manager.


"Does any window of this
apartment open on a fire escape?" he demanded.


"Yes— this way."


They passed through the short
hallway to the back. Both the windows were locked on the inside, so instantly
it appeared that even if the woman had been brought into the room that way the
windows would not have been fastened unless her murderer went out of the house
the front way. When Detective Mallory reached this stage of the investigation
he sat down and stared from one to the other of the silent little party as if
he considered the entire matter some affair which they had perpetrated to annoy
him.


Hutchinson Hatch started to say
something, then thought better of it, and turning, went to the telephone below.
Within a few minutes The Thinking Machine stepped out of a cab in front and
paused in the lower hall long enough to listen to the facts developed. There
was a perfect network of wrinkles in the dome-like brow when the reporter
concluded.


"It's merely a transfer of
the final development in the affair from England to this country," he said
enigmatically. "Please 'phone for Dr. Prescott to come here immediately."


He went on to the Morey
apartments. With only a curt nod for Detective Mallory, the only one of the
small party who knew him, he proceeded to the body of the dead woman and
squinted down without a trace of emotion into the white, pallid face. After a
moment he dropped on his knees beside the inert body and examined the mouth and
the finger marks about the white throat.


"Carbolic acid and strangulation,"
he remarked tersely to Detective Mallory who was leaning over watching him with
something of hopeful eagerness in his stolid face. The Thinking Machine glanced
past him to the manager of the house. "Mr. Morey is a powerful, athletic
man in appearance?" he asked.


"Oh no," was the reply.
"He's short and slight, only a little larger than you are."


The scientist squinted
aggressively at the manager as if the description were not quite what he
expected. Then the slightly puzzled expression passed.


"Oh, I see," he
remarked. "Played the piano." This was not a question; it was a
statement.


"Yes, a great deal,"
was the reply, "so much so in fact that twice we had complaints from other
persons in the house despite the fact that they had been here only a few days."


"Of course," mused the
scientist abstractedly. "Of course. Perhaps Mrs. Morey did not play at
all?"


"I believe she told me she
did not."


The Thinking Machine drew down
the thin cloth which had been thrown over the body and glanced at the left hand.


"Dear me! Dear me!" he
exclaimed suddenly, and he arose. "Dear me!" he repeated. "That's
the—" He turned to the manager and the two elevator boys. "This is
Mrs. Morey beyond any question?"


The answer was a chorus of
affirmation accompanied by some startling facial expressions.


"Did Mr. and Mrs. Morey
employ any servants?"


"No," was the reply. "They
had their meals in the café below most of the time. There is no housekeeping in
these apartments at all."


"How many persons live in
the building?"


"A hundred, I should say."


"There is a great deal of
passing to and fro, then?"


"Certainly. It was rather
unusual that so few persons passed in and out last night and this morning, and
certainly Mrs. Morey and her husband were not among them, if that's what you're
trying to find out."


The Thinking Machine glanced at
the physician who was standing by silently.


"How long do you make it
that she's been dead?" he asked.


"At least twelve hours,"
replied the physician. "Possibly longer."


"Yes, nearer fourteen, I
imagine."


Abruptly he left the group and
walked through the apartment and back again slowly. As he re-entered the room
where the body lay, the door from the hall opened and Dr. Prescott entered,
followed by Hutchinson Hatch. The Thinking Machine led the surgeon straight to
the body and drew the cloth down from the face. Dr. Prescott started back with
an exclamation of astonishment, recognition.


"There's no doubt about it
at all in your mind?" inquired the scientist.


"Not the slightest,"
replied Dr. Prescott positively. "It's the same woman."


"Yet, look here!"


With a quick movement The
Thinking Machine drew down the cloth still more. Dr. Prescott, together with
those who had no idea of what to expect, peered down at the body. After one glance
the surgeon dropped on his knees and examined closely the dead left hand. The
fore-finger was off at the first joint. Dr. Prescott stared, stared
incredulously. After a moment his eyes left the maimed hand and settled again
on her face.


"I have never seen— never
dreamed— of such a startling—" he began.


"That settles it all, of
course," interrupted The Thinking Machine. "It solves and proves the
problem at once. Now, Mr. Mallory, if we can go to your office or some place
where we will be undisturbed I will—"


"But who killed her?"
demanded the detective abruptly.


"I have the photograph of
her murderer in my pocket," returned The Thinking Machine. "Also a
photograph of an accomplice."


 


DETECTIVE MALLORY, Dr. Prescott,
The Thinking Machine, Hutchinson Hatch, and the apartment house physician were
seated in the front room of the Morey apartments with all doors closed against
prying, inquisitive eyes. At the scientist's request, Dr. Prescott repeated the
circumstances leading up to the removal of a woman's left fore-finger, and
there The Thinking Machine took up the story.


"Suppose, Mr. Mallory,"
and the scientist turned to the detective, "a woman should walk into your
office and say she must have a finger cut off, what would you think?"


"I'd think she was crazy,"
was the prompt reply.


"Naturally, in your
position," The Thinking Machine went on, "you are acquainted with
many strange happenings. Wouldn't this one instantly suggest something to you.
Something that was to happen months off."


Detective Mallory considered it
wisely, but was silent.


"Well here," declared
The Thinking Machine. "A woman whom we now know to be Mrs. Morey wanted
her finger cut off. It instantly suggested three, four, five, a dozen
possibilities. Of course only one, or possibly two in combination, could be
true. Therefore, which one? A little logic now to prove that two and two always
make four— not some times but all the time.


"Naturally the first
supposition was insanity. We pass that as absurd on its face. Then disease— a
taint of leprosy perhaps which had been visible on the left fore-finger. I
tested for that, and that was eliminated. Three strong reasons for desiring the
finger off, either of which is strongly probable, remained. The fact that the
woman was English unmistakably was obvious. From the mark of a wedding ring on
her glove and a corresponding mark on her finger— she wore no such ring— we
could safely surmise that she was married. These were the two first facts I
learned. Substantiative evidence that she was married and not a widow came
partly from her extreme youth and the lack of mourning in her attire.


"Then Mr. Hatch followed
her, learned her name, where she lived, and later the fact that she had arrived
with her husband on a steamer a day or so before they took apartments here.
This was proof that she was English, and proof that she had a husband. They
came over on the steamer as Mr. and Mrs. David Girardeau— here they were Mr.
and Mrs. Frederick Chevedon Morey. Why this difference in name? The
circumstance in itself pointed to irregularity— crime committed or
contemplated. Other things made me think it was merely contemplated and that it
could be prevented; for then the absence of every fact gave me no intimation
that there would be murder. Then came the murder presumably of— Mrs. Morey?"


"Isn't it Mrs. Morey?"
demanded the detective.


"Mr. Hatch recognized the
woman as the one he had followed, I recognized her as the one on whom there had
been an operation, Dr. Prescott also recognized her," continued the
Thinking Machine. "To convince myself, after I had found the manner of
death, that it was the woman, I looked at her left hand. I found that the
fore-finger was gone— it had been removed by a skilled surgeon at the first
joint. And this fact instantly showed me that the dead woman was not Mrs. Morey
at all, but somebody else; and incidentally cleared up the entire affair."


"How?" demanded the
detective. "I thought you just said that you had helped cut off her
fore-finger."


"Dr. Prescott and I cut off
that finger yesterday," replied The Thinking Machine calmly. "The
finger of the dead woman had been cut off months, perhaps years, ago."


There was blank amazement on
Detective Mallory's face, and Hatch was staring straight into the squint eyes
of the scientist. Vaguely, as through a mist, he was beginning to account for
many things which had been hitherto inexplicable.


"The perfectly healed wound
on the hand eliminated every possibility but one," The Thinking Machine
resumed. "Previously I had been informed that Mrs. Morey did not— or said
she did not— play the piano. I had seen the bare possibility of an immense
insurance on her hands, and some trick to defraud an insurance company by
marring one. Of course against this was the fact that she had offered to pay a
large sum for the operation; that their expenses here must have been enormous,
so I was beginning to doubt the tenability of this supposition. The fact that
the dead woman's finger was off removed that possibility completely, as it also
removed the possibility of a crime of some sort in which there might have been
left behind a tell-tale print of that fore-finger. If there had been a serious
crime with the trace of the finger as evidence, its removal would have been
necessary to her.


"Then the one thing
remained— that is that Mrs. Morey, or whatever her name is— was in a conspiracy
with her husband to get possession of certain properties, perhaps a title— remember
she is English— by sacrificing that finger so that identification might be in
accordance with the description of an heir whom she was to impersonate. We may
well believe that she was provided with the necessary documentary evidence, and
we know conclusively— we don't conjecture but we know— that the dead woman in
there is the woman whose rights were to have been stolen by the so-called Mrs.
Morey."


"But that is Mrs. Morey, isn't
it?" demanded the detective again.


"No," was the sharp
retort. "The perfect resemblance to Mrs. Morey, and the finger removed
long ago, makes that clear. There is, I imagine, a relationship between them— perhaps
they are cousins. I can hardly believe they are twins because the necessity,
then of one impersonating the other to obtain either money or a title, would
not have existed so palpably although it is possible that Mrs. Morey, if
disinherited or disowned, would have resorted to such a course. This dead woman
is Miss— Miss—" and he glanced at the back of a photograph, "Miss
Evelyn Rossmore, and she has evidently been living in this city for some time.
This is her picture, and it was made at least a year ago by Harkinson here.
Perhaps he can give you her address as well."


There was silence for several
minutes. Each member of the little group was turning over the stated facts
mentally, and Detective Mallory was staring at the photograph, studying the
handwriting on the back.


"But how did she come here— like
this?" Hatch inquired.


"You remember, Mr. Hatch,
when you followed Mrs. Morey here you told me she dressed again and went out?"
asked the scientist in turn. "It was not Mrs. Morey you saw then— she was
ill and I knew it from the operation— it was Miss Rossmore. The manager says a
hundred persons live in this house— that there is a great deal of passing in
and out. Can't you see that when there is such a startling resemblance Miss
Rossmore could pass in and out at will and always be mistaken for Mrs. Morey?
That no one would ever notice the difference?"


"But who killed her?"
asked Detective Mallory, curiously. "How? Why?"


"Morey killed her,"
said The Thinking Machine flatly and he produced two other photographs from his
pocket. "There's his picture and his wife's picture for identification
purposes. How did he kill her? We can fairly presume that first he tricked her
into drinking the acid, then perhaps she was screaming with the pain of it, and
he choked her to death. I imagined first he was a large, powerful man because
his grip on her throat was so powerful that he ruptured the jugular inside; but
instead of that he plays the piano a great deal, which would give him the
hand-power to choke her. And why? We can suppose only that it was because she
had in some way learned of their purpose. That would have established the
motive. The crowning delicacy of the affair was Morey's act in leaving his keys
with the manager here. He did not anticipate that the apartments would be
entered for several days— after they were safely away— while there was a chance
that if neither of them had been seen here and their disappearance was
unexplained, the rooms would have been opened to ascertain why. That is all, I
think."


"Except to catch Morey and
his wife," said the detective grimly.


"Easily done with those
photographs," said The Thinking Machine. "I imagine, if this murder
is kept out of the newspapers for a couple of hours you can find them about to
sail for Europe. Suppose you try the line they came over on?"


 


IT WAS JUST three hours later
that the accused man and wife were taken prisoner. They had just engaged
passage on the steamer which sailed at half-past four o'clock. Their trial was
a famous one and resulted in conviction after an astonishing story of an
attempt to seize an estate and title belonging rightfully to Miss Evelyn
Rossmore who had mysteriously disappeared years before.


_________
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Now forgotten, but a prolific novelist in his day.


 


IT WAS ALREADY 4 in the afternoon— one- of those lovely May
days, filled with the joy of life— when William Allender Lascelles, more
familiarly known as "The Honourable Billy," who was supposed, since a
certain misfortune of last year, not to care for the joy of life, sauntered up
to his rooms, and, with a disgusted look, flung himself into an armchair. 


Since he had given out that he
was never going to marry, public interest (after three interviews and. one
portrait in a society paper) in the Honourable Billy's career had waned, and he
did not like it. It seemed to him that one who had suffered so bitterly
deserved more recognition from the world in general. Hence, when he came into
his rooms, and Tipples handed him a soothing beverage, containing, among other
things, plenty of ice, he was languidly interested to see that a note lay on
the table. The familiar peacock of the House of Plynlimmon (his aunt was a
Plynlimmon) screamed at him from the flap of the envelope. 


The Honourable Billy was almost
grateful to Lady Plynlimmon for remembering his existence, a fact which he had
studiously endeavoured to forget ever since that pretty young Irish widow, Mrs.
Slingsby Harcourt, had thrown him over for an Indian colonel— a colonel with a
mahogany face and a wall-eye— her somewhat frivolous reason being that the
colonel's wall-eye looked so many ways at once that she felt that it could take
better care of her than the blue orbs of an inexperienced youth like the
Honourable Billy. 


Tipples removed the glass— it now
contained nothing but a long straw— put the note on a silver salver, and stood
meekly before his young master. There was an awkward pause, for the Honourable
Billy remembered that his aunt had discussed "L'Affaire Harcourt"
with all her intimate friends and most of his particular enemies. She had also
written to him expressing her deep sense of gratitude at his having given her
something to talk about. 


"Dashed annoying,
Tipples!" the Honourable Billy murmured, "what?" 


"Yessir." 


"Put it in the
fireplace." 


"Yessir." 


"Stay a moment; it may be an
invitation to dinner." 


"Yessir." 


Tipples would have seated himself
on the fire had his master bidden him to do so. His manner was a subdued
replica of old Lord Harrington's: most people thought it an improvement on the
original model. 


The Honourable Billy restrained
himself with an effort. "D'you know, Tipples, that one ot these days I
shall be hanged for killing you?" 


"Yessir." 


"Then I s'pose it's no good
doing it, but the spectacle of you standing there, with your eternal and
infernal 'Yessir', is enough to produce homicidal mania in the sanest man. Eh,
what?" 


"Yes " began Tipples,
from force of habit, then remembered, and dexterously effaced himself. 


He opened the letter, and gazed
admiringly at the bold, strong writing within. 


"The girl who wrote this
could hold a pulling horse or sit a bucking broncho. Wonder how aunt managed to
break her in? 'Dear Cousin William.' Who the dickens calls me 'Dear Cousin
William'? Can't be— yes, it must—it must . be that skinny-legged girl Felicia
French, who used to be at the Towers during her holidays, and always sneaked my
pony! Why does she write to me, of all people? Eh, what?" 


 


Dear
Cousin William— 


Auntie
has asked me to ask you if you will dine with us to-morrow night— that s
tonight— 'and do a theatre afterwards, to help heal your broken heart. She has
told me all about it, and seems to think that I am a kind, of human cement to
put it together again— that our friendship of old days ought to be cemented.
But, as she isn't looking over my shoulder while I write— she generally is— in
all cousinly kindness I don't mind telling you— although it would be only
maidenly and correct, and all that sort of thing, to wait until you have the
decency to ask me— which you won't do, thank goodness! Oh, where was I? I know.
I don't mind telling you that I have made up my mind never to marry. Auntie
says that it is now more than a year since you met with what she calls your
"crowning mercy" (I suppose she means Mrs. Slingsby Harcourt, the
fluffy-haired doll who married the mahogany-faced colonel), and that there will
be no harm in my alluding to it, provided I show you a little cousinly
sympathy. Now that you have joined the ranks of confirmed bachelors— have given
out publicly that you will never marry— We can be as chummy as when we used to
be and scratch one another in "the dear, dead days beyond recall."
Not that, as a matter of fact, they were particularly de-ir to me or that I
should ever wish to recall them. When I think of how often I used to
"sneak" your pony, I am quite sure you don't wish to recall them
either. 


For
a widow, it is rather astonishing, after the innings she had had, how aunt has
taken up this anti-marriage movement, especially when she has me on her hands,
whom really it is her duty to many off to a man with money. She began with
anti-toxin; and tired of that. Next it was anti-wool; and she tired of that.
But as long as she can think of anti-something, she takes a fresh lease of
life. Now, it is always anti-matrimony— morning, noon, and night— until I begin
to hate the very sound of it. And she says she is going to give you all her
money, because she believes you will never marry, and leave me a small annuity
because she believes I shall never remain single. I offered to promise that I
would not marry if she would leave me all 'lie money and let you have the small
annuity ; but she said that if I had the money I should be sure to marry, and
so I must go without it. 


Excuse
my rambling on so; and come at eight. We dine early, so as to get to the
theatre before the beginning of the last act. It is so much more interesting to
see the last act, and work out the play backwards. By the way. have you grown
better-looking? I have a vague recollection that there were symptoms of a sandy
moustache the last time I saw you— a moustache which you twiddled— and that you
had a strong tendency to "put on side." Has the widow taken all that
out of you? The "side," not the moustache; that, I feel sure, you
would not part from, even for her. 


But
come to dinner. I will tell you what I think of you after all these years, and
we will stand shoulder to shoulder over this anti-marriage business. 


Anti-matrimonially
yours,


Felicia
French.


 


"Whew! And that's the
skinny-legged giirl I used to pull off my pony! MI, what? I shan't answer
it." 


The Honourable Billy threw the
letter on the table. "How dare she touch so lightly on such a subject as
the woman who has ruined my life! Girls have no real reverence nowadays.
Besides, the old lady ought not to have told her anything about it. I won't go.
A strong man who has had a facer which will take him the best years of his life
to forget"— the Honourable Billy was just twenty-one— "doesn't want
to be snivelled over as though he were a boy. Besides, I hate women. I know them
all down to the ground— particularly artful, skinny-legged girls who crib other
fellows' ponies. No; dashed if I go. Eh, what?" 


But the letter nodded, winked,
nudged, coaxed, scolded, wheedled, implored, yelled at him for an answer. He
took up a sporting paper, and put it down again; he fidgeted with his pipe, and
put that down. He again picked up the letter, and did not put it down, but rang
for Tipples. 


"I want you to take a letter
round to Park Lane. Bring my writing things here." 


"Yessir." 


Tipples brought the writing
things, and the Honourable Billy, after choosing a broad-nibbed pen with much
care, put the point of it in his mouth and sucked it in a vain attempt to
arrive at an easy start. After "much cogibundity of cogitation" he
evolved the following: 


 


"Mr.
Lascelles presents his compliments to Miss French, and has much pleasure in
accepting his aunt's invitation to dine with her and Miss French to-night. 


"P.S.—It
never was sandy." 


 


He smiled sadly as he penned the
postscript. "That will show the skinnyleggred girl I know how to treat
such chaff in a dignified and manly spirit— that I'm not going to be butchered
to make a thingumy holiday. The Honourable Billy was very particular about the
way in which Tipples "got up" the points of his moustache. He wanted
its manly beauty silently to repel Miss French's base accusations against its
colour. A girl like that would not know anything about a certain cosmetique
warranted to make it a rich chestnut brown. 


But, after he had nearly reduced
Tipples to giving notice, he was satisfied at last, and entered the
drawing-room in Park Lane two minutes before eight. Lady Plynlimmon was not
there; but something— someone— a red-haired goddess swam beautifully towards
him, with white, slim-fingered hand out. stretched, and took his breath away.
Her shoulders were rose-tinted marble; no Greek goddess by any possibility
could ever have possessed so perfect a nose. Her arms! He dreamed of them that
night. But her mocking, mutinous mouth had nothing classical about it; and her
blue eyes were equally mocking as she noticed the effect they produced upon
him. 


"Dear Cousin William!"
she said softly. "It is 'Dear Cousin William,' isn't it? And it is sandy,
in spite of that— that elaborate disguise." 


Fortunately, Lady Plynlimmon's
entrance gave him a little breathing space. He wanted it badly. But he could
not understand why, in the midst of his most eloquent diatribe against
matrimony— its silliness and inconclusiveness and absurdity— Lady Plynlimmon
suddenly gave vent to a sardonic chuckle with a vigour which nearly shook off
her wig. 


 


ii


 


"IT'S A DASHED shame, aunt!
I won't have the money! If you insist on giving it to me, I'll hand it over to
a hospital. Why can't you leave it to Felicia?" asked the Honourable
Billy, a month later. 


Old Lady Plynlimmon shook her
head obstinately. She was a little, shrivelled-up-looking woman, with a
hawklike nose and fierce eyes— eyes which dwelt a long way back in her head,
and shot out spiteful gleams when she was angry. At the present moment she
seemed to be very angry indeed. 


"Leave my money to Felicia!
Why should I leave it to her? She is sure to marry. You have nobly renounced
matrimony; your experience has shown you how hollow it all is." 


"Oh, come, aunt, I say! It
never got as far as that, you know. My experience! I was only engaged. Eh,
what?" said the Honourable Billy. 


"But you would have been
married if that woman hadn't thrown you over. Felicia is so lovely that if she
had money she couldn't escape being married. It is only my considerate kindness
for her— the wish to save her from a lifetime of married misery— that makes me
act as I do. Men won't many a girl without money nowadays. And I trust to you
and to her to set a noble example of living your lives for the benefit of
others." 


"Ye-es. Don't think I was
ever cut out to set a noble example, aunt. Whathave the others done for us?
'Tisn't as if they were all friends of ours, and we ought to encourage 'em not
to make each other miserable. I've thought tie matter over seriously. Matrimony
may suit some people who have not had my unfortunate experience, but I don't
quite— not just yet— see my way to it. Mind you, I don't say everybody should
do the same. Some folks actually like to rush into getting married; seem to
think that's what they're for. There's that little fool Jimmv Spelthorpe got
engaged last week. Why, he's bubbling over with it. Says a noble nature like
mine oughtn't to be wasted on myself. He's go'ng to rnairrv orm of the
Grimstone girls. Eh, what?" 


"He couldn't marry more than
one— at a time," said the old lady acidly. "I had looked to you and
Felicia to form an anti-matrimonial league— to set a bright example. You've
told me nothing could ever change your views."


"That was a long time ago. I
won't say they're as— as firm and unalterable as thev were. Much water has run
under the bridge since then, aunt."


"Water! Bridges? What is the
boy talking about?" 


"I mean, you know, the
thoughts of youth aren't always the right thoughts," stammered the
Honourable Billy. "There's some poetic johnny says somewhere, a man must
propose to two or three girls, and sort of work his way up, till he finds the
right one. Shouldn't be discouraged if he makes a bad start. Eh, what?" 


"I don't recognise either
the quotation or the poet." 


" 'I hold it truth with him
who sings To one clear harp,' you know. 'From stepping-stones of their dead
selves to nobler things,' " faltered the Honourable Billy. 


"I've never heard a girl
called a stepping-stone before," said Lady Plynlimmon. 'Do I understand
you to hint that you have changed your views, that you are no longer an
anti-matrimonialist?"


"While I'm not prepared to
say there isn't a lot in what you say, aunt, I should say there's a lot in what
other people say," faltered the Honourable Billy. 


"I understand. Don't try to
humbug me, William Allender Lascelles, you are hovering on the brink of a
horrible chasm. You are thinking of renouncing those principles which I have
instilled into you with so much difficulty. You have fallen in love again. Don't
shuffle and equivocate, but, if you have a spark of manhood left in you, tell
the truth like a man." 


"Very well, aunt." The
Honourable Billy was pale, but composed. "I haven't liked to tell you the
truth, because, though I'm an ass, I'm not a dashed, silly ass." 


"Is there any
difference?" 


"Lots, aunt. You see, it's a
long time, more than a year, since Mrs. Harcourt threw me over. Of course, I'm
not denying, aunt, an experience like that tells on a man, ages him before his
time, makes him want to poison himself, or write letters to the papers and
pitch into things. But, somehow, the wind is tempered to the shorn lamb. I saw
her the other day in Fuller's with her colonel. You've no idea how fat she's
got. Fat! In a year! I weigh a stone less! And she giggled when she saw me.
Never could stand a giggling woman. Eh, what?" 


"Proceed." 


"There's nothing more to
tell," said the Honourable Billy. "I made a mistake; and, mercifully,
Mrs. Harcourt threw me over. When I saw her the other day, although for the moment
I was dashed bitter and gloomy, and wanted to drown myself and all that, you
know, afterwards I felt like thanking her."


"Well?" 


"You see, aunt,"
faltered the Honourable Billy, "when you first tackled me about this
anti-matrimonial business, you caught me on the hop." 


"On the what?" 


"On the rebound. My life was
spoiled. A woman had spoiled it. Naturally, I thought all women spoiled all
men's lives. That's why I agreed with your anti-matrimony views. Now I've found
out my mistake, and—and that angels some girls are." 


"May I ask how you found it
out? This— this conversion seems rather sudden," said the old lady with
deadly calm. 


"In your own house, aunt.
You see, a—a person can't help thinking things in your presence. Eh,
what?" 


"Oh, I see. And you and
Felicia put your heads together, and thought you would beguile me into leaving
her my money. You need not have been in such a hurry for my death. You and
Felicia are the only persons in the world who care for me." She softened
for a moment. "But I will send Felicia down to the Towers at once. In
spite of your heartrending experiences, you are little better than a silly boy,
after all and you shall not be exposed to her contaminating example a moment
longer than I can help." 


Felicia came into the room just
as the young man energetically protested, with more fervour than truthfulness,
that she had had nothing whatever to do with the change in his views. They were
the gradual result of much patient study of the greatest writers of the age.


"Greatest fiddlesticks!"
said the angry old lady. "You haven't the brain of a chicken; and that
minx goes down to the Towers to-night. You've been studying her. That's what
you've been doing. And, fool that I was, I  didn't see it." 


"Why, auntie?" asked
"the minx," coming forward. "Why do I go down to the Towers
to-night?" 


She was a little pale, but looked
very lovely. 


"Why! Oh, don't ask me why,
said Lady Plynlimmon. "You know well enough. You've been studying 'the
greatest writers of the age,' too, with that!" She pointed scornfully to
the Honourable Billy. 


"Felicia, will you have the
goodness to go down to the library for a few minutes? I'll come .to you
there," said the Honourable Billy. 


"Then you can study
together," said Lady Plynlimmon, trying to look very dignified.


"I would rather hear what
aunt has to say before she sends me away in disgrace," said the girl
proudly. 


"You have made William
change his views. He was the mainspring of the anti-matrimonial movement.
Without him, it will collapse. I shall be laughed at all over London." 


"I see," said the girl,
still more proudly. "You need not fear, aunt I will leave in an hour; and
as for William—" 


"As for William, we'll
settle about William when I join you in the library," said the young man,
with a decision which surprised himself. 


He came up to Felicia, took her
by the hand, led her to the door, opened it. 


"Now, Felicia." 


Felicia— haughty Felicia— did not
intend to go to the library; but there was a new force in the Honourable Billy
which compelled her. She struggled against it for a moment, then yielded, and
elided away without looking back. Once in the library she picked up a paper,
without noticing that she held it upside down, and began to read its
enthralling contents. "Now," said the old lady, when Felicia had
gone. 


"Perhaps you will be good
enough, William, to state what you intend to do. There must be no mistake about
your position." 


"Mistake! There shall be no
dashed mistake about my position," said the Honourable Billy. "I was
utterly wrong to agree with your views; and I am going to ask Felicia to marry
me."


"And if she refuses you—  But
she won't." 


"I am very much afraid she
will refuse me," said the Honourable Billy. "If she does, I shall go
away and repent of the stupid folly of which I have been guilty. If I can't win
the love of a girl like Felicia it's because there's something wanting in me— something
which makes me unworthy of her. And if Felicia thinks I'm not good enough for
her, I shall just chuck things and put out into the— into the wilderness— I
don't care which one, as long as it's big enough— and try to forget," he
added drearily.


The old lady was alarmed.
"You won't leave me in my old age, William? You're the only thing I have
to love." 


"There's Felicia." 


"She'll hate me if you go
away." 


"Oh, no, she won't. I love
you, aunt, and I'm dashed sorry if I've caused you pain; but I love her very
dearly. ' She's all the world to- me. I'm going to ask her—now. I don't deserve
another chance, but won't you— won't you pray for me?" 


The old lady was awed.
"Yes," she said brokenly, two tears running down her withered cheeks.
"I'm a silly old woman, but I'll pray for you." 


The Honourable Billy went softly
downstairs to the library. Felicia was so interested in the paper that she did
not see him. 


"It's easier reading right
side up," said the Honorable Billy, reversing the paper.


"I prefer it this way. Now,
perhaps you will tell me what all this means, why I am to be sent away in
disgrace. I see that the Bank-rate remains unchanged," said Felicia,
without looking at him. 


"So do I. Would you mind
looking me in the eyes for a moment?" asked the Honourable Billy. 


"I don't see why I should.
You've got me into all this trouble." 


"I do. I've several things to
tell you." 


"What sort of things?" 


"Things you must hear."



"Must!" But she dropped
the paper. 


"Yes. I'm an awful liar. My
moustache is sandy." 


"That's no news to me. Owing
to the stuff you've been putting on the poor, tortured thing, it's more
gingerbread colour now." 


"But I told you it wasn't
sandy; and I beg your pardon for lying about it." 


"Oh, if you'd done nothing
worse than that," she said pettishly. "I don't care what colour it
is. Such a— a little thing isn't worth talking about." 


"But I have done worse than
that." 


"What is it? I shall scream
in a moment, or go and pack!" 


"I— I'm a humbug." 


"In what way?" 


"Because a woman threw me over,
I pretended I didn't believe in women any longer. Now I've learned my lesson,
and I am ashamed of myself." 


"So you ought to be."
Felicia choked back a sob. "Well, now I must go to my packing. Is that
all?" 


"No; that isn't all."
He sat down beside her. "Felicia, I loved you the moment I saw you; I've
gone on loving you ever since; and if you won't love me, if you can't get over
these silly ideas of aunt's about people not marrying, I shall go mad." 


"But if— if I do, won't aunt
go mad?" 


"No; she won't. She's
upstairs praying that you will say 'yes.' " 


Felicia jumped to her feet.
"She!— is!— praying!— that!— I!— will!— say!— 'yes'!" 


"Yes. She knows that, if you
don't, she will never see me again; and she's fond of me in her way. Oh,
Felicia!— dearest, darling Felicia!— I would go to the end of the world to
marry you! Won't you— can't you— Don't go away like that! I—I—" 


She turned round, and there was a
light in her blue eyes he had never seen before. 


"Billy, dearest Billy, I'm a
humbug, too!" 


"Ye-es, Felicia?" 


"I loved you the moment I
set eyes on you again; and I shall love you till I die. I've always loved you.
I— I only took your pony so that you m-m-might come after me." 


"Felicia!" 


"Billy!" 


 


"BUT I DON'T UNDERSTAND your
being so pleased about it," said the Duchess of Carlyon, as she talked
over the wedding articles in the society papers. Everyone knows your stupid fad
about people not marrying." 


"Oh, that," said Lady
Plynlimmon composedly. "Yes; it was stupid, wasn't it?" 


The Duchess was amazed.
"Hadn't you better see a specialist?" she asked severely.
"Selina Plynlimmon, I don't understand you. Do you understand
yourself?" 


"Oh, yes, I think so. You
see, that anti-marriage business was a little plan of mine for throwing them
together. It was I who made the Harcourt woman give up Billy, by telling her
that I wasn't going to leave him anything. Then, when in his outburst of
despair he said something about his never marrying, it gave me an idea, and I
worked it out. If I'd admitted that I wanted them to marry, they'd have hated
one another. Now"— she almost winked— "they are both firmly convinced
that I've come round with difficulty, and they can't do enough to show their
gratitude." 


"And I thought you a
fool!" 


"So did they," said
Lady Plynlimmon. "Come and see the wedding presents. The library looks
like a silversmith's shop."


_____________
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AMBROSE SLIDES, the photographer, was
busying himself in his studio among some plates, when the wild stranger came
charging up the stairs. The wild stranger who charged up the stairs was a young
man— thirty years or age, perhaps, good looking, athletic, and his air was that
of a man possessed with homicidal mania. The stranger confronted Slides, looked
at him furiously for a moment, and said: 


"Yes, by
——, you are the man!" 


And then, before
Slides could get a word in, to the photographer's enormous surprise and
disgust, the visitor fell upon him and began to do his best to knock the camera
artist into the middle of next week. Slides resisted, standing on the defensive
for a time and uttering the trite expressions of a scandalised man.


"Great
Heavens, sir what is the meaning of this? Who are you? What do you mean?"
And so on, etc., etc. 


Slides was of a
mild and forbearing disposition, but a straight left on the nose drove out all
his peaceful emotions, and finding that his assailant was full of lawless
energy he began to fight back; and then up and down the place, working
devastation as they went, the two men fought and struggled. 


The stranger was
several sizes too many for poor Slides, and the latter's face began to take on
a terrible appearance, and there was blood all over the ruined fittings, and
still the fight waged on. Frightened girls employed in the studio below rushed
up the stairs, took a terrified look at the "war" being waged amongst
the wreckage and screamed and fled.


The fight
continued till the stranger sent a swinging right home on Slides' point and
Slides was knocked clean out. Then the conqueror seemed to recover his presence
of mind and he fled down the stairs after the girls.


Slides was in
bed three days under the doctor's hands, and he spent that time puzzling his
head to remember how he had given offence, but he could remember nothing, and
concluded that the athletic stranger was a homicidal maniac raging round
seeking whom he might devour.


 


ANDREW WARD had
had doubts of his handsome wife, but had never expressed them. In fact, he had
never actually formulated them even to himself ; but for two years there had
been a dull, jealous ache in his heart. He did not like society; his wife did.
He lived a quiet home life; his wife was never at ease in her own home. A
society function he abominated, a dance bored him. She loved to wear pretty
clothes at "at homes" and garden parties, and was never actually
radiant excepting when whirling in a waltz in the arms of Harry Peetree. 


Andrew Ward's
pursuits were intellectual ; he was a quiet man whose health was inferior. His
wife had been proud of him at first— proud to bear his name, because it was
that of a man of brains whom the people respected; but that feeling wore off in
time. His life did not suit her; she wanted gaiety, and went her own way in quest
of it, quite disregarding her husband's wishes— in fact never troubling
herself  to know whether he had any wishes in the matter. 


Harry Peetree
was a young man with plenty of leisure, an athlete and a man who loved life. He
found Mrs. Ward very attractive. Their Platonic friendship was a theme of
enraptured comment amongst young ladies of their acquaintance and ingenuous
persons who made a point of thinking the best of everybody. Others— suspicious
beasts— talked of Platonics with variations, and said that in his capacity as a
husband at least Ward was an ass. 


But nobody knew
less of his wife's affairs than Ward did. He was aware of a friendship between
his good-looking wife and handsome Harry Peetree, and it gave him some secret
uneasiness but he never for a moment thought of his wife as anything more than
light hearted and childishly eager for amusement.


 "I
can trust to her self-respect," he told himself, and he went about his
work as usual. 


Then came the
well-meaning friend, eager to do a kindness to Ward, that would serve an old
grudge against Ward's wife. 


"Old
man," he said, presuming on an old acquaintance of long standing,
"your wife is getting herself talked about. Watch her with Peetree. It is
becoming a scandal, but you may avert that." 


Ward simply
pointed to the door. "Get out of my house," he said. "I despise
your judgment and abominate your manners. I shall not know you when we meet
again." 


This was a fine
attitude but Ward could not live up to it. His friends words rankled, and after
fighting against his jealousy and his suspicions he yielded to them, following
her secretly, spying on her at  every opportunity. 


In the course of
a month he saw enough to fill him with a fierce resolution. He had been a
sheep; he became a lion, and his wife did not mistake him in the course of a
trying scene, in which there were tears on one side, and icy cold determination
on his. 


"You must
not meet that man Peetree," he said. "I think no serious ill of this
connection, but it must be cut." 


"He is the
friend of all my friends," she answered with petulance; "How can I
avoid him?"


"Get new
friends." 


"That's
impossible." 


"Then live
without! I tell you I can see nothing but ruin for you and disgrace for me as a
result of a continued friendship with this man, and the intimacy must
cease." 


"You insult
me!" she was crying weakly. 


"You have
insulted me— by making my name a jest." 


"It is
false— they lie!' 


"They tell
the truth who say that I am a fool to allow my wife liberties with a young man
that should be extended only to his fiancée. They say more than that, and that
must end." 


He frightened
her, there was no doubt of that. He had character, and she had none, and she
felt, through his quiet manner the grip of a master. After that there was quiet
for or three months. She had promised humbly never to meet Harry Peetree again.
 She ceased to visit houses where he was often a guest. They were rarely
seen together, and Andrew Ward believed he had succeeded. When his wife was
going out she took the trouble to say where she was going; she was always
precise about details. 


 


ONE FINE
afternoon towards the end of the third month Andrew Ward entered Peetree's
office abruptly, and stood facing the surprised occupant for nearly a minute in
silence. Ward was pale, but calm, apparently.  


"Good
afternoon," stammered the younger man, disturbed by the other's peculiar
manner, "To what—" 


"To what do
you owe the pleasure of this visit, eh? You guess?" 


"I'm sure
I—" 


"I'm sure
you're about to tell a lie." 


Peetree started
up. This was more in his line. If it meant a quarrel he would be quite at home,
but in argument he knew himself helpless.


"If you insult
me," he said, "I'll throw you out." 


"I mean to
insult you," said Ward, "and if you stir a foot towards me I mean to
shoot you." He drew a hand from under his coat and showed the weapon.
 "Quite melodramatic, isn't it?" he said, with a laugh. 


"I'll call
the police." 


"You'll sit
down, you infernal scamp. Sit!" 


Peetree sat down
and passed a trembling hand over his forehead. The grim, sardonic face Ward
turned towards him was not pleasant to look at.


"You do not
laugh," said Ward, cynically. "The wronged husband is always
ridiculous. Why don't you laugh?"


"You are
mad."


 "Ah,
the old phrase! I am not mad. You would give a trifle to know that I was. That
would be an excellent means of escape. I am a sane, man, and I  know that
you and my wife have been making a fool of me— you have made me
ignominious."


"It is
false! There is not a word of truth in your charge!"


 Every word
is true. I have absolute proof of it. I have my wife's word!" 


Harry started
up, now the paler man of the two. 


"Sit
down!" said Ward, imperatively. "Don't shrink, I have not come here
to kill you. The revolver is merely a compliment to your strength and your
reputation as an athlete. If I shoot it will he your fault going to have a
divorce." 


"You'll not
get it through me. This is all a conspiracy. I'll fight!"


"I dare
say, but you'll lose. My wife fears you are tiring of her. I am going get the
divorce that you may prove the contrary by marrying her. I see I need make no
melodramatic oaths— you are convinced!' 


"I'll
fight! I'll fight!" 


"I have all
the evidence the most exacting man could ask to prove his life blasted his
honour sullied. My wife confesses."


"You have
frightened her into saying what is not true." 


"No, I have
shown her the folly of lies. You remember the night of 14th July, the night of
the big public ball. Where were you?  Ah, never mind the lie, it is
useless. My wife was supposed to be at her sister's, the sister who has tried
so hard to shield her. She did not come home that night. When she came next day
she had quite a pretty string of incidents that had happened at her sister's
house. She was never there. You and she were at the ball." 


"It is a
lie! She—"


"Stay, she
did not tell me that— this told me that!" 


Ward took a
sheet of paper from his pocket, unfolded it, and placed it on the table before
Peetree... 


"A
flashlight photograph of the ballroom printed in a popular weekly
journal," he said, "You cannot deny those two faces. Man, man, where
was your d—d cunning when you advertised your folly like this? I discovered
your faces in that picture by accident. My wife has told me the rest. It's a
pretty story."


Peetree started
up again; his face was scarlet. He struck at the paper with his knuckles and
rapped out an oath with every blow. His fury was tantamount to a confession.
 


"That is
all I have to say now," said Ward; "but do not forget my threat
sleeping or waking. I assure you on my simple honour—  what honour you
have left me— I will shoot you if you forsake Helen after she is freed."


Peetree gave him
no answer, and he passed out. Then a sort of fury seized upon the young man. He
snatched up the paper and tore it to atoms, and jumped upon the fragments in a
paroxysm of blind rage. Then he rushed at his hat, breaking several articles in
his insensate anger, and blundered recklessly down the stairs leading from his
office. 


 


SLIDES the
photographer was a juryman in the divorce case, Ward versus Ward and Peetree,
and was amazed to recognise in the co-respondent the rabid young man had
assaulted him so furiously in his studio. Friends of the parties almost forgave
Peetree when he married Mrs. Ward.  He had the good feeling to do the
right thing once, the people said.  


 


 


End


 


 


 


 


 





pm260.jpg
PAST 260
MASTERS

Hugh Walpole
Melville Davisson Post

Jaques Futrelle
R. Austin Freeman
Randolph Bedford
Basil Thomson

and more





cover.jpeg
PAST 260
MASTERS

Hugh Walpole
Melville Davisson Post

Jaques Futrelle
R. Austin Freeman
Randolph Bedford
Basil Thomson

and more





