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CONVALESCENCE
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IM GLAD YOU gave him this private room, Miss Allen, said the doctor. I should have mentioned it myself if I had thought. He must be kept quiet... absolutely.

They leaned over the still figure on the bed, his head swathed in bandages to the bridge of his nose, no sign of life about him save that one hand gripped the coverlet on which it lay.

Absolute quiet, repeated the doctor.

Yes, doctor, said the head nurse.

The bullet just missed the brain. Very unusual case, but with perfect care he may live through. Must have perfect care, though. Put a good nurse on this case. Lets see. What about that girl with the red hair... I mean the one who had red hair when she began training?

The head nurse controlled a smile. Margaret Flanders, she said, yes, I think she is the one for this case.

Put her on during the nights.

She stepped into the corridor outside the room and spoke to an orderly. In a few moments Margaret Flanders entered. The hair which had once been red was now soft brown and waved demurely under the white cap, and the steady purposefulness of her eyes belied the rather unusual pallor of her face. She received the directions of the doctor with the usual hospital formula of yes, Doctor, and failed to show any excitement as he waxed emphatic with particulars toward the end.

Left alone with the patient, she first drew the window shade so that a shadow fell across his face, then she stood by the bed and regarded him fixedly for several minutes. Something on his wrist startled her attention. She leaned over and drew back his sleeve, revealing a narrow white scar which curved for several inches up his arm.

Margaret Flanders closed her eyes and stood for a time with a thoughtful frown. She raised the curtain again so that the full light of the sun fell on the unconscious mans face and leaned over him, as though she were trying to look up under the bandages. But they concealed his identity as fully as a mask.

Half an hour later she was speaking with the clerk of the storage room. I want to see the property of that man who was brought in last night, shot through the head, Jim, she said to the clerk. Whats his name?

Dont know, he answered. They filed the stuff here under the name of John Doe. Nothing on him to identify him except a blackjack. He smiled wisely into her expressionless face. Guess hes a hard one, all right, he went on, as he laid a little cloth bag on the door counter. Heres the stuff they took from his pockets. Will he live?

She fumbled the contents of the bag one by one, a roll of bills, a pocket knife, a watch, a wallet, the blackjack (innocent seeming enough in its snug leather cover), and a large bunch of keys. She held the keys for a moment in the hollow of her hand. They were of many sizes, some of them Yale keys, some plain keys, and nearly all filed curiously about the edges.

As the clerk turned a little away, she dropped the bunch of keys into the pocket of her apron. When he looked up again, she was busy tying up the mouth of the bag. Theres nothing here to identify him, she said as she gave back the bag. Yes, I think he will live. She paused a moment and stared vaguely into a far corner of the room. I am quite sure he will live. As she walked back toward her patients room, she was smiling strangely, and her head was bent forward.

It was a bitter watch by day and night for the next two weeks to save the wounded man, but at the end of that time Margaret Flanders, a little thinner and paler than before and with a trace of purple shadows under her eyes, received orders to remove the bandages about the upper part of her patients face. She went about the task with even more delicacy and hesitation than the condition of her patient demanded. She had undone the first roll when his hand went up and caught her fingers firmly.

Now tell me straight, he said. When this bandage comes off my eyes, will I see you as pretty as Ive been imagining you all these nights? Are you like your voice and like the touch of your hands?

My hands and my voice are both part of me, she answered with a low, brooding laugh, but I havent the least idea whether or not youll find me pretty.

He drew a deep breath. Dont think Im faking any funny stuff, he said.

Not a bit, she answered, all sick men have queer imaginations.

His hand remained steadfastly prisoning hers. You may think me a bit queer, he replied, but Im not. Im handing you the cold dope. When I lay here all this time, Ive had a mighty big chance to think things over. At first I wasnt very keen whether I lived or not, but, while I lay here, I got to listening to the sound of your dresses swishing about and to your voice... which is some voice, take it from me... and then the easy way you have with your hands... which, I may also remark, are some hands.... Well, say, lady, Ive got a picture of you cached away in my brain thats a cross between a rising moon and a saint on a stained-glass window pane. Now, put me right. What am I going to see when I look at you?

She laughed softly again. I cant describe myself, she said. I havent a mirror here, and my memory is very short.

All I want to know, he persisted, is whether Ill have to forget your face and remember that youve got a beautiful soul, and then close my eyes again, and think back to the short stories Ive read so I can say nice things to you.

Well, she replied, I hope you wont think about my soul.

With deft hands she removed the last roll of bandage, and he lay looking up to her. His eyes grew suddenly wide, and a faint blush on his cheeks answered the sudden color of her face.

It is seven oclock, she stated. The day nurse will be here any moment, and I must go.

He caught at her dress. Dont go, he pleaded. Im remembering things so fast now that my head is dizzy.

She extricated her dress from his hands and walked to the door, smiling back at him.

Youll come back? he called.

Yes, tonight, she answered.

If you dont come back, honest, Ill tear off the rest of these bandages while the day nurse is not looking.

The door closed upon her half-mocking laughter.

That day was a hard one for the day nurse. Her patient rolled and tossed uneasily, and suddenly he would lie still, and she would be conscious of the unfaltering stare of eyes that had given defiance too often to danger, a glance that made her turn almost unawares, as if to seek for some protection. As the evening drew on, he grew feverish as if with excitement.

Tell me whats the matter? she pleaded. Does your head pain you very much?

A brief smile relaxed the stem lines of his face. My heads all right, he answered. Its something inside my head that bothers me. Say, what time is it?

Fifteen minutes to seven.

Thats when the night nurse comes on, isnt it?

Margaret Flanders? Yes. Shes a lovely girl, dont you think?

Sure, he said, Margaret... what did you call her?

Margaret Flanders.

Oh, he said, his whole figure relaxing somewhat under the bedclothes, and a frown came on his forehead. Do you ever call her Madge for short? he continued, the frown disappearing.

Dont you think shes much too dignified for a nickname?

Hmm, he growled, I suppose so. Sure she is. Say, tell me on the level, is she late ever?

No, nurses arent often late in this hospital.

Does she live far away?

What a lot of questions, laughed the nurse. Im sure I dont know.

She might be late, he mused heavily. I sure hope shes on time. Say, what time is it now?

Thirteen minutes to seven.

Thirteen more minutes. Say, did she always look the way she does now? He closed his eyes with grim determination and tried to while away the time by counting sheep jumping over a stile. At last the door opened; he heard a murmur of voices; and then he knew the day nurse had gone and that the night nurse had come. He welcomed her with a sudden smile and open eyes.

Gee, he said, stretching out his hand, its great to see you again. This has been a rotten long day. Rotten long. Youve no idea.

She made no answer, and he continued to study her with dumb satisfaction as she moved about the room.

Come over here a moment, wont you? he pleaded at last. Say, he continued, when she stood by the bed, do you know that, if you had red hair instead of that soft brown, and if you were a little different around the eyes... I dont know how, Id feel like calling you Red Madge?

She smiled on him inscrutably. And if you were not in a hospital, she replied in a level voice, and if you wore a cap a bit to one side of your head and pulled down over your eyes, Id feel like calling you Jimmy Erickson. His face grew paler and his eyes suddenly wide with astonishment. Red Madge, he whispered, then he dropped one hand back to cover his eyes. It cant be you! Your hair was red, bright red, and your eyes were different. Say, Madge, is it you, honest?

Sure its me, silly.

But in a hospital? He raised himself suddenly on one elbow. Whats the game? Aw, go on, you can trust me. You know Im a silent guy.

There isnt any game.

He leaned back on the pillows and smiled on her complacently. Anyway, its mighty fine to see you again, Madge. Put her here.

They shook hands silently. They were both smiling now, but each in a different manner.

So youre not here on a game? he mocked.

No.

Say, Madge, you always were a peach on the silent stuff, but I should think youd loosen up to me. I never did a pal dirt, did I? Maybe theres some way I can help. Is there?

Youre on the wrong track, Jimmy, she smiled. Theres nothing but red lights ahead on that line. Switch over and get a new start.

He grinned at her contentedly. Youre a wonder, all right, he acknowledged. Im sure enjoying your little act, and, believe me, Im some critic of this sort of a show. But cut the silky stuff, Madge. If you keep on kidding me, Ill laugh myself sick again. All right, if you wont loosen up, Ill leave you alone.

But tell me this, Madge, where have you been all this time? The old gang is all busted up, the best old gang that ever made life hell for the New York bulls. It was you that held us together, old girl. The count swore youd double- crossed us when you disappeared two years ago when we was in the midst of our biggest game. You remember the John Gleason stunt we were pulling when you went out of sight? Say, loosen up a couple of notches and give me the straight of it. Why did you cut and run? Or did someone make you run?

I want to know first how you came to be laid up here, she answered.

Then youll tell me why you ditched us?

Sure I will.

It was that rotten Bull McDonald. You never had no use for him, and I guess you had the dope. You could always sort of smell out a phony crook, Madge. Well, this guy McDonald... God, I get crazy when I think of it. His eyes left her face and his lips narrowed to a thin, straight line. This guy McDonald, he continued after a pause, got Jess Wildcome for his lady, and he was sure strong for her.

That pale-eyed thing? remarked Margaret scornfully.

Sure, grinned Jimmy, he never had no taste. He never had no eye for the right thing. He knows about as much about girls as I do about Shakespeare. He paused to gloat over his metaphor. I got a hunch thats about as close to nothing as there is, he continued. But thats not all. Not by a lot. No, the sweetest part of it was that that fat-headed burn thought I wanted Jess. Why, if hed get a pair of glasses, he wouldnt want her himself. He laid a hand upon Margarets, and his eyes went soft. Besides, you know where Id hang out if I got a chance.

She drew her hand away, and her eyes were vague.

Jimmy sighed. Anyway, he went on, once this mutt got the bulge of the idea that I was pining away for Jess, he went the limit. I happened to have a glass of beer with her in McCarthys one night and in come Bull McDonald and pipes us off before we got past the foam. He went up to Jess and grabbed her by the shoulder like he owned her. Maybe he did.

Anyway he got pretty rough. He wouldnt look me in the eye, but he says: What the devil are you doing in here with Jimmy? Doing me dirt on the side, eh? It made me pretty sore to hear a full-grown guy talk to a Jane like that, even if she does look like an advertisement for the Salvation Army. I says very soft to Bull, and speaking like a gentleman: Cut out the rough, Bull, and stow the Bluebeard stunt. She aint got no key to no secret chamber.

At that, Bull turns on me and begins to cuss me. I guess he was a sailor or something once, or maybe he used to drive mules... anyway the way he swore sounded like Billy Sunday on a drunk. It got under my skin more than it should have, maybe. Anyway, I planted him on the chin while he was still going full blast.

That busted the music box, all right. He went down in a heap. Jess screamed, of course. She never had no sense. But I got her by the arm and kidded the bouncer along with a five-spot, and we managed to get out of the place.

The next day I heard that Bull McDonald was on my trail with a gun. Happy Pierson tipped me off. But I didnt pay any attention to him. Happy has a way of handing out the bull, you know. Well, thats all there is to it. I was coming out of the alley when it happened. The yellow dog didnt give me a chance. Stepped up behind me and says down low: I got you, Jimmy, damn you, and youll never have to be got a second time! I whirled around, and the gun went off at the same time. I woke up here.

Did I tip off the police? Say, am I a rotter? Not me. The police are all right, but once in a while they happen to get track of things. They might get Bull before I do, thats all. And when I get Bull.... He closed his eyes and smiled.

Bull is a cur, said Margaret. She clenched her hands fiercely. Sometimes I wish I were a man. God, how I wish it.

Youre all right as you are, stated Jimmy critically. I wouldnt have you changed. Not any way. No. But say, let me in on the Gleason stunt, will you, and how you disappeared?

Its a long story, Jimmy.

I hope it takes all night, he grinned. Wont it be rich to tell the straight stuff to the boys when I get out of this?

She strummed the slim fingers of one hand meditatively against her chin, and a faint smile of reminiscence touched her lips. It seems as if I have to dream back into another life just to remember it, she began. You recall we were trying to get from this John Gleason the paper containing the assay of a mine in California?

Sure, said Jimmy. Didnt the count and I trail him all the way across the continent? The game of it was that he knew that our gang was on his track, and he knew both the count and me. Ill bet he didnt close his eyes half an hour \ at a time all the while we were tracking him. He sure looked dead for sleep when he hit the Grand Central in this little old town.

You boys did a good job, all right, she said. Youll know just how good it was when I get through with my story. But the point was that he reached New York, and I rented a swell apartment opposite his hotel.

Sure, said Jimmy, you were to keep watch on him, and a bad job you made of it, too, Madge. I guess it was the first bad job of your life.

The best job I ever did, she said with a strange smile. The very best, Jimmy, and yet I was trying my hardest at the rottenest game I ever tried. Oh, it seems a long, long time ago, Jimmy.

Go on, said Jimmy. Cut out the sighs and tell me the dope. This is getting pretty deep for me.

She regarded him half with wonder and half with amusement, as a child looks upon a playmate after years of separation. I did keep watch on him, she said at last. I saw him register at the hotel across the street from my apartment, just as we expected he would. Then I waited for him to come out. I knew that he darent stay inside with that assay in his pocket. He wouldnt be able to meet his financier until the next day. In the meantime he would want to be with people. I knew he would not dare to sit in a room for fear he would go to sleep and, once asleep, he never knew when we would get at him. So I waited just inside the door of the apartment house and pretty soon, sure enough, out he came and stood on the steps of the hotel.

He looked mighty big, standing over there. It looked a larger job than I could tackle. But even then I didnt dream just how big a job it would be. I had made up my mind to a game. I had a box of knockout pills, and I determined to get him into my apartment and give him one. She stopped, shivering slightly, and closed her eyes. I ran down the steps of the apartment house just as he started down his steps on the opposite side of the street, she continued, and walked a bit down the street and then started to cross to his side.

By Jove, exclaimed Jimmy, this is as good as a horse race, to hear you tell it. Go on.

The street was covered with hard snow, she said, avoiding Jimmys intent eyes, and that gave me an idea. I reached the sidewalk a few paces ahead of him, and, as I stepped up from the gutter to the pavement, I pretended to twist my ankle, gave a little cry, and sort of collapsed on the snow. Remembering, she threw back her head and laughed low in her throat, an ominous little chuckle. Oh, Jimmy, she cried, Sarah Bernhardt never had anything on the way I did that tumble! I lay with one hand on my ankle, and one arm supporting me, and my head thrown back, and my eyes closed. It was a great pose.

Then I knew he was leaning over me, and I shivered. It was a real shiver, too, because all at once I remembered all the stories we had heard about that silent John Gleason. She smiled reminiscently. But I didnt find him so very silent, she said. Anyway, when I opened my eyes a little, his face was close to me. I never saw such a worried face on a man. I guess he hadnt slept for weeks from the way he looked. His eyes you could hardly see, the shadows were so deep around them. All around his mouth ran deep furrows. You boys must certainly have dodged him like his own shadow. But he wasnt done yet. I knew that by the square jaw and the straight set of his lips. I knew Id have my hands full with him.

You have sprained your ankle? he said.

Yes, I said in a sort of breathy voice that went off into a half moan. And it hurts awfully! I stopped a minute and closed my eyes and breathed hard. I could feel his eyes studying me. Then I said: Will you please telephone for a taxi or something to take me home?

He began to rub his chin as if he were thinking hard. Then he said: And leave you sitting on the snow with a sprained ankle? Do you live on this block?

Of course, I had a hard time keeping from a grin. It was so easy I was almost ashamed. Gee, I was a fool! Yes, I said, I live in that apartment house across the street.

T could carry you back, he said.

No, I began, pretending to be pretty weak and incoherent with pain, I... I.... I broke off as though I couldnt stand it any more, and dropped my face into my bent arm, and burst into weeping. I had found out that most men cant stand to hear a girl cry, especially when you sort of choke up between sobs. I didnt need to cry then, but I wanted to make sure of him. I wanted to do an artistic job that the gang would praise me for. Jimmy, while I lay there crying, I was really thinking of how the story would sound when I told it to you boys.

It sounds great, Madge, said Jimmy. Gee whiz, lady mine, didnt I always say you were the queen of the lot?

She drew a deep breath through stiff lips. Oh, Jimmy, she cried, Im ashamed, ashamed to think back to it! What a strange creature I must have been. Anyway I heard him say: Come on, Ill have you home in a jiffy, and then his arms went round me as gently as a mother picks up a baby, and away I went up into the air. He was an awful tall man, Jimmy. And strong? My, he was a regular giant.

Jimmy scowled grimly. I aint any infants food baby myself, he declared. Id like to meet up with this Gleason chap. Go on. He picked you up in his arms. I got that all right. Huh!

He carried me back across the street, she continued, smiling faintly, and I dropped my head against his shoulders and let out a sob once in a while to make him think I was using all my self-control to keep down a cry of agony. When we stood inside the entrance of the apartment house, I whispered very weakly: You may leave me here. I think I may be able to get upstairs. Then I waited a minute, nearly shaking for fear hed take me at my word. But not he. He was a dead game chap, all right.

Where is your floor? he asked.

Second, I said. Apartment has the whole floor.

And he commenced to climb the stairs with me. Half way up the stairs I thought Id better faint. The great point was to get him inside my room. After that, things would take care of themselves, but I was deadly afraid he would leave me at the door. So I fainted. Nothing less would have convinced him how far gone I was. I went weak and soft as a rag in his hands. He stopped in the middle of the flight and raised my head to his shoulder so that it wouldnt fall back. Then I felt two hard, cold lips touch mine.

Hell! cried Jimmy, starting up in his bed. You felt what? Madge, do you mean to say... aw, say, this makes me all sick inside.

He leaned back wearily on the bed and closed his eyes. She continued as if she had not heard him.

At the door I pretended to get conscious and started taking quick, short breaths. He lowered me to the floor. I opened the door and dragged myself inside. I stood without looking at him.

Thank you, I told him. I... I..., and then I stopped and stood with my eyes closed, groping against the wall for support. The next minute he had me in his arms and took me over to a couch that stood at one side of the room. I opened my eyes. I am so sorry, I said, smiling up to him, that I fainted. Thank you so much for helping me home. I can manage now.

Look here, he said, I know something about sprained ankles. Let me bandage yours.

Before I could stop him, he had started to untie my shoelace. It gave me a thrill then, and I went cold. Of course, when he took the shoe off, he would find no swelling. I wondered how I could bluff it through. Then he said: Maybe I can bandage it up before the swelling starts. That gave me a hope again. So I pretended that the pain overcame me again and sank back into the pillows. He was wonderfully gentle while he took the shoe off.

Id like to get my hands on the big stiff, growled Jimmy, apropos of nothing.

Now, he said gravely, if youll tell me where I can get hot water and bandages, Ill leave you to take off the stocking.

But..., I began, as if I were going to protest.

Tut, tut! he said and waved his hand, as if he were brushing away all my arguments into thin air, dont be silly about it.

Theres a basin in the bathroom over there, I said after a little pause, as if I were thinking it over. And I think youll find a roll of bandages in the little toilet cupboard in the same room.

By the time I got my stocking off, he came through the door again with a towel thrown over his shoulder and carrying the package of bandages and the basin of steaming water. My, he looked as official as a waiter. I sat on the edge of the couch and held my leg tight with both hands above the ankle, as if I were trying to keep the pain from spreading. He knelt down and took the heel of my foot into the hollow of his hand.

The trouble is, he said critically, that your foot is much too small to walk upon and here he scowled up to me and the heels of your shoes are too high.

I shall have them lowered, I said meekly, and put my foot into the water with a little indrawn breath, as if the pain were going. He kept frowning away at my foot which got all pink in the hot water, and then he drew one finger very lightly over the arch of my foot. I turned away and blushed. Oh Jimmy, something snapped inside me then, and I wanted to cry.

Afterward he dried my foot with a towel. When he came to the toes, he looked up and I had to bite my lips to keep from a smile, it was so tickly. He laughed at me then, and I didnt know what to do.

Huh, snapped Jimmy, Id have punched him on the chin.

Its funny, said John Gleason. Why, your foot isnt as big as my hand. I suppose thats why I cant notice any swelling so far. We must have caught it just in time.

And how can you be so gentle with such... with such...I began.

With such big hands? he finished for me, as he commenced to pass the bandage around my foot and over my ankle. Only from long practice in the football training quarters.

You played football, I asked him, and I noticed the thick set of his shoulders.

He pointed to a scar on one side of his forehead. Thats a touching little reminder, he said, where one of the boys stepped on my face. And it was during a practice scrimmage at that.

Oh, I cried, what a disgusting game!

Indeed, I did hate the game when I saw his poor scarred face. Then just the shadow of a smile touched his mouth. I guess he isnt the kind that smiles often.

Yes, he said, I guess its only a game for India rubber men like me with hard hands and hard hearts.

It made me feel pretty bad to hear him call himself that when there I was being treated by him as if he were my big brother, and me all the time trying some way to do him dirt. When a womans bad, shes awful, awful bad, Jimmy.

Jimmy was staring moodily into one corner of the room. He made no answer.

Then he got up and stood towering over me, she went on. Is there anything here with which I can make you a hot drink? he said.

Oh, I said, dont trouble. I have kept you too long.

He smiled at me. Not a bit, he said, and with that started for the kitchen.

What a clattering he made among the pans. Once he came to the door to ask where I kept the sugar. He had thrown his coat off and stood with an apron tied about his waist. In one hand he carried a saucepan and the rolled-up shirt revealed the corded strength of his arms. Such whip-cord muscles. Then he went back to the kitchen, and pretty soon I heard him singing in a roar of a bass voice:



Oh, I am a friar of orders gray,

And down the valley I take my way;

My long bead roll I merrily chant,

Wherever I wander no money I want,

And why Im so plump the reason Ill tell,

Who leads a good life is sure to live well.



When he returned again, he carried a tray all carefully arranged with toast on a plate, a steaming pot of chocolate, a little jar of jam, two butter knives, two pats of butter, and a bowl of lump sugar. He set the card table in front of me, the tray upon it, and then drew up a chair on the opposite end of the table. It made me feel sick to do it, but I had gone too far to draw back now. I reached inside the purse and got hold of the knockout pills.

This is truly domestic, said silent John Gleason, a scene like this may only be found in the homes of married couples after some ten years of living together. Your hair, for instance, is a bit toweled where it rubbed against my shoulder, and I am in my shirt sleeves... do you mind? Yes, this is the great test of married life, for after ten years of domesticity we sit thus, and the proof of the happy life is that I do not miss my morning paper, and you are too much interested in your sprained ankle to remember that your hair is in disarray.

I smiled a little back to him. I had put in the knockout pills while he was talking. He was looking away at the moment. I guess my hand shook as I passed him the chocolate. He looked down at it and stirred the sugar around slowly. Suddenly he leaned over to me.

Has any one man got a chance against a gang? he said.

I went cold inside. I guess my eyes went wide. No, I stammered, I guess not. Why?

Because I have a gang against me, he said, and I am trying to fight them single-handed. I tell you, it is too much of a job for one man to tackle. Here he set down the cup. Will you be a pal to me and help me out? he said.

I tried to think, but I felt his eyes burning on me out of the hollow of his face. God knows Ill try to do every right thing by you.

Put it there, he said, youre the real thing, little partner.

Well, I shook hands with him, then he went on to say just what was happening to him, how he had started from San Francisco with the assay of a rich new mine and how a gang of crooks had got wind of it, and they were going to try to get the assay from him, and how he hadnt dared to sleep for a week, almost.

He leaned closer at that and put a hand on mine. His hand was awfully large and cold. Ive got to sleep, he said. I wont be able to see my financier who would back our mine until tomorrow. I cant last another day. God, no! They will get me before tomorrow.

He dropped his face into his hands and groaned aloud. Oh Jimmy, its a fearful thing to see a big, strong... honest man like that groan and give up.

Suddenly he raised his head and his face was brighter. Have you got an extra bed here? he asked.

Then I saw what was coining. I was desperate, but I couldnt dodge those questioning eyes of his. Yes, I said.

And may I use it? Be a real pal to me. Youve got to hang with me against that gang. They will never dream that I am here. If I leave here, I am lost.

Jimmy, I couldnt say no, could I, to a man like that? Then I thought to myself that it would be easy to get the paper from him while he slept.

Theres a bed in that room there, I said. Of course you can use it any time.

He got up without a word. Now that he felt safe, every line of his face dragged down. He was letting his will go. He walked toward the door I had pointed out, then hesitated, and came back toward me. A wallet was in his hand. When he spoke, his voice came dragging out as if he already was half asleep.

In this wallet is the assay theyre after, he said. Keep it for me till morning. Somehow I feel safer with it in your hands.

Then he went off to bed. I heard the springs groan as he flung himself on the bed. After a minute I heard his heavy breathing and slipped in to see him. He lay with his arms thrown out crosswise and his head collapsed to one side just as he had fallen. His whole body seemed to be drinking in sleep and rest. I drew the cover over him, went out, and closed the door so that his breathing wouldnt sound in the next room.

And do you mean to tell me, cried Jimmy, that he was in that room when I went to see you that day? And that you had the wallet? And that all that stall about your broken ankle which kept you from tracking Gleason was a joke and that you pulled the wool over my eyes?

Thats it, Jimmy. Will you ever forgive me for it?

He struck his hand across his eyes. But why did you disappear afterwards? A sudden light of horrified understanding broke across his face. Madge, for Gods sake! he cried. You didnt go away with Gleason the next day?

She grew a little pale under his stare. Wait, she said. My story is just beginning. I went to bed that night after looking at Gleason again. He had remained in the same position all day. I woke up the next morning to a rapping on my door, then Gleasons voice. Hey, there, wake up!

I am awake.

Then dress and come out here, he called. I have something important to tell you.

I dressed as fast as I could and went out to him. He was a different man, standing in the corner of the room with his hands clasped behind him and most of the lines and hollows gone from his face.

You dont seem to be limping this morning, he said.

I remembered then, and went red and pale, I guess.

Never mind, he said, wheres the wallet?

I gave it to him without a word. He looked to see that the assay was there.

All my world was whirling around in my head. I felt helpless as a baby before him.

Now, he said, Im going to give you a straight talk, Red Madge.

I shrank away from him when I heard that name, and I guess my eyes were as big as moons.

Oh, he said, dont faint away. I knew you the first moment I clapped my eyes on you. You should have known I would. Yours isnt a common face, my dear, and your hair isnt a common color.

Here he grinned a little, and I hated him with all my heart.

Good for you, said Jimmy. Now youre talking.

Did you think you took me in with that circus fall? went on John Gleason. My dear girl, it was very badly done. You should learn more finesse. It was very bad indeed. If you are going to be a crook, be a clever crook. The one thing the world cant forgive a thief is stupidity. And did your pals call while I was asleep? And did you double-cross them because you hadnt the heart to give away the poor, simple-minded, heavy-handed blockhead who lay fast asleep in the next room? Why, this is as good as Shakespeare brought up to date.

I simply dropped into a chair, and buried my face in my hands, and cried. I hadnt any more courage. But pretty soon I felt his hand on my shoulder, and he was saying little comfortable things which didnt mean anything but made me stop crying. And then he wiped my face with his big handkerchief, and patted my head, and said I would be all right in the end.

Oh, Jimmy, how he talked to me then. He told me all about the life I was in. He told me where it would all end, and he told me what every womans happiness really consists of, and how I was bound to miss it all. Then he talked about his home, and how he had been a boy, and about his mother, and the good, clean people he had always lived among.

You havent had the chance, Madge, he said, not half of a chance. Everything went wrong with you from the first. All that you have saved is a clean body, but what a topsy-turvy, twisted mind you have, Madge! My dear, they have spoiled everything about you, these dirty curs who have exploited your cleverness. They have spoiled everything about you except the possibility of a return to the dear, quiet ways of good womanhood.

Now listen to me. You are going to put everything you have in a heap, your money and your trinkets and your clothes, and you are going to burn it all up, all except enough to wear. And when you burn those clothes, you will burn your past. Here is two hundred dollars of clean money. Take it and make a clean start. Start all new. Get simple clothes. Go to work at honest work. Be a trained nurse. Learn to give, instead of always trying to get something for nothing. The more you give out of an empty heart the fuller that heart will grow with happiness.

He said a little more, and then he got up and shook hands with me, and I promised him, man to man, to try to do as he told me to do. Then he walked out of the room and out of my life.

Thats all, Jimmy, except that I have tried hard these two years to do as he told me, and I am very happy, and very sad, too. And I hope you wont hate me for double-crossing you that time.

He drew a deep breath and closed his eyes. Youre so far away from me, Madge, he said. There is a whole world between us. You belong to such men as John Gleason now, and my hands fall away from you, Madge, because they are... slimy.

Jimmy fell strangely silent during the rest of his convalescence. His eyes followed Madge dumbly about the room, but he rarely spoke. The wonder and the aloofness had never gone from his gaze, and sometimes it hurt her like a spoken reproof, but she went on her way. His recovery was rapid now, and she watched his increasing strength with a vague dread of the day when he should walk out of her life and disappear among the shadows of New York.

But it chanced that on the evening of his release from the hospital it was her night off, and she was curiously happy and anxious at the same time when he asked her to go out with him. It was a crisp February night, glitteringly clear, and, as Jimmy took the fresh sweep of the outdoors for the first time in many weeks, his shoulders snapped back and his chin went high.

Lets walk, he said, just walk and walk till we get tired, and after that... well, after that, I suppose its good bye. What a long good bye it will be, Madge, eh?

She looked at him closely but made no answer, and they walked on without direction. They came to the Fifty-ninth Street bridge and turned onto it instinctively. At the central arch they stopped. For half an hour neither of them had spoken.

Before them stirred the ominously lighted shadows of the East River, and on either side the lights of Brooklyn and New York blinked through the night. Jimmy took off his hat.

Madge, he said, in a few hours most of those lights will go out and you will be in bed and fast asleep, but I go back to the other life, to the shadows that run always under the lights. Aint it queer how there are two worlds inside this funny old life of ours? Theres your life with the steady happiness that keeps on and never changes, and theres my life where the lure and the draw is the big drunk of the gambling chance. Theres the calm old age at the end of your life, but at the end of a life of a guy like me theres just a... morning after. What a funny old world.

By rights, he went on, we should be standing on opposite sides of this bridge, theres such a river in between us. He groaned faintly and turned to her and tilted her head so that her steady eyes looked up to him. And still I love the gambling chance, he muttered. Madge, dear, theres only one fine thing in my life, and thats loving you, and honest to God, Ive kept my life clean of other women since I met you. Madge, is it a gambling chance? Will just plain love ever make a guy like me worthy of a girl like you?

She drew his arm closer about her and smiled gravely up at him. Sometimes I dont care the least bit about worthiness, she said, but I like you a terrible lot, Jimmy... oh, such an awful lot youd never guess!

Madge, he whispered, youre not kidding me along? You wouldnt double-cross me now? Madge.

A moment later he stepped back from her with a sunken head.

Aw, whats the use? said Jimmy. Ive made a rotten mess of things, Madge, and why should I mess up two lives instead of one? And how could we get married? God, what a fool I am. The bunch of fancy keys Ive been collecting all my life was lost at the hospital. Itll be a long time before I can break back into the old game without them.

She handed him the bunch of keys. I got them from the clerk, she said. I thought maybe you wouldnt want them back, so I didnt say anything. Jimmy, do you need them terribly bad? Jimmy dear, cant we do without them? They wont unlock any door where we both can enter now. Wont you make my way your way? We can go to some other place where the old gang cant draw you back, and we can start all over and pull together hard, and make a home.

Madge, he said, what is it they say when a man is getting well after being terrible sick?

Convalescence, she said.

Well, he said after a silence, I reckon Ive been sick most of my life, but Im all well now, Madge, all well.

A light jingling, a glittering of falling light, and a splash came up to them from the river far below.

If the New York bulls knew what had just happened, Madge, said Jimmy Erickson, I think theyd all have a drink to celebrate.


THE HOUSE OF RULAKI
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HE MET RULAKI on such a day as exists only in the South Seas and in books. It was at that period in the evening, when the west is yet pink enough to make one conscious that day has been but does not obtrude the fact upon the attention with flaring strokes of color. The languor in the air, in the wind, was rich as perfume, and the mind went out in a thousand strong feelings while the body was content to lie passively. But not the body of Hercules Martin. The vigor of the Occident was still tense in his muscles; the Orient was as yet only strong because of its newness. The littered studio, the thousand dreary details of his Parisian life, had indeed been washed from his memory, and, while his will lay dormant, his instincts grew younger by several thousand years. Yet he still had what to the Eastern mind is a species of insanity, an over-plus of energy which must be expended in exercise.

Therefore on that night he followed his custom of swimming in the surf, plunging out through the breakers, and then floating on his back in the long, lazy swells that rise and fall as gently, as evenly, as the breasts of a sleeping woman. Confident in his strength and the swimmers skill, he had paid no attention to the stories of the whirlpools which sweep close in upon the coast of Tutuila, develop in one fearful moment, and draw down many a strong swimmer. But on this night, surely of all nights a fated one for Martin, while he lay drowsily content in the warmth of the water and half conscious of the astonishing nearness of the stars and moon, he felt a sharp current whirl him around. The suddenness of the thing left him dazed. He could only fight blindly for his life. It was a long, nightmare fight, and, when the whirlpool relaxed its grip, he was far out from land, his arms numb with weariness and only moving through the force of instinct, and his lungs choked with water. It was clearly impossible to reach shore, and Martin shouted for help. He confessed this afterward with shame, and indeed for such a man as Martin it was a matter of shame.

It takes a loud voice to reach past the sound of the breakers, but the fear of death was as air in his big lungs, and he was heard. After a time, he swears it was hours, during which his progress had become a thing almost as terrible as death itself, he heard a reassuring voice which he answered. Rulaki says that she was guided by his voice, that and something else. Next the moon flashed on a white arm and forehead, and, as the swimmer approached him, she bade him swing in behind, place his left hand on her right shoulder, and throw his head far back. In this way they made slow progress to the line of the breakers, by which time Martin was so far recovered that he could make his own way to the shore. There they collapsed together, he too tired to express gratitude, or she to expect it.

They rose to their elbows, facing each other at the same moment. Martin always thought that this was a miracle, in a small way. But Rulaki thought that it was something else. I remember when I first saw Rulaki so that I am not surprised that Martin first sat up, then stood bolt upright, and stared dumbly. To Rulaki, as he stood there, his wet body alive in the moonlight and that mighty chest still heaving, he was a god. Then she spoke in that wonderful voice of hers. I could never find the word for it, but Parker says that it was warm. Still Martin only stared and said nothing. He felt a hunger within him, a hunger that was not for food, and which for the first time in his atheistical life made him wonder if after all he had the thing popularly known as a soul.

Rulaki arose. You are very tired, she said, and you will be cold. My palace is there, she continued, extending her arm toward the house she had inherited from her trader father, and, if you will come, you may rest until you are able to go home. I will give you brandy, real brandy. She added this with a smile.

The house of Rulaki is set on a high rise of ground. All around it roll the besieging waves of forest, splashing it here and there with a spray of green vines. Martin caught his breath, and his eyes brightened when he saw it. Rulaki nodded and smiled appreciatively.

I feel the same way about it after all this time, she said.

The door was opened to them by a Negro boy clad in a loose jacket and green knee-pants bordered with white. Below his knees his legs were bare, and on his feet were sandals. He grinned welcome to Rulaki and bowed deferentially to Martin. Rulaki handed Martin a gaily-colored dressing gown of some rich stuff which caressed the skin.

Be seated, she said, after Martin had thrown the robe about him with a sudden consciousness of his scanty garb. I will come again at once. Terry, she said to the boy, bring brandy... and here  finding a silver cigarette case are cigarettes.

Martin sank into something which was between a divan and a Morris chair and vastly comfortable. Then he selected a cigarette and lighted it at a suspended lamp which burned the faintest of perfumes. Presently the Negro entered, bearing a bamboo tray on which rose a bottle of Grande Chartreuse and two thin stemmed glasses. These he placed on a small table on Martins right hand. Martin filled the glasses. When he looked up, the Negro was still waiting.

That is all, said Martin, and the boy disappeared.

Left to himself, Martin looked about the room. It had impressed him when he first entered as being peculiarly comfortable and complete, neither oppressing the eyes with elaborate decoration nor wearying the mind with a bare monotony. When he set himself now to analyze its charm, he was astonished to find no pictures on the walls, whether of animate or inanimate objects. Soft scroll work only ran here and there, grotesque at the first examination, beautiful at the second. The furniture was all appropriate, but not of any one pattern. In fact, it presented an astonishing variety of material, color, and form. Finally Martin noticed that the room was smaller than he had at first thought. The prevailing light and cheerful tones lent it an exaggerated sense of spaciousness. His observations were interrupted by the entry of Rulaki, laughing as she came. I have seen Rulaki in a hundred costumes and thought of each: No one but she should wear that. So it was now with Martin. It was a simple thing she wore, a flowing effect of Japanese pattern, yet to Martin it appeared, he knew not why, to possess something of the majesty, something of the mystery, of priestly robes.

They tell me I should go on the stage, I change dresses so quickly, said Rulaki.

It has been a short time, said Martin clumsily.

Oh, she cried, you have not touched the cordial. See! Its the true Chartreuse. She raised a glass between his eyes and the lamp, which shone through the delicately green liquid until it became a sparkling, living thing, before she handed it to him. I will pledge you an old toast, she said, taking the other glass. The Waves of Tutuila and the gifts of the gods they bring us.

The waves of Tutuila, said Martin seriously, I shall ever trust to their guidance.

The strong cordial swept the blood up into his face. He leaned forward to look at her, although she was so close he might have touched her with his hand. For the first time he saw the vein which frequently ran a vine of timid blue along her throat. He reached again for the Chartreuse. Let us find another toast, he said.

Within a week all of his luggage was brought to the house of Rulaki. They had almost quarreled about it, for he naturally wished that she should come to him rather than he to her. In the end she conquered for, when he teased, she was inflexible, and, when he commanded, she wept. So he came to live in the house of Rulaki, the house which Rulaki loved almost as if it had been a part of her. For a time people said many things, but at last the talking died away and stopped, and everything was taken as a matter of course. After all, Rulaki was only a half-breed.

It was at about this time that Parker visited them. After supper they lounged on the porch which opened out over the ocean.

Youre hitting up the nicotine rather lively, arent you? said Parker, when Martin lighted his fourth cigarette since black coffee.

Martin looked up quickly. Does it show? he asked. I have been going at it rather heavy.

Oh, cried Rulaki, why shouldnt he smoke? He likes it.

Of course, said Parker, noting the unusual sallowness of Hercules Martins skin. But its rather hard on a fellow here. He struck himself on the chest.

Doing much swimming lately, Henry?

No, he answered, dropping his chin upon one hand and staring out into the night, no, I havent been swimming much. Ill have to start again. Its so lazy here in Tutuila... so infernally lazy. He threw the cigarette out the window.

Swimming is too much hard work, said Rulaki, except now and then at night.

She leaned back among the cushions of her hammock, delirious curves from ankle to throat. Her lips opened once, as if she were about to speak; then her eyes closed, and she breathed a long breath of content. There was a minutes silence while Martin gazed moodily at her. Far off on the ocean Parker saw the light of an outgoing ship dwindle, twinkle, and go out.

I forgot that I have brought you a Courier des Arts, he said, recalling himself suddenly and producing the paper from his hip-pocket. Thought you might be glad to know how your painters world is going on. He watched Martins face, hoping for a change, and the change came.

Thanks, Martin said eagerly, reaching for the paper and commencing to run through its pages. Youll excuse me for a moment, wont you? Whats this? Antoni! Not Francisco Antoni? Yes, by the Lord, Francisco Antoni! A year ago he was just a promising cub, and now hes famous!

Have you been painting much lately? asked Parker.

No, answered Martin, no... in fact, I havent done anything since Ive been in Tutuila.

He glanced at Rulaki, but she was fast asleep, and her lips were slightly parted, smiling.

Ill leave you to your journal, said Parker, rising.

Martin made no answer. He was gazing at Rulaki. At the door Parker glanced back again. The journal was crumpled in Martins hand, and he was leaning forward to look at her, although she was so close that he could have touched her with his hand. Parker tip-toed out.

It is a strange resolve that will endure over night in Tutuila, but Martins purpose held. Themes for his picture were by the hundred in his mind and only waiting for his brush. All that lacked was a model. Naturally Rulaki occurred to him, and, still more naturally his choice was made on the instant. When he broached the subject to her the next day, she was very obstinate. They had walked up the hillside for a little distance and were lying together under an exceptionally tall and heavily foliaged palm.

When he explained his purpose to her, she was very obstinate for a long time. If you should make me on the canvas, line for line and every color just as I look, would it be me when you were done? See, she went on, there was a silly officer boy....

What! said Martin.

He was only a big boy and very, very silly. I think he was more in love with my hair than with me... he used to say....

Its beautiful hair, said Martin, letting one hand luxuriate in the dark, silky mass. Havent I ever told you how beautiful it is?

Do you think it is?

Of course.

Tell me again.

Its foolish for me to go on describing, for I can never say it right. Did you ever go out and look at the sky at night when the stars are very few and the sky is so close that you can almost touch it? It seems deep, deep black, yet you can feel the blueness in it.

Rulaki thought for a moment, chin on hand and eyes studious. Yes, she whispered breathlessly, lifting her eyes.

Well, that is like your hair. Mind, I dont say that it is just the same, for your hair has something different, finer, more beautiful... why!... its a part of you.

There! cried Rulaki triumphantly, that is just what I wanted to say but couldnt. If you painted every line and color just like me, still it wouldnt be me, and it would stay there to lie about me forever. The officer boy I started to tell you about....

Damn the officer boy. If he....

Sh-h, laughed Rulaki, closing his mouth with her hand. He had a great big camera, and he teased me until I let him take pictures of me, lots and lots of them. But when he showed them to me, my... how disappointed I was. I could recognize my face, but it was not the real I. Wont you understand?

The officer boy was a fool, began Martin angrily. Besides, no camera can do what a trained hand can do. Its what is called art, Rulaki, to show the inside of things as much as the outside. Thats what Im going to try to do for you.

I dont like it, said Rulaki sulkily.

But think, said Martin, just think that, if I can paint you as you are, you may live forever.

Live forever! Live forever! cried Rulaki savagely. Why should I care to have a picture of me live forever when Ill be dead and... and... nasty.

A wave of warmer air rolled around them, and Martin settled himself more comfortably.

Rulaki crept closer to him and slipped one arm under his head. Why do you want to work and paint pictures? she murmured in his ear.

Because..., he began.

Sh! cried Rulaki. Listen.

From above came the caw of a bird, faint from the distance and yet wonderfully clear. Martin looked up through the branches and out into the great quiet of the sky.

It is better to be like this, after all, he said. I will place you against all the pictures that were ever painted. I will give them all up for you.

No, no, laughed Rulaki, for yourself.

It was a habit of Rulakis to laugh at critical moments. She laughed even when the crash came about two months later. Martin was never a financier, and his entire fortune, which was considerable, had become tangled in some shaky railroad stock. Now he went to the wall with every cent.

What matter? cried Rulaki gaily. I have enough for two... yes, more than enough, and we might as well spend it all.

Martin lighted a cigarette and inhaled several full puffs before he replied. I have fallen pretty far, he said slowly, with his eyes on the floor. But I dont think that I can live at the expense of a woman. At least not yet, he added bitterly.

They were silent for a time, and I think that Rulaki trembled.

What will you do? Rulaki asked at last.

I will go away, said Martin, go away to Paris. Perhaps, when Im there, the dead part of me will come to life, and all that Ive lost will come back to me. If I can, Ill make enough money in a year to come back to you and stay.

But what have you lost that you must go so far away to get it back? she asked. Do you mean the money?

You wont understand me, said Martin, but Ill try to tell you. I want to get hungry again, the kind of hunger that gets down in a mans bones and tortures him. Its the hunger for power over the souls of men. He extended his hands with their long fingers, already less indicative of power than they had been a few months before. If you could have known what those hands have done when the hunger was on me... but the hunger is gone. Ive eaten and Ive drunk... Ive lived and Ive loved. You dont understand me... you cant... but the hungers gone. Oh, God! shall I ever get it back?

I dont understand, cried Rulaki, white and bewildered. You are going away, far away across the oceans, to be hungry?

I shall come back, he said, with money.

Men come to Tutuila, she returned quietly, and of these some go away, and those who go away never come again. Take me with you.

To starve, perhaps?

But I have much money.

In Europe the man cares for the woman. No, I shall go alone... I must work... and I must be alone. You shall wait here for me. Will you wait?

A chorus of laughter reached them from a group of sailors who were climbing up into the hills from the beach.

Yes, said Rulaki, I will surely wait for you.

Thereafter she was very quiet, and neither wept nor pleaded. I think she felt that some Nemesis had come upon her, for her happiness had been too great. So she met it proudly but unresistingly, as one should meet the inevitable. She did not even ask to go with him again, for something made her understand.

The hill on which Rulakis house stands is in full view of the harbor and not a long journey from it, so that Martin could stay with her until the last moment. She would have gone down to the boat with him. This he would not allow.

If I should see you standing there on the shore while I sailed out into the night, it would be too much, as though I were sailing forever out and away from your life, he said.

In the final moment after Martin had kissed her for the last time and they stood together at the door, she clung to him for a few seconds and stared hungrily into his face, as if she were drawing something from it to keep forever. Then she smiled and waved him down the hill. Part way down he turned to look again. It was night, and the same moon which had shown her to him for the first time among the waves was now ghostly pale upon her face. She was still waving. It is in that way that I like to think of her, smiling and waving, to make him think that she was hopeful and confident.

When he had placed his suitcase in his stateroom, he went out upon the stem of the ship to look again upon the house of Rulaki. There was no need of any moon to help his sight. The entire house was in flames.

I was walking down the street with Parker the other day, when Martin, no longer Hercules Martin, passed us. For some moments afterward we were silent.

Martin, said Parker, as though we had just been talking on the subject, might have been a great painter.. and, after all, Rulaki was only a half- breed.


HOLE-IN-THE-WALL BARRETT

I
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IF THIS STORY were not fact it would not be written. It is too incredible for fiction. The best proof of its reality is the very fact that it is incredible, but if further proof is wanted it may be obtained from the twelve good men and true who formed the jury at the trial of Harry McCurtney. If they will not do, certainly Judge Lorry is an unimpeachable witness.

The story has to do with probably the oldest combination known to stories  a hero, a villain, and a beautiful woman. The hero was young, handsome, talented; the villain was middle-aged and rather stout, and smoked big black cigars; the beautiful woman was very beautiful.

Whatever the reader may think, this is not a motion-picture scenario. However, it sounds so much like one that it might as well start in the movie way.

The camera, therefore, opens on a close-up of the middle-aged villain. As the round spot of light widens, everyone can see that the man is a villain. The way he chews that long black cigar, for instance, emitting slow; luxurious puffs, is sufficient proof.

No one but a villain really enjoys good tobacco; but to pile Pelion on Ossa, there are other proofs  lots of them. He has a square, bulging jaw, a straight-lipped, cruel mouth, a great hawk nose, and keen eyes buried under the overhanging shelter of shaggy brows. He is frowning in his villainous way and looking down.

The spot of light widens still further and includes the beautiful woman. She is very, very beautiful; a black-haired type with questioning, dark eyes. She is dressed in black, too, filmy over the arms, so that the rose tint of flesh shines through. She reclines in an easy chair with her head pillowed gracefully and canted somewhat to one side, while she studies the villain and defies him.

One notices her slender-fingered hand drooping from the arm of the chair, and compares it with the big fist of the villain, wondering how she can have the courage to defy him. She seems to know all about him. Well, she ought to. She is his wife.

The camera now opens out to the full and one sees the room. It is very big. There is a soft glimmer of diffused light, which is brightest on the corner of the grand piano and the slightly gray head of the villain. His big feet are planted in the thick texture of a rug. An arched doorway opens upon a vista of other rooms fully as sumptuous as this one. Proof positive that the man is a villain! He is too rich to be good.

The woman is talking. She leans forward with a smile that would win the heart of an armored angel  one of Miltons kind; but the man still frowns. It is easy to see that he is going to refuse her request  the beast! She concludes with a gesture of infinite grace, infinite appeal. This is what she said:

So you see, John, it was really a good act on the part of Harry to rid the world of that unspeakable uncle of his. Why, there isnt a soul in the city with a single kind word for that old miser, William McCurtney! He never did a gentle act. He broke the heart of his wife and killed her. He has kept poor Harry in penury.

The villain removed the black cigar from his teeth with a singularly unattractive hand. It looked as if it had been used all his life for grabbing things  and then holding them. His eyes burrowed into the face of the beautiful woman as if it made not the slightest difference to him whether he was speaking to his wife or not.

This is the case, he said. Harry McCurtney killed his uncle, William McCurtney. He did it by putting poison in the Scotch whisky which old William was drinking to the health of his nephew. A maid saw Harry put something into his uncles glass. She afterward got hold of the vial of poison, out of which only a few drops had been poured. There was enough left to kill ten men. When old McCurtney died that night, the maid called in the police and had Harry arrested. She produced the vial of poison as evidence. The case was easily made out. A druggist has sworn that the poison was purchased from him by young Harry McCurtney. Tomorrow the jury is certain to bring a verdict of guilty against this man. That, in brief, is the case of the man you want me to defend.

Your brevity, said his wife, has destroyed everything worthwhile in the case. You have left out the fact that William McCurtney was a heartless old ruffian  a miser, hated by everyone and hating everyone. You have left out the fact  here her voice lowered and grew musically gentle as only the voice of a woman of culture can grow you have left out the fact, John, that Harry McCurtney is a rare soul, an artist, a man unequipped for battling with the world. With the fortune he inherits from his uncle he would lead a beautiful, an ideal existence. He would do good to the world. He is  he is  a chosen spirit, John!

And he murdered his uncle, said John Barrett, while old William was drinking his nephews health and long life.

That is an absurd and brutal way of stating it, said Mrs. John Barrett. You cannot reduce the troubles of a delicate and esthetic soul to such a bald statement of fact.

I should have to be a poet to do him justice? You would.

However it is a waste of time to attempt to defend this fellow. Ive seen the evidence. Hell hang!

His wife rose from her chair and stood facing him. All the color went from her face; she seemed to have been painted white with a single stroke of an invisible brush.

He must not hang! John, you can defend him. Ive seen you win more impossible cases than this! I remember the Hanover trial. John Hanover was guilty. All the world knew it; but all the evidence of his guilt came from one witness. On the last day, before the case went to the jury, you put the witness for the prosecution on the stand. Ill never forget it! You drew him out. You seemed hopeless of winning your case; you seemed to be questioning him simply as a matter of form to justify the collection of your fee. And the witness grew very confident. Finally you asked him the color of the necktie which Hanover was wearing when he committed the crime. The witness said without hesitation:

A red tie with white stripes.

With that you clapped your hand over your own necktie, sprang to your feet, pointed a melodramatic hand at the witness, and thundered in your courtroom voice:

What color is the necktie that Im wearing?

The witness was dumfounded. He couldnt tell. Then you turned to the jury and discredited all that witnesss testimony. You said you had been wearing the same necktie day after day in court, and the witness didnt know what its color was. Then how could he be sure of the color of the necktie which Hanover wore, when he had only seen Hanover for a few seconds, committing the murder? It showed that the man was giving valueless testimony; that he was lying out of hand. And the jury acquitted your man. John, you can do some miraculous thing like that now for my friend, Harry McCurtney. Youll find some way. Why else are you called Hole-in-the-Wall Barrett?

While she completed this impassioned appeal, John Barrett regarded her with utter unconcern. He might have been listening to the accomplishments of some fabulous character rather than to one of his own most spectacular exploits.

To be brief, Elizabeth, he said, I wont take the case. Ive other work planned for tomorrow.

And he turned to leave the room.

Who but a villain could have turned his back on such a woman and at such a time? She stiffened; her head went back; there was a tremor of coming speech in her throat. She is about to play her last card, a gambler would have said, and she played it.

John! she called.

The villain turned only half toward her at the door. There is another reason why you must defend McCurtney, she said. I love him!

It sufficed to make the villain turn squarely toward her, but he showed not the least emotion. His head bowed a little, thoughtfully.

Ah! he repeated. You love him?

And with that he shifted his glance up suddenly and met her eyes. She shrank back, trembling. One could see that she was expectant of a blow, a torrent of abuse. Instead, he smiled slowly at her.

She made a little gesture. There seemed more appeal than anger in it. You dont care, John? I knew you didnt care!

If you love him, said the villain slowly, I suppose I dont care.

You never have, she answered. You merely bought me  with your courtroom eloquence, and your money  just as you would buy a fine piece of furniture. You wanted a decorative wife for your home  someone you could be proud to show.

It was not a quarrel, you see. For it happened in the twentieth century; happened yesterday, in fact. Neither of them raised their voices. There fell a little silence, and silences always make a woman explain.

Ive tried to love you, she said. Ive tried to break through that hard exterior you wear like armor. Ive guessed at depths and tendernesses in you, but the only time Ive heard poetry in your voice was when you said before the minister, I will! Since then Ive waited for a touch of that sound to come back into your voice, but it never has, and gradually Ive learned the truth  you never really cared for me.

John Barrett was a villain; also a vulgar man.

The proof of the pudding is in the eating, he said. If I havent seemed to love you, why  I havent.

And he grinned; it was not by any means a smile. She shuddered as if those hands of his, made for gripping great burdens, had closed on a vital nerve that ran to her heart. She turned away, veiling her eyes with her hand. Surely it was strange that a man could give up such beauty!

And will you defend him? she asked in a whisper. If you love him, said Barrett, I shall set him free for you. Good night, Elizabeth!

He strode out of the room. She ran after him a few steps and followed him with her eyes down the long vista of the rooms; but the massive shoulders went on their way with characteristic swagger; the bowed thoughtful head never once cast back a glance toward her.

It is done! said the beautiful woman, and sank into a chair.

Her eyes were half closed, and she smiled  the smile of the twentieth-century woman, which is harder to read than the smile of the Sphinx.

II

THE next afternoon she sat in a front seat in the courtroom and bent eyes of sad sympathy upon Harry McCurtney. There were others who looked on him in the same way. They were not, to be sure, quite like the beautiful woman, but then they were fair enough to have filled up a motion-picture background.

What woman under thirty could look upon him without some such sad emotion? He was very young; he was very handsome. The brown eyes were as soft and liquid as the eyes of a thoughtful Byron  or a calf. That tall forehead and that long, pale face  they brought home all the romantic melancholy of life to a woman under thirty. Even the twelve good men and true felt some ruth as they glanced on him who was about to die; but being hardheaded fellows, those twelve, they looked away again and cleared their throats and frowned. Metaphorically speaking, they were rolling up their sleeves and preparing to grasp the knife from the hands of blind justice.

The hero knew it. He turned those large, soft eyes on the jurors, and then flicked them swiftly away and let them journey from one fair face to another along the benches of the courtroom. And at last, as one overcome by the woes of life, he bowed his head and veiled his eyes with his long, white, tremulous fingers. A beautiful hand! It should have rested upon velvet; should have toyed with locks of golden hair, or blue-black hair  Elizabeths hair was blue-black.

The crowd had not come to hear the plea of Hole-inthe-Wall Barrett, simply because it was not known until the last moment that he was taking over the case for the defense; but the moment his burly figure appeared, swaggering toward a chair, a hum and then a whisper and then a voice passed through the crowd. His honor removed his glasses and frowned. The clerk rapped for order.

From that moment everyone waited; everyone was expectant. The prosecution was uneasy; the district attorney drank many glasses of water; the jurors set their teeth as if they were resolving their collective minds that they would not be budged from their duty even by a John Barrett. They scowled and nudged one another with assurances of immovability; they smiled upon the district attorney; they frowned upon Harry McCurtney and John Barrett.

The proceedings passed quickly. The district attorney made a very eloquent speech, painting in colors of crimson and black the damnable crime of this treacherous boy who could poison his uncle while the murdered man was drinking his nephews long life and happiness. The jury shook its collective head and scowled again on John Barrett, as if they dared him to come on and fight now. But all the time Hole-in-the-Wall Barrett sat teetering slowly back and forth in his armchair, staring blankly from face to face and picking his teeth. As has been said before, he was not only a villain, but a very vulgar man.

The prosecutors case was in. There was only the plea of John Barrett to be heard. The judge frowned his defiance on Barrett; the district attorney did likewise; the jury deepened its scowls; the fair mourners covered their faces and waited.

Barrett rose in the most matter-of-fact manner, with the most unmoved face, and crossed to the table on which stood the damning exhibit, the vial of poison. He finished picking his teeth, but continued to chew the toothpick. Indeed, he was a very vulgar man.

Your honor and gentlemen of the jury, he said, the prosecution has proved conclusively that certain drops from this bottle were poured by the defendant into a glass of whisky, which was drunk by William McCurtney, who thereafter died.

It was like the fall of the first sods on the coffin. The defense was throwing down its cards. McCurtney raised his head; a greenish-yellow was invading the pallor of his poetic face. Something extremely un-poetic was in his eyes.

The court has been informed by various experts that the contents of this bottle are deadly poison. If they are, unquestionably the defendant is guilty of murder, most damnable murder.

It was a strange exordium. The crowd frowned with wonder and waited for the appeal which must follow  sounding periods, moving eloquence. But it must be always remembered that our villain was a most vulgar man. He raised the little vial.

The proof of the pudding, he said, is in the eating.

And he drank the liquid in the vial  he drained it slowly to the last drop. Then he turned and extended an arm of command over the jury, which had arisen to the last man, staring upon him with pallid faces and open mouths.

Now set that man free! he thundered, and strode from the courtroom.

The man was set free. The jury was out one and one-half minutes before it reached its verdict. And the first one to get to the acquitted man, who sat as if stunned, with wandering eyes, was Elizabeth Barrett. Love will find a way, even through a courtroom jam.

A note was brought to McCurtney; they read it together.

Bring Elizabeth to my house, McCurtney, ran the note. I have something to say to you both.

As they sat in her car, she said:

He knows, Harry!

Knows what? asked Harry.

About us, said Elizabeth tenderly.

About which? said the hero vaguely.

About our love, dear, explained the beautiful woman.

My God! said the hero. Stop the car! Turn it about!

Harry! cried the beautiful woman. You arent afraid?

Afraid? stammered the hero. No, of course not! Poor dear! Of course that hideous trial has destroyed your nerves; but think of the long years of beautiful peace which we will spend together!

John Barrett! muttered the hero. He knows? I told him.

Elizabeth, were you mad, to tell that brute of a man?

He didnt care. In fact, thats how I induced him to defend you.

The hero wiped his brow.

He wont oppose, said the beautiful woman, and she looked out the window with something of a sigh. He wont hinder us in anything. I suppose  I suppose the divorce will be easily granted me. And then

Yes, yes! murmured the hero. But lets talk about that later. The important thing now is John Barrett.

Well talk to him in a moment. It wont take long. I suppose he wants to make the necessary arrangements for the  the divorce.

She leaned back against the cushion and smiled that twentieth-century smile.

By Heaven! said the hero, I dont really know whether youre glad or sorry, Elizabeth.

Neither do I, she answered, and then, opening her eyes suddenly to the matter of fact: Neither do I know whether Im gladder to have my freedom, or sorrier to wade through the disgrace of the divorce court.

Hm! said the hero.

The car stopped in front of the columned entrance to the Barrett home.

Arent you coming, Harry? she asked with some impatience.

Give me time, dear, said the hero. My wits are still back there in the courtroom waiting for John Barrett to begin his appeal.

And mine, said the beautiful woman, are in the bright future!

And again she smiled the twentieth-century smile.

III

THEY entered, and a servant told them that Mr. Barrett expected them in his private library. They climbed to the third story.

This climb, smiled Elizabeth, when they arrived, a little breathless, at the door, is the only thing, Im sure, which keeps John from becoming stout.

Hm! said the hero.

They entered, and the door clicked behind them. It was a circular room, with a vaulted ceiling. The walls were lined with unbroken rows of books. There was not even a window; the air came through two ventilators. John Barrett stood in front of an open fireplace with his back to them, so that they could not tell, at first, exactly what he was doing there.

We are here, John, said Elizabeth in a rather thin voice.

Oh! boomed Hole-in-the-Wall Barrett. Are you here?

And as he turned half toward them they discerned his employment  he was heating the end of a stout poker in a bed of white-hot coals. Good God! whispered the hero.

He seized the knob of the door; but it did not budge. He could not even elicit a rattle from it when he shook it frantically.

The door locks with a spring, explained John Barrett, turning squarely toward them, and still twirling the poker in the coals.

Help! yelled the hero.

Harry! said the beautiful woman in some disdain.

It is often necessary for me to hold the most secret conferences here, said the villain, and therefore I have had these walls built so thick that no sounds can enter or leave. The room is impervious to noise. It is necessary, because some really strange things have happened here.

What do you mean? said the hero, his voice changed beyond recognition.

It is a suggestion, said the impassive villain, for those who desire privacy. A room like this, for instance, would be ideal for writing your poetry, McCurtney.

John! said the beautiful woman sharply. What are you driving at?

In that vulgar atmosphere it was no wonder if she had learned to use slang. The hero, however, did not seem to notice it. His curiosity, for the moment, overwhelmed any other emotions.

How in the name of Heaven, he said, did you survive that poison?

Was it poison? queried the villain. Well, albumen coagulates and collects around certain poisons. I had swallowed several raw eggs just before I entered the courtroom. It is not a new trick. The moment I left I was taken by two doctors to a private room, and my stomach was pumped out.

Oh! said the hero scornfully. I thought it was some ingenious thing you did!

Oh! said the villain. Did you?

John, why have you sent for us? said the beautiful woman.

Barrett buried the poker in the coals so deep that it would not topple out, produced one of his villainous long cigars and lighted it. He then picked up a riding whip which had fallen to the floor, and hung it again above the fireplace.

It is about your leaving, said the villain, and took the handle of the poker.

Have you made up your mind to oppose me? she asked.

If you love this man, he said in his calm voice, I shant raise a hand to stop you or to hinder your happiness. I would even drink poison again to help you along.

You? said the beautiful woman.

Because I love you, said the villain.

You? said the beautiful woman.

Rot! said the hero.

But, went on the villain, if you really care for this fellow here  this sneaking cur who makes my hand itch  if you really care for him, Im sure that I can get along without you.

Do you mean  ? cried the hero.

I mean, Elizabeth, said the villain, that Ive probably made many mistakes in my treatment of you. Ive never been a man of many words  outside the courtroom. Ive usually depended on actions instead. After I married you, I didnt think you required more proofs of my love. If you do, Ill try to give them to you  not in words, because this is not a courtroom; but I want you to know that Ive crossed the line from my old life and stepped into a new. This is the proof.

He drew out the poker from the coals. It sparkled and glittered and radiated snapping sparks in showers. The iron indeed, seemed instinct with a terrible life, a volition of its own.

God! whispered the hero, and cowered against the locked door.

The beautiful woman said nothing at all.

Coming to a point halfway across the room, the villain took the glowing iron and with it seared a smoking furrow, crooked and deep, across the polished wood from one side of the room to the other. The mark still fumed when he stepped back and cast the poker clanging on the hearth. It was an ugly mark, and a melodramatic thing to do, but the villain was a vulgar man.

If you doubt that I love you hereafter, said the villain, dont wait for me to tell you, but come up here and look at this mark on the floor, Elizabeth. Youve done to me what Ive done here.

John! whispered his wife.

He turned his cigar and blew a cloud of smoke toward the ceiling. Truly, a very vulgar man!

Elizabeth! groaned the hero. Are you going to leave me?

John! whispered the beautiful woman, and she ran across the smoking furrow on the floor, stretching out her arms to her husband. He removed his cigar.

You will be able to open that other door, he said. She opened the door and went out.

And now? asked the hero hoarsely.

And now, said the villain, I have always been a man of few words.

So saying, he took down the riding whip from above the fireplace. The room was impervious to noise. It was necessary, because some strange things happened there.

THE END


JOHN OVINGTON RETURNS

§ I
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THE OLD SERVANT stopped and faced him. The light from the candle he carried flickered across his bald head as he nodded wonderingly, and John Ovington hardly repressed a smile.

You are quite sure you were never in the house before? asked Hillton.

No, said Ovington, I was never here before, but somehow it seems to me that a big amber-coloured vase with black figures tracing down the sides should stand by that window. Its just a fancy, but rather unusual in its clearness.

The Ovingtons are an unusual family, sir, said Hillton, and he raised his candle so that its light fell more fully on the sternly graven face of his new master. After his moments scrutiny he shook his head as one who gives up a problem.

A vase like the one you speak of stood there ever since the house was built, but last week Mrs Worth broke it while she was cleaning the room. Every week I have the rooms cleaned, sir, but for the past year they have never been used, none except the kitchen and Mr Ovingtons bedroom where he lay sick for so long.

And died? said Ovington.

And died, sir. He wouldnt trust any one save me. I wrote the letter which brought you here, and I signed it for him.

I shall never forget that letter, said Ovington. And that is the room where I sleep now?

The master has always slept in that room since the family came here to live, he answered. Now I think you have seen the whole house, Mr Ovington.

But isnt there a room behind those folding doors? asked Ovington.

That is the library, and it hasnt been opened these past fifteen years. Fifteen dreary years, sir. It must be fearful thick with dust.

And why has it been closed all this time?

That was the time when young Master Ovington died, and since then the master couldnt bear to go into that room. For the family pictures hang there, and he couldnt stand to look on them, he having lost his heir. The family name ended with him, as he thought. It was only through the lawyers that we traced the line to you, sir, through your great-grandfather, John Ovington, the man who disappeared.

So I understand, said Ovington. But lets have a look at the room.

Hillton drew in his wrinkled lips anxiously.

Tonight, sir?

Why not?

Its a fearsome place to go into at night with all the great, stern old Ovingtons painted and hanging on the wall. Its most like a graveyard, sir, with the ghosts up and sitting on their tombs. Im sure you will not like it to be there at night, Mr Ovington.

Tut! smiled Ovington, and he laid a reassuring hand on the old mans shoulder. Well risk the dust and the family pictures.

It was only after much reluctant fumbling and many sidewise glances as if in hope that Ovingtons resolution would die away that Hillton finally produced the key. The lock had set so fast that it required a great effort for Ovington to send it gritting back. He swung the door wide and stepped into the high, dark room. The wavering of the light behind him made him turn to Hillton, who stood outside the door, the candle fairly shaking in his hand.

Come, come! laughed Ovington. After all, its only a room with nothing more dangerous in it than shadows.

No, sir, said Hillton, Im not afraid. But its a strange house and a strange people.

He entered slowly, the candle held high above his head, and he peered about at every step.

Into the highest shadows of the raftered ceiling the wavering candle-light hardly reached, but it shone on the ponderous table, thickly dusted, and into the black throat of the fireplace, and picked out the long row of portraits receding dimly on either side of the room. Among them were a few dressed in the ruffs of the Tudor period. Others appeared in sombre Puritan grey, straight faces under tall hats. Among these one caught Ovingtons eye.

He took the candle from Hillton and held it close to the portrait. He almost thought for a moment that he was dressed for a fancy ball and stood before a mirror, for it was his own face which returned his gaze with a half scowl and a half sneer, the same strong nose, thin cheeks, and unflinching eyes. He blinded himself with his hand and looked again, but the resemblance persisted. He felt that his forehead had grown very cold.

And who is this, Hillton? he asked, wondering if the servant would notice the resemblance.

That is your great-grandfather, whose name was John Ovington, like your name, said Hillton, forgetting his uneasiness as he talked. He was the strangest of all the Ovingtons, for he rode away one day and never came back, and that is the last people ever heard of him. And all that was many and many years ago. So long that my father could not remember.

He led the way to the window and drew aside the curtain, loosing a cloud of choking dust. Outside the moon glimmered on the garden terraces, which stepped down to a tree-covered hollow, but the other side of the valley rose dark and steep, with a great square house topping it.

That is the Jervan house, said Hillton, and his pointing hand trembled in the moonlight. That is the house where Beatrice Jervan lived, who was the sweetheart of our John Ovington in those old days, but John Ovington went across the seas and fought in France. So when he came back Beatrice Jervan loved him no longer, and they say that he would have forced her to marry him, for he was a stark fierce man, but she fled away in the night with another man. And John Ovington waited for them at a forking of the Newbury Road as they fled on their horses. He stopped them and would have made them turn back, but the man drew a horse-pistol and shot him through the shoulder and rode on with Beatrice Jervan, and God knows what became of them both. We only know that a granddaughter of that couple married back into the Jervan family, and now there is a Beatrice Jervan over there again in that house; and over here  he laughed tremulously in the moonlight is a John Ovington again.

Well, when the man rode on with Beatrice that other John Ovington rose up from the road where he had fallen and called after them: I have failed this time, but I shall not fail twice. I shall come again. I shall wait for you in this place, Beatrice Jervan, and carry you away with me forever.

But that he never did, for shortly afterwards he went and took ship in Boston Harbour and went across the sea to other countries. And he was your great-grandfather. All that he left was this picture on the wall and a little cedar chest of his papers which sits on that shelf next to the brass-bound Bible. He was the last of the old family, for after him his cousin took the name and the inheritance.

Through a long moment Ovington stood staring at the opposite house.

I am going to stay here and read some of those papers, said he at last, so you can leave the candle, Hillton.

Will you sit here all alone, sir, on your first night?

He folded his hands in his anxiety, and when Ovington nodded he turned and went falteringly from the room, shaking his head solemnly as he walked.



§ II

ON top of the papers in the small chest lay a miniature of a girl. It had evidently at one time been a bust painted by an artist of some skill, but the lower part of the picture was rubbed and faded beyond recognition of any form. Only the face remained clear. The hair drew back from the forehead in the severe lines which pleased those grim old New Englanders, and the eyes drooped demurely downwards, but no moral preceptor could lessen the curve and the lure of the red lips. It seemed to Ovington that the eyes might at any moment flash up and yield him unknown depths of light and mockery.

He dropped the miniature to his knee and sat for a long time looking straight before him. When he had rallied his thoughts he commenced to turn over the papers. They were all letters written in a womans hand, and despite the yellowing of time and the fading of the ink, he could make out the words with little effort. Arranged in the order of their receipt the letters told their own story of the love between Beatrice Jervan and John Ovington.

There was a long group covering the period of the wooing, and then came the time when Ovington decided to go to the war, and her letter:



I could not say it last night. I needed quiet so that I could think it all out clearly, and now I know what I wanted to say. You must not go to the war, John dear.

I know that glory is a wonderful thing, but a good wife is a wonderful thing, too, John, and would you care to win glory and lose a wife? Not that I am sure you would lose me; but I love happiness, dear, and I am afraid of pain; and if you were thousands and thousands of miles away, what would I have to remember you by? It is so hard to remember a man by his silences, John!

Dear, will you try to please me in this? And then I will try to please you all the days of my life. But the sea is so broad, and the French shoot so straight  and I do so love laughter, John! Come to me tonight, and I know I can change your mind.



He rose and walked with the candle until he faced the picture of John Ovington. Yes, that was the face of a man able to defy the charm of sudden glances and slow smiles. He went back to the letters. They diminished rapidly in length, and then came this:



If you want me, you must come and fight for me, Captain John Ovington. There may be dreadful fighting on the plains of France, but I think you will find enough war here on the hills of Connecticut. He has yellow, curling hair, John, and wide, blue eyes, and a gentle voice and a ringing laugh, and hes as much of a man as you are, almost. If you want me, you must come for me. It may be too late. I cant tell.



Then came a short note:



You need not come. It is too late!



But John Ovington had decided to come back and try, and after his return were two letters, the last:



If you will not come to see me, John Ovington, I shall come to see you; though if I do that I know that mother will faint.



I think I have never seen so grave a man as the John Ovington I met on the bridge the other day. Have you truly forgotten me? All grave men are not silent, John Ovington. I have a plan to discover if you can really smile.

I will be by the fountain in the garden tonight if it is not too cold.



And John Ovington had evidently changed his mind that night and gone to the garden and made desperate love, hoping against hope, for the last letter said:



Vincent Colvin has been with me all this morning. I am going to ride away with him tonight. I have not forgotten, but I promised myself to him long ago, and now I shall keep the promise. My father objects, so we are going to go out for a ride from which we shall never come back, and we will take the Newbury Road.

Oh, my dear, it breaks my heart to ride out of your life. It has all been so strange, so maddeningly dear and painful. Must this be good-bye?



He read no more that night, but he sat a long time at the window watching the night mist creep up the valley, tangling among the trees, and at last setting a grey veil across the window pane.



THE next morning the challenge of the keen October air drew him out into the open. In the stables he found a great black charger and had him saddled. The groom eyed him dubiously as he lengthened his stirrups to suit his western fashion of riding, but when he swung into the saddle and started down the path with his broad hat curling up in front to the wind and his cloak fluttering behind him, while his powerful pull on the reins held down the horse to an uneasy prance, the groom grinned with open admiration.

I reckon an Ovington, he said, is always an Ovington.

But as he took the road down the valley Ovington could not forget the adventure of the previous evening, for the Connecticut hills rolled up on either side, a remembered beauty of yellowing browns, gold, and crimson running riotously together, and all the trees still shining with the touch of the night mist. And the great lift and sway of the gallop set his heart singing in unison with the hoof-beats. He could not tell how far he had ridden, for every bend invited him on and on down flaming vistas.

He passed from the main road on to a narrow path which, after a quarter of a mile, surged to the left, and around a quick turn he thundered across a stream on a narrow foot-bridge, a frail structure which tottered and shook under him. At the same time he heard the clatter of hoofs coming towards him down the same path and in a moment a racing brown horse flashed about the curve and dashed on to the bridge.

It was far too narrow for two horses to edge by each other. He brought his mount to a rearing stop.

When he looked again the brown horse stood head to head with his black, and he was face to face with the loveliest girl he had ever seen, but a remembered beauty  yes, the face of the miniature, a spray of autumn leaves at her breast stirring as she panted.

This is a real escape, isnt it? she cried, and her voice carried more mirth than fear.

I guess its an escape, he said quietly, after another moment of staring. Here, there is not room for two to pass. Ill back off the bridge.

But when he drew on the reins the black horse reared straight up, and when he came down stiff-legged the little bridge wavered and groaned.

Dont do that! she cried, truly frightened by this time. Ill back off.

She moved her horse back cautiously, step and step, and he followed, but when they came on to the path again he still blocked the way and the puzzled searching of the eyes made her flush slightly.

Your name is Beatrice Jervan, he stated.

Yes, she said.

And mine is John Ovington.

She clapped her hands in delighted discovery.

Are you really the new John Ovington? Lets shake hands and be friends. Were neighbours, you know.

He rode beside her and took her hand. He knew that she was saying:

But you are a stranger here. How did you know my name?

He smiled vaguely on her. Can you tell me how old this bridge is?

Yes, she said, wondering. It is said to be a hundred and fifty years old. But I doubt it.

Well, he said, I feel as if I had known you for one hundred and fifty years.

With that soft hat and that riding-cloak, she laughed, you look as if you might be a bandit of that period.

With that smile, he said, you look as if you might be a woman of almost any period. May I ride with you? he continued. If I may Ill try not to say any more foolish things like that last one.

It doesnt matter, she said, its the October air that makes one happy without knowing just why. Of course you may ride with me if you care to.

They made back across the bridge again and up on to the road. As they broke into a canter he fell back a little to watch the lilt of her perfect horsemanship.

If you ride so far back I cant talk to you, she complained, and then youll think Im stupid.

You dont have to talk, he said. Im quite perfectly entertained, and besides

But she spurred her horse to a wild gallop and the rest of his sentence was jolted from his mind as he pursued. The long stride of the black brought him beside her in a few seconds.

You ride well, he shouted as he reined in to her pace, but you see you cant escape me.

She slowed down rather sullenly.

I have never been passed before on these roads, she said.

Not passed, he corrected; merely caught.

She accepted the comment with a cold glance. He rode a little behind her, perfectly happy and perfectly silent. A keen wind rose and whirled down the valley to meet them. Sometimes the force of the gust seemed to sway her back in her saddle. From stirrup to head she gave the graceful lines to the sway and lunge of the gallop, and Ovington ground his teeth to keep from singing aloud. It seemed hardly a moment before she checked her horse.

Our ways part here, she said, then smiling: Are you always silent, Mr Ovington?

He raised his hat without replying, wheeled, and spurred up the hill, and she remained for a breathing space watching the play of his broad shoulders as he rode.



§ III

THROUGH the next ten days he wandered about the place uneasily. He could hardly define his own mood. He felt vaguely that he was waiting, but he had not the slightest idea for what. But on the tenth day a letter came and he knew. He recognized the handwriting, but before he dared to tear it open he went first to the little cedar chest and compared the two scripts.

They were identical.

The letter began without prelude just as that other letter came to that other John Ovington a hundred and fifty years before:



If you will not come to see me, John Ovington, I shall come to see you.



A red mist came before him. He felt himself trembling like a child, and it was some time before he could resume the reading. Without a single variation the letter repeated the time-yellowed manuscript of the cedar chest.



I think I have never seen so grave a man. All grave men are not silent, John Ovington. I have a plan to discover if you can really smile. I will be in the garden tonight if it is not too cold.



I will not go, he said aloud, as if to convince himself against himself. I will not let this damned riddle ruin me as it ruined a John Ovington four generations before me.

He commenced to pace up and down the room. According to the old story he should go to that garden tonight and make desperate love to her. And according to that story he was lost in the end, fate played against him.

Ovington tried to rally his reason. He tried to convince himself that this was all a weird dream, but the two letters lay convincingly side by side. Had the spirit of the old John Ovington truly come back to try the old task again? Would there be for him the same agony of heart and mind? He covered his face with his hands and groaned aloud, for he saw again the spray of autumn leaves stirring at her breast.

After supper he went into the library to fight out the night there, but the old portraits leered down at him, the little cedar chest loomed like a silent oracle of sorrow. He rose at last and went out to pace the terraces of the garden.

His foot sounded hollowly over the little bridge across the river, but he did not notice it. Unconsciously he wandered up the path on the other side of the valley, through the opening of the hedge of evergreen, and on to the velvet lawns of the Jervan estate.

A light laugh only a few feet away startled him. He found that he stood near a circle of shrubbery, in the center of which a fountain splashed and showered, and through the light falling of the spray he heard the thrilling velvet of Beatrice Jervans voice:

Go away now, Vincent. I so want to be alone.

And a pleasant voice answered:

Have I wearied you, dear?

No, she answered, but I am tired of saying pretty things and hearing them, just for a little while. I am hungry for the quiet and the chill of this air. Please go back to the house and tell them that I am taking a walk through the garden. They will understand.

And I shall see you later? And you are not cold?

You will see me later. I am not the least cold.

Au revoir a little while. Dear, I am full of strange thoughts tonight. It is almost as if you were slipping away from me.. I have reached out to you a hundred times, and my heart has closed on nothing. What does it mean?

Fantasy! she said, and as she laughed the sound broke and ran trilling down like the musical chuckle of a bird. Adieu. You need not fear. I shall stay true to our plan. Adieu.

Ovington heard the mans lightly treading step pass away over the lawn, the shrubbery brushed against him noisily, and then the silence slipped back over the place and the faintly moving air shook the fountain into light showerings of spray, felt rather than heard, like the pulse of a heart. And a great yellow moon floated up through the branches of the eastern trees, took the changing tracery of the black limbs, and now drifted abroad into the pathless heaven, so her light, peering aslant over the shrubbery, looked on the silver nodding head of the fountain.

And deeper and deeper slanted the light until he saw it glimmer like a dark star in the hair of Beatrice.

She raised her head up to meet that light. It fell upon her face like a sculptured smile, and Ovington stood breathless watching, waiting, with a musical dread in his heart. Then the dark fur which clung against her throat shifted and the shadow of the lifted eyes changed. He stepped into the circle of the shrubbery and stood before her, and she, looking up, saw the black outline of his head against the rolling moon.

You are for all the world like a man come down from the moon, she said, and her voice was so low that she seemed to be talking to herself rather than to him.

He stood for a long moment before he could speak.

And who, he asked, is dear Vincent?

Vincent is a very nice boy, she answered, who has yellow curling hair and wide blue eyes and is as much of a man as you are, John Ovington.

He dropped into the stone seat beside her and leaned forward, his hands clasped and his eyes on the ground. He was so perilously near her that she could make out the tensed lips, the frowning forehead of his profile, but the wide brim of his hat put all the rest of his face in shadow. She watched his strongly interlaced fingers.

So you are a silent man, John Ovington?

I am thinking very hard, he answered.

Yes, you are troubled about something? He felt the perfume and the touch of her breath as she leaned swiftly towards him. And as she leaned she saw the interlacing fingers grind together. A tremor shook her that was half fear and half delight.

I suppose, he began at last, that you have watched the sun glinting in Vincents yellow hair?

Of course, she said.

And your fingers have touched it where the sun has fallen?

That, she said, is a secret.

I am quite sure I have no use for Vincent, he said.

In the pause the wind went rushing past them and ran on through the far-off tree-tops, whispering and muttering.

And I suppose, he went on, that you could not begin to count the moments you have spent looking into Vincents wide, blue eyes?

I am sure that would be hard to reckon, she said gravely.

I think I could hate Vincent, he mused. Do you like him a great deal?

Im sure I dislike confessionals.

It is rather hard, he said at last.

What is hard?

To play against fate, and to come into the play with the stage set against me.

I dont understand!

But watching those gripping fingers she did understand, and the shaking of the fountain counted out the waiting seconds until he spoke again.

It would have been so easy in any other setting, he said. For instance I might have seen you first at a teatable, saying the silly things that go with tea.

I hate tea, she said fervently.

Or I might have seen you at the end of a long ride instead of the beginning. I might have seen you with your hair tumbling roughly and your hat askew, and your figure slumping wearily at every stride of the horse. You would not have mattered then, very much.

She looked up to the moon, but it seemed too bright, too searching, now, and she dropped her eyes hastily back to his hands.

But even as it was, he said, I could have stood out against you if it had not been for the spray of autumn leaves at your breast. He nodded solemnly. That was what did the harm. It was hardly fair, do you think?

They were only autumn leaves, she said, and anyway I dont understand why you are so solemn.

That is fibbing, be remarked unemotionally, and it is not even a white fib. You know perfectly well that the stage was set, and that I had not a chance when I came blundering on to the boards, a mere supernumerary in the last act. But, knowing all this, why did you send me the note? I dont like bear-baiting when I am the bear.

She looked away from him suddenly into the shadows of the shrubbery. Then, almost desperately:

Is this mere neighborliness, John Ovington? Can a man meet a girl once and then talk as you are talking?

Does it seem impossible to you, Beatrice? he muttered.

Does it really seem so strange to you? Tell me frankly.

I dont know, her lips framed, but without sound.

Your face is so in the shadow, she said in a very low voice, that I cannot tell whether or not you are smiling to yourself.

I dont dare to look up to you for fear that you would understand too clearly. But tell me truly, why did you write that note?

I cannot tell. I sat down before a piece of paper and the words came of themselves. I dont know what I wrote. I am sorry if I hurt you.

And I cannot tell why I came here tonight, he answered, for I determined to stay away, but my steps guided themselves. Here I am. It is not you or I who speak here tonight, Beatrice, but old forces greater than we. We are puppets in the game. We are the guests of chance. Do you not feel it?

I cannot say, she said, but everything seems changed. It is as if I knew you for a long time. When you speak I remember your words from long ago. And my heart is cold and strange. And  and  I wish you would go, John Ovington. I am afraid of you.

I cannot go yet, he answered bitterly, for I sit here and see as plainly as if I were looking at you, the stir of your breast, and the moonlight white and cold along your throat, and the unconscious smiling of your lips, and the unsearchable shadows of your eyes.

He turned to her fiercely and his left hand gripped the back of the stone seat as he leaned over her.

Cant you make them clear and plain and readable? Cant you make me feel that I have no hope? That you are completely lost to me? That I have no share in your soul? Why do you torment me with this damnable ghost of hope, Beatrice?

She made no answer to the compelling whisper, but through a long moment she met his eyes and into the silence once more the shaking of the fountain beat like a pulse. Then she shrank a little away with a musical tremor of sound, and her hand fell palm up across her eyes. He drew her to him, rich with the soft warmth of her body.

His lips touched her throat. A sob formed there. He kissed the tremulous hollow of her hand. At once it fell away helplessly. He crushed the parted lips. At once her breath came brokenly and moaning to his ear, and while the thunder of his heart shook both their spirits, she whispered:

God help me! God help me!

Thereat he rose suddenly and turned away with bowed head, for at the moan of her voice the thought of the yellow, rustling papers of the cedar box came upon him like a drift of the last leaves of dead autumn. Then he knew that she was by his side.

It is not ended yet, she was saying. If we are the guests of chance now, oh, be strong and become the master of it all! Find out the way. There is always one road home, John, I trust in you.

When he was able to raise his head she was gone, and a mist that drew across the moon made all the play grey and cold.

He reached his house again and stood a long time before the picture of John Ovington until it seemed that the hard half sneer of the pictured smile was meant for him, and when he slept that night the mockery of the smile followed him.



§ IV

But when he rose the next morning and looked over the shimmer of color running on the hills, a new hope swelled in him and a confidence of power. But as the day drew on the thought of the papers in the cedar box depressed him.

In the middle of the afternoon Hillton brought him a letter. Once more he knew the contents before he broke the seal, but as he read the expected words a sick feeling of suspense came over him.



Vincent Colvin has been with me all this morning. I am going to ride away with him tonight. I have not forgotten, but I promised myself to him long ago, and now I shall keep the promise. My father objects, so we are going out for a ride from which we shall never come back. We will take the Newbury Road. Oh, my dear, it breaks my heart to ride out of your life! It has all been so strange, so maddingly dear and painful. Must this be good-bye?



Once the letter was finished the suspense left him. Automatically he ordered his trunk packed and arranged his affairs as if he were about to go on a long journey. At sunset he went for the last time to look at the picture of the other John Ovington.

The smile twitched the lips and the sneer was doubly bitter.

After that he rode the black horse down the Newbury Road. He hardly knew what position to take, but when he came to a branching of the road the black horse of his own accord drew down to a walk. He had ridden him under the black shadow of an oak by the roadside before he remembered Hilltons story:

And John Ovington waited for them at a forking of the Newbury Road.



He would have ridden out and found some other waiting-place as he remembered, but a grim determination came up in him and he sat his horse motionless. He remained there for perhaps an hour. The moon came up and ran white along the road. Then a clatter of hoofs beat far away.

Colvin came first as they rounded the last run, a large man riding strongly on a grey horse. They were a hundred yards away when Ovington rode out from beneath the tree, his hand raised.

Colvin brought his horse to a stop on grinding hoofs.

Who the devil are you, sir? he shouted. What do you mean by stopping me?

I havent the least wish to stop you, said Ovington calmly, but I intend to stop Beatrice Jervan tonight. As for you, you may ride to hell, for all of me.

He could see Colvins face set with fury.

What authority have you for this? he demanded, still partially controlling his voice.

The authority of good sense, smiled Ovington, which says that it is both too late and far too cold for a girl to be out riding.

Damn your impertinence, cried Colvin. Get out of the road or Ill ride you down like a dog!

Ah, said Ovington, you talk well, Colvin. But there is an older score to settle between us than you dream of. You must ride this way alone tonight.

You fool, shouted Colvin, if you must have it, take it!

As he spoke a revolver flashed in his hand, but as it dropped to the level Ovington spurred his black suddenly forward.

With his left hand he struck up Colvins arm, and the revolver roared past his ear. With his right arm he seized Colvin about the waist and drew him bodily from the saddle.

As he swayed a moment struggling on the saddle-bow, Ovington swung his right hand free and struck. The blow fell behind Colvins ear and he collapsed without a sound.

Ovington flung his limp body to the ground.

You have killed him! whispered Beatrice. Flee! Flee!

He is merely stunned, said Ovington. Turn your horse. We ride another way this night.

She reined her horse away and raised her riding-crop.

Keep away, she cried in a choked voice. I am afraid! Keep away. He has my promise  I shall never leave him!

He laughed short and hard.

Promise? he said. Do you think that words will stop me tonight after I have conquered destiny at last? Do you dream that words will stop me? Then one way with both!

As he spoke he rode upon her. The riding-crop fell upon his shoulder, but he did not notice it. He swept her from the saddle into his arms and crushed the parted lips fiercely against his own.

Dearest, he said, after four generations of waiting, I have returned for you and won you away from fate.

Suddenly her straining body gave to him, he heard a murmuring and changed voice in his ear:

Ride! Ride! He is stirring on the road. He is awakening!

And as they spurred up the road he turned his head and saw the grey horse and the brown fleeing side by side far away with loose shaken bridle-reins and empty saddles.

THE END


OUT OF THE DARK
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THE PRINCIPALITY OF Pornia is not a large country and in the ordinary course of history it should have been swallowed entire, centuries ago, by one of the kingdoms which surround it. Its situation has saved it from this fate, for it is the buffer state between two great monarchies whose jealousy has preserved for Pornia an independent existence.

Despite its independence, Pornia has never received much consideration from the rest of Europe, and the aim of its princes for many generations has been to foist it into the great councils by a strong alliance with one of the two kingdoms to which it serves as a buffer.

The long-desired opportunity came at last in the reign of Alexander VI, who, one morning, commanded Rudolph of Herzvina to appear at the palace. As soon as the worthy old baron appeared, Alexander spoke to him as follows: Rudolph, you are an old and respected counselor, a devoted servant of the State, and therefore I am delighted to announce that the greatest honor is about to descend upon your family, an honor so great that the entire State of Pornia will be elevated thereby. The Crown Prince Charles wishes to make your daughter his wife!

At this he stepped back, the better to note the joy with which old Rudolph would receive this announcement, but, to his astonishment, the baron merely bowed his head and sighed.

Your highness, said Rudolph of Herzvina, I have long known of the attachment which the crown prince has for my daughter, Bertha, but I fear that the marriage can never be consummated.

Come, come! said the prince genially. It is a far leap indeed from Baron of Herzvina to father-in-law to Prince Charles, but there have been stranger things in history than this, though never anything that could so effectually elevate Pornia. Have no fear of Charles. He loves your daughter; he is strong-minded as the very devil; he will override any opposition from his father. As a matter of fact, it is no secret that Charles is already practically the ruler over his kingdom. So rejoice, Herzvina, and I will rejoice with you!

But the baron merely shook his head sadly and repeated: I fear the marriage can never be consummated.

Why not? said the prince in some heat. I tell you, his royal highness loves the girl. I could read passion even in the stilted language of his ambassadors message. Why not?

I was not thinking of his royal highness, but of the girl. She will not marry him.

The prince dropped into a chair with jarring suddenness.

Rudolph continued hastily: I have talked with Bertha many times and seriously of the matter; I have tried to convince her of her duty; but she will not hear me. The foolish girl says she does not love his highness.

The prince smote his hands together in an ecstasy of impatience.

Love! Love! In the name of God, Herzvina, what has love to do with this? This is the thing for which Pornia has waited during centuries. Through this alliance I can make a treaty that will place Pornia once and forever upon the map of the diplomatic powers. Love!

I have said all this to her, but she is obdurate.

Does she expect some fairy prince? She is not a child; she is not even  forgive me  beautiful.

True. She is not even pretty, but even homely women, your highness, will sometimes think of love. It is a weakness of the sex.

He was not satirical; he was very earnest indeed. He continued: I have tried every persuasion. She only says in reply: He is too old. I cannot love him.

An inspiration came to Alexander of Pornia. Under the stress of it he rose and so far forgot himself as to clap a hand upon the shoulder of Herzvina. In so doing he had to reach up almost as high as his head, for the princes of Pornia have been small men, time out of mind.

Baron, he said, will you let me try my hand at persuasion?

It would be an honor, sire. My family is ever at the disposal of my prince.

He answered with a touch of emotion: I know it, Rudolph; but will you trust the girl in my hands for a number of days? A thought has come to me. I know I can convince her that this love of which she dreams is a thing of the flesh alone, a physical necessity. Come, send her to me, and I shall tear away her illusions. She will not thank me for it, but she will marry the crown prince.

I will send her to the palace to-day.

Very good; and first tell her why I wish to speak with her. It may be that of herself she will change her mind when she learns the wishes of her prince. Farewell.

And the prince rode off to a review of the troops of the city guard. So it was that Bertha of Herzvina sat for a long time in a lonely room, after her arrival at the palace before the door opened, a man in livery bowed for the entrance of the prince, and she found herself alone with her sovereign.

Automatically she curtsied, and he let her remain bowed while he slowly drew off his white gloves. He still wore his generals uniform with the stiff padding which would not allow his body to grow old, for a prince of Pornia must always look the soldier.

Sit down, he ordered, and as she obeyed he commenced to walk the room.

He never sat quietly through an interview if he could avoid it; a constitutional weakness of the nerves made it almost impossible for him to meet another persons eyes. The pacing up and down gave a plausible reason for the continual shifting of his glance.

A good day, a very good day, he said. The hussars were wonderful.

His shoulders strained further back. The prince himself always rode at the head of the hussars; in her childhood she had admired him. He stopped at a window and hummed a marching air. That was a planned maneuver, for his back was far more royal than his face, with its tall forehead and diminutive mouth and chin. She felt as if she were in the presence of a uniformed automaton.

He broke off his humming and spoke without turning.

Well?

My decision is unchanged.

Impossible! In the length of a whole day even a woman must think twice.

Yes, many times.

You will not marry him?

I cannot love him.

He whirled, and the pale blue eyes flashed at her a brief glance which made her cringe. It was as if an X-ray had been turned on her heart.

Love! he said softly, and she shuddered again. Because he is old? Bertha, you are no longer a child. Other women marry for what they may term love. It is your privilege to marry for the State. That is the nobler thing.

He smiled and nodded, repeating for his own ear: The nobler thing! What is greater than such service  what is more glorious than to forget self and marry for the good of the thousands?

I have an obligation to myself.

Who has filled you with so many childish ideas?

They have grown of themselves, sire.

The pacing up and down the room recommenced. Child, have you no desire to serve me? I mean, your country?

She answered slowly, as if feeling for her words: It is impossible that I should be able to serve you through my dishonor. If I should marry the crown prince, my life would be one long sleep, sire. I would not dare awaken to the reality.

His head tilted and he laughed noiselessly. A weakness of the throat prevented him from raising his voice even in times of the greatest excitement.

A soul that sleeps, eh? The kiss of love will awaken it?

He surveyed her with brief disdain.

My dear, you scorn titles, and yet as an untitled woman you are not a match for the first red-faced tradesmans daughter. Stand up!

She rose and he led her in front of a pier glass. Solemnly he studied her pale image.

A sleeping soul! he repeated.

She covered her face.

Will that bait catch the errant lover, Bertha?

God will make up the difference.

He cursed softly. She had not known he could be so moved.

Poor child, let me talk with you.

He led her back to a chair almost with kindness and sat somewhat behind her so that he need not meet her eyes.

This love you wait for  it is not a full-grown god, dear girl, but a blind child. Given a man and a woman and a certain propinquity, and nature does the rest. We put a mask on nature and call it love, we name an abstraction and call it God. Love! Love! Love! It is a pretty disguise  no more. Do you understand?

I will not.

She listened to his quick breathing.

Bertha, if I were to chain you with a ten-foot chain to the first man off the streets and leave you alone with him for three days, what would happen?

Her hand closed on the arm of the chair. He rose and paced the room as his idea grew.

Your eyes would criticize him and your shame would fight in behalf of your  soul? And the sight of your shame would keep the man in check. But suppose the room were dark  suppose you could not see his face and merely knew that a man was there  suppose he could not see and merely knew that a woman was there? What would happen? Would it be love? Pah! Love is no more deified than hunger. If it is satisfied, it goes to sleep; if it is satiated, it turns to loathing. Aye, at the end of the three days you would be glad enough to have the ten-foot chain cut. But first what would happen?

The vague terror grew coldly in her, for she could see the idea taking hold of him like a hand.

If I were to do this, the world might term it a shameful thing, but I act for Pornia  not for myself. I consider only the good of the State. By this experiment I prove to you that love is not God, but blind nature. Yes, and if you knew it as it is, would you oppose me longer? The thought grows upon me! Speak!

Her smile made her almost beautiful.

Sire, in all the world there is only one man for every woman.

Book talk.

He set his teeth because he could not meet her eyes.

And who will bring you this one man?

God.

Once more the soundless laugh.

Then I shall play the part of God. Bertha, you must now make your decision: a marriage for the good of the State, or the ten-foot chain, the dark room  and love!

Even you will not dare this, sire.

Bertha, there is nothing I do not dare. What would be known? I give orders that this room be utterly darkened; I send secret police to seize a man from the city at random and fetter him to a chain in that room; then I bring you to the room and fasten you to the other end of the chain, and for three days I have food introduced into the room. Results? For the man, death; for you, a knowledge first of yourself and, secondly, of love. The State will benefit.

It is bestial  incredible.

Bestial? Tut! I play the part of God and even surpass Him. I put you face to face with a temptation through which you shall come to know yourself. You lose a dream; you gain a fact. It is well. Shame will guard the secret in your heart  and the State will benefit. Still you see that I am paternal  merciful. I do not punish you for your past obstinacy. I still give you a choice. Bertha, will you marry as I wish, or will you force me to play the part of God?

I shall not marry.

Ah, you will wait for God to make up the difference. It is well  very well; le Dieu cest moi. Ha! That is greater than the phrase of Louis XIV. You shall have still more time, but the moment the sun goes down, if I do not hear from you, I shall ring a bell that will send my secret police out to seize a man indiscriminately from the masses of the city. I shall not even stipulate that he be young. My trust in nature is  absolute. Adieu!

She made up her mind the moment he left the room. She drew on her cloak. Before the pier glass she paused.

Aye, she murmured, I could not match the first farmers daughter. But still there must be one man in the world  and God will make up the difference!

She threw open the door which gave on a passage leading to a side entrance. A grenadier of the palace guard jumped to attention and presented arms.

Pardon, he said.

He completely blocked the hall; the prince had left nothing to chance. She started to turn back and then hesitated and regarded the man carefully.

Fritz! she said at last, for she recognized the peasant who had been a stable-boy on her fathers estate before he took service in the grenadiers. You are Fritz Barr!

He flushed with pleasure.

Madame remembers me?

And my little black pony you used to take care of?

Yes, yes!

He grinned and nodded; and then she noted a revolver in the holster at his side.

What are your orders, Fritz?

To let no one pass down this hall. I am sorry, madame.

But if I were to ask you for your revolver?

He stirred uneasily and she took money from her purse and gave it to him.

With this you could procure another weapon?

He drew a long breath; the temptation was great.

I could, madame.

Then do so. It will never be known from whom I received the gun  and my need is desperate  desperate!

He unbuckled the weapon without a word, and with it in her hand she returned to the room.

There was a tall western window, and before this she drew up a chair to watch the setting of the sun.

Will he ring the bell when the edge of the sun touches the hills or when it is completely set? she thought.

The white circle grew yellow; then it took on a taint of orange, bulging oddly at the sides into a clumsy oval. From the gardens below came a stir of voices and then the thrill of a girls laughter. She smiled as she listened, and, leaning from the window, the west wind blew to her the scent of flowers. She sat there for a long time, breathing deeply of the fragrance and noting all the curves of the lawn with a still, sad pleasure. The green changed from bright to dark; when she looked up the sun had set.

As she turned from the gay western sky, the room was doubly dim and the breeze of the evening set the curtains rustling and whispering. Silence she was prepared for, but not those ghostly voices, not the shift and sweep of the shadows. She turned the electric switch, closing her eyes to blur the shock of the sudden deluge of light. The switch clicked, but when she opened her eyes the room was still dark; they had cut the connecting wires.

Thereafter her mind went mercifully blank, for what she faced was, like birth and death, beyond comprehension. Noise at the windows roused her from the daze at last and she found that a number of workmen were sealing the room so that neither light nor sound could enter or escape. The only air would be from the ventilator. And still she could not realize what had happened, what was to happen, until the last sounds of the workmen ceased and the deep, dread silence began; silence that had a pulse in it  the beating of her heart.

She was standing in the middle of the room when the first shapes formed in the black night, and terror hovered about her suddenly, touching her as with cold fingers. She felt her way back to a corner and crouched there against the wall, waiting, waiting. They had seized the doomed man long before this. They must have bound and gagged him and carried him to the palace.

A thousand types of men passed before her inward eye  thin-faced clerks, men as pale as the belly of a dead fish; bearded monsters, gross and thick-lipped, with thunderous laughter; laborers, stamped with patient weariness  and all whom she saw carried the sign of the beast in their eyes. She tried to pray, but the voice of the prince rang in her ears: Le Dieu, cest moi! and when she named God in her prayers, she visualized Alexanders face, the pale, small eyes, the colorless hair, the lofty brow, the mouth whose tight lips could not be disguised by even the careful mustache. When a key turned in a door, she sprang to her feet with a cry of horror.

It is I, said the prince.

I am dying; I cannot stay here; I will marry whom and when you will.

Ah, my dear, you should have spoken before sunset. I warned you, and I never change my mind. It is only for three days, remember. Also, it is in the interest of science. Beyond that, I have quite taken a fancy to playing God for you for three days. Do you understand?

The even, mocking tones guided her to him. She fell at his feet and strained his thin knees against her breast.

Come! Be reasonable, Bertha. This is justice.

Sire, I want no justice. For Gods sake, be merciful.

She heard the shaken breath of his soundless laughter.

Is it so? You should be grateful to me. Trust me, child, I am bringing you the love of which you have dreamed. Ha! Ha! Le Dieu, cest moi!

The clanking of the chain which he carried stilled her voice. It hushed even the thunder of her heart. She rose and waited patiently while the manacle was affixed to her wrist. The prince crossed the room and tapped on the door, which opened, and by a faint light from without Bertha discovered two men carrying a third into the room. She strained her eyes, but could make out no faces. The burden was laid on the floor; a metallic sound told her that she was fettered to the unknown.

The prince said: You are a brave girl. All may yet be well. Then human nature is finer than I think. We shall see. As for your lover, your gift from God, he is sleeping soundly now. It may be an hour before the effects of the drug wear away. During that time you can think of love. Food will be placed three times a day within the door yonder. You can readily find it by feeling your way around the wall. Farewell.

When the door closed she started to retreat to her corner, but the chain instantly drew taut with a rattle. Strangely enough, much of her fear left her now that she was face to face with the danger; temptation, the prince had called it. She smiled as she remembered. When the man awoke and learned their situation, she had no doubt as to how he would act. She had seen the sign of the beast in the eyes of many men, great and small; she had seen it and understood. The revolver might save her for a time, but what if she slept? She knew it would be almost impossible to remain awake during three days and nights.

The moment her eyes closed the end would come. It seemed better that she should fire the bullet now.

When he recovered his senses, it would be difficult to shoot effectively in the dark, for this was not the gloom of night  it was an absolute void, black, thick, impenetrable. She could not make out her hand at the slightest distance from her eyes. He might even attack her from behind and knock the revolver from her hand before she could shoot. Sooner or later the man must die. Even if she did not kill him it would be accomplished by the command of the prince at the end of the three days.

Far better that it should be done at once  that he should never awaken from his sleep. She reached the decision calmly and crept forward to him. Very lightly she passed her hand over his clothes. She had to move his arm to uncover the breast over his heart; the arm was a limp weight, but the muscles were firm, round, and solid. The first qualm troubled her as she realized that this must be a young man, at least a man in the prime of his physical strength.

Then it occurred to her that often bullets fired into the breast are deflected from the heart by bones; it would be far more certain to lay the muzzle against the temple  press the trigger  the soul would depart.

The soul! She paused with a thrill of wonder. A little touch would loose the swift spirit. The soul! For the first time she saw the tragedy from the viewpoint of the unknown man. His life was cut in the middle; truly a blind fate had reached out and chosen him from a whole city. Yet she was merely hastening the inevitable. She reached out and found his forehead.

It was broad and high. Tracing it lightly with the tips of her fingers she discovered two rather prominent lumps of bony structure over the eyes. Some one had told her that this represented a strong power of memory. She tried to visualize that feature alone, and very suddenly, as a face shows when a man lights his cigarette on the street at night, she saw in memory the figure of Rembrandts Portrait of a Young Painter. He sits at his drawing board, his pencil poised, ready for the stroke which shall give vital character to his sketch. There is only one high light, falling on the lower part of the face. Inspiration has tightened the sensitive mouth; the questing eyes peer out from the shadow of the soft cap. She broke off from her vision to realize with a start that when she touched the trigger she would be stepping back through the centuries and killing her dream of the original of Rembrandts picture. A foolish fancy, truly, but in the dark a dream may be as true, as vivid as reality.

The unconscious man sighed. She leaned close and listened to his breathing, soft, hurried, irregular as if he struggled in his sleep, as if the subconscious mind were calling to the conscious: Awake! Death is here!

At least there was plenty of time. She need not fire the shot until he moved. She laid the revolver on her lap and absently allowed her hands to wander over his face, lingering lightly on each feature. She grew more alert after a moment. Every particle of her energy was concentrated on seeing that face  on seeing it through her sense of touch. The blind, she knew, grow so dextrous that the delicate nerves of their finger tips record faces almost as accurately as the eyes of the normal person.

Ah, for one moment of that power! She tried her best. The nose, she told herself, was straight and well modeled. The eyes, for she traced the bony structure around them, must be large; the cheek bones high, a sign of strength; the chin certainly square and prominent; the lips full and the mouth rather large; the hair waving and thick; the throat large. One by one she traced each detail and then, moving both hands rather swiftly over the face, she strove to build the mental picture of the whole  and she achieved one, but still it was always the young painter whom great Rembrandt had drawn. The illusion would not go out of her mind.

An artists hands, it is said, must be strong and sinewy. She took these hands and felt the heavy bones of the wrist and strove to estimate the length of the fingers. It seemed to her that this was an ideal hand for a painter  it must be both strong and supple.

He sighed again and stirred; she caught up the weapon with feverish haste and poised it.

Ah, it is well, said the sleeper in his dream.

She made sure that he was indeed unconscious and then leaned low, whispering: Adieu, my dear.

At some happy vision he laughed softly. His breath touched her face. Surely he could never know; he had so short a moment left for living; perhaps this would pass into his latest dream on earth and make it happy.

Adieu! she whispered again, and her lips pressed on his.

She laid the muzzle of the revolver against his temple, and, summoning all her will power, she pressed the trigger. It seemed as if she were pulling against it with her full strength, and yet there was no report. Then she realized that all her might was going into an inward struggle. She summoned to her aid the voice of the prince as he had said: We put a mask on nature and call it love; we name an abstraction and call it God. Le Dieu, cest moi! She placed the revolver against the temple of the sleeper; he stirred and disturbed the surety of her direction. She adjusted the weapon again.

Up sprang the man, shouting: Treason! Help!

Then he stood silent a long moment; perhaps he was rehearsing the scene of his seizure.

This is death, he muttered at last, and I am in hell. I have always known what it would be  dark  utter and bitter loss of light.

As his hand moved, the chain rattled. He sprang back with such violence that his lunging weight jerked her to her feet.

It is useless to struggle, she cried.

A woman! Where am I?

You are lost.

But what has happened? In Gods name, madame, are we chained together?

We are.

By whose power? By whose right and command?

By one against whom we cannot appeal.

My crime?

None.

For how long

Three days.

He heaved a great sigh of relief.

It is merely some practical joke, I see. That infernal Franz, I knew he was meditating mischief! Three days  and then free?

Yes, for then you die.

Once more he was silent.

Then: This is a hideous dream. I will waken from it at once  at once. My dear lady

She heard him advancing.

Keep the chain taut, sir, I am armed; I will fire at the slightest provocation.

He stopped and laughed.

Come, come! This is not so bad. You have been smiling in your sleep at me. Up with the lights, my dear. If Franz has engaged you for this business, let me tell you that Im a far better fellow than he must have advertised me. But what a devil he is to rig up such an elaborate hoax! By Jove, this chain  this darkness  its enough to turn a fellows hair white! The black night gets on my nerves. Lights! Lights! I yearn to see you; I prophesy your beauty by your voice! Still coy? Then well try persuasion!

His breast struck the muzzle of the revolver.

She said quietly: If I move my finger a fraction of an inch you die, sir. And every word I have spoken to you is the truth.

Well, well! You do this finely. I shall compliment Franz on rehearsing you so thoroughly. Is this the fair Daphne of whom he told me

And his hand touched her shoulder.

By everything that is sacred, I will fire unless you stand back  back to the end of the chain.

Is it possible? The Middle Ages have returned!

He moved back until the light chain was taut.

My mind whirls. I try to laugh, but your voice convinces me. Madame, will you explain my situation in words of one syllable?

I have explained it already. You are imprisoned in a place from which you cannot escape. You will be confined here, held to me by this chain, for three days. At the end of that time you die.

Will you swear this is the truth?

Name any oath and I will repeat it.

Theres no need, he said. No, it cannot be a jest. Franz would never risk the use of a drug, wild as he is. Some other power has taken me. What reason lies behind my arrest?

Think of it as a blind and brutal hand which required a victim and reached out over the city to find one. The hand fell upon you. There is no more to say. You can only resign yourself to die an unknown death.

He said at last: Not unknown, thank God. I have something which will live after me.

Her heart leaped, for she was seeing once more the artist from Rembrandts brush.

Yes, your paintings will not be forgotten.

I feel that they will not, and the name of

Do not speak of it!

Why?

I must not hear your name.

But you know it already. You spoke of my painting.

I have never seen your face; I have never heard your name; you were brought to me in this room darkened as you find it now.

Yet you knew

Her voice was marvelously low: I touched your face, sir, and in some way I knew.

After a time he said: I believe you. This miracle is no greater than the others. But why do you not wish to know my name?

I may live after you, and when I see your pictures I do not wish to say: This is his work; this is his power; this is his limitation. Can you understand?

I will try to.

I sat beside you while you were unconscious, and I pictured your face and your mind for myself. I will not have that picture reduced to reality.

It is a delicate fancy. You are blind? You see by the touch of your hands?

I am not blind, but I think I have seen your face through the touch.

Here! I have stumbled against two chairs. Let us sit down and talk. I will slide this chair farther away if you wish. Do you fear me?

No, I think I am not afraid. I am only very sad for you. Listen: I have laid down the revolver. Is that rash?

Madame, my life has been clean. Would I stain it now? No, no! Sit here  so! My hand touches yours  you are not afraid?  and a thrill leaps through me. Is it the dark that changes all things and gives eyes to your imagination, or are you really very beautiful?

How shall I say?

Be very frank, for I am a dying man, am I not? And I should hear the truth.

You are a profound lover of the beautiful?

I am a painter, madame.

She called up the image of her face  the dingy brown hair, long and silken, to be sure; the colorless, small eyes; the common features which the first red-skinned farmers daughter could overmatch.

Describe me as you imagine me. I will tell you when you are wrong.

May I touch you, madame, as you touched me? Or would that trouble you?

She hesitated, but it seemed to her that the questing eyes of Rembrandts portrait looked upon her through the dark  eyes reverent and eager at once.

She said: You may do as you will.

His unmanacled hand went up, found her hair, passed slowly over its folds.

It is like silk to the touch, but far more delicate, for there is life in every thread of it. It is abundant and long. Ah, it must shine when the sun strikes upon it! It is golden hair, madame, no pale-yellow like sea-sand, but glorious gold, and when it hangs across the whiteness of your throat and bosom the hearts of men stir. Speak! Tell me I have named it!

She waited till the sob grew smaller in her throat.

Yes, it is golden hair, she said.

I could not be wrong.

His hand passed down her face, fluttering lightly, and she sensed the eagerness of every touch. Cold fear took hold of her lest those searching fingers should discover the truth.

Your eyes are blue. Yes, yes! Deep-blue for golden hair. It cannot be otherwise. Speak.

God help me!

Madame?

I have been too vain of my eyes, sir. Yes, they are blue.

The fingers were on her cheeks, trembling on her lips, touching chin and throat.

You are divine. It was foredoomed that this should be! Yes, my life has been one long succession of miracles, but the greatest was reserved until the end. I have followed my heart through the world in search of perfect beauty and now I am about to die, I find it. Oh, God! For one moment with canvas, brush, and the blessed light of the sun! It cannot be! No miracle is complete; but I carry out into the eternal night one perfect picture. Canvas and paint? No, no! Your picture must be drawn in the soul and colored with love. The last miracle and the greatest! Three days? No, three ages, three centuries of happiness, for are you not here?

Who will say that there is not an eye with which we pierce the night? To each of these two sitting in the utter dark there came a vision. Imagination became more real than reality. He saw his ideal of the woman, that picture which every man carries in his heart to think of in the times of silence, to see in every void. And she saw her ideal of manly power. The dark pressed them together as if with the force of physical hands. For a moment they waited, and in that moment each knew the heart of the other, for in that utter void of light and sound, they saw with the eyes of the soul and they heard the music of the spheres.

Then she seemed to hear the voice of the prince: You should be grateful to me. Trust me, child, I am bringing you that love of which you dreamed. Le Dieu, cest moi!

Yes, it was the voice of doom which had spoken from those sardonic lips. The dark which annihilates time made their love a century old.

In all the world, she whispered, there is one man for every woman. It is the hand of Heaven which gives me to you.

Come closer  so! And here I have your head beside mine as God foredoomed. Listen! I have power to look through the dark and to see your eyes  how blue they are!  and to read your soul beneath them. We have scarcely spoken a hundred words and yet I see it all. Through a thousand centuries our souls have been born a thousand times and in every life we have met, and known

And through the utter dark, the merciful dark, the deep, strong music of his voice went on, and she listened, and forgot the truth and closed her eyes against herself.

* * * * *

On the night which closed the third day the prince approached the door of the sealed room. To the officer of the secret police, who stood on guard, he said: Nothing has been heard.

Early this afternoon there were two shots, I think.

Nonsense. There are carpenters doing repair work on the floor above. You mistook the noise of their hammers.

He waved the man away, and as he fitted the key into the lock he was laughing softly to himself: Now for the revelation, the downward head, the shame. Ha! Ha! Ha!

He opened the door and flashed on his electric lantern. They lay upon a couch wrapped in each others arms. He had shot her through the heart and then turned the weapon on himself; his last effort must have been to draw her closer. About them was wrapped the chain, idle and loose. Surely death had no sting for them and the grave no victory, for the cold features were so illumined that the prince could hardly believe them dead.

He turned the electric torch on the painter. He was a man about fifty, with long, iron-gray hair, and a stubble of three days growth covering his face. It was a singularly ugly countenance, strong, but savagely lined, and the forehead corrugated with the wrinkles of long, mental labor. But death had made Bertha beautiful. Her eyes under the shadow of her lashes, seemed a deep-sea blue, and her loose, brown hair, falling across the white throat and breast, seemed almost golden under the light of the torch. A draft from the open door moved the hair and the heart of the prince stirred in him.

He strove to loosen the arms of the painter, but they were frozen stiff by death.

She was a fool, and the loss is small, sighed the prince. After all, perhaps God was nearer than I thought. I bound them together with a chain. He saw my act and must have approved, for see! He has locked them together forever. Well, after all  le Dieu, cest moi!


THE GHOST
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THE GOLD STRIKE which led the fortune-hunters to Murrayville brought with them the usual proportion of bad men and outlaws. Three months after the rush started a bandit appeared so consummate in skill and so cool in daring that all other offenders against the law disappeared in the shade of his reputation. He was a public dread. His comings were unannounced; his goings left no track. Men lowered their voices when they spoke of him. His knowledge of affairs in the town was so uncanny that people called him the Ghost.

The stages which bore gold to the railroad one hundred and thirty miles to the south left at the most secret hours of the night, but the Ghost knew. Once he stuck up the stage not a mile from town while the guards were still occupied with their flasks of snakebite. Again, when the stage rolled on at midday, eighty miles south of Murrayville, and the guards nodded in the white- hot sun, the Ghost rose from behind a bush, shot the near-leader, and had the cargo at his mercy in thirty seconds.

He performed these feats with admirable finesse. Not a single death lay charged to his account, for he depended upon surprise rather than slaughter. Yet so heavy was the toll he exacted that the miners passed from fury to desperation.

They organized a vigilance committee. They put a price on his head. Posses scoured the region of his hiding-place, Hunters Cañon, into which he disappeared when hard pressed, and left no more trace than the morning mist which the sun disperses. A hundred men combed the myriad recesses of the cañon in vain. Their efforts merely stimulated the bandit.

While twoscore men rode almost within calling distance, the Ghost appeared in the moonlight before Pat McDonald and Peters and robbed them of eighteen pounds of gold-dust which they carried in their belts. When the vigilance committee got word of this insolent outrage they called a mass- meeting so large that even drunken Geraldine was enrolled.

Never in the history of Murrayville had there been so grave and dry- throated an affair. William Collins, the head of the vigilantes, addressed the assembly. He rehearsed the list of the Ghosts outrages, pointed out that what the community needed was an experienced man-hunter to direct their efforts, and ended by asking Silver Pete to stand up before them. After some urging Pete rose and stood beside Collins, with his hat pushed back from his gray and tousled forelock and both hands tugging at his cartridge-belt.

Men, went on Collins, placing one hand on the shoulder of the man- killer, we need a leader who is a born and trained fighter, a man who will attack the Ghost with system and never stop after he takes up the trail. And I say the man we need is Silver Pete!

Petes mouth twitched back on one side into the faint semblance of a grin, and he shrugged off the patronizing hand of the speaker. The audience stirred, caught each other with side-glances, and then stared back at Silver Pete. His reputation gave even Murrayville pause, for his reputed killings read like the casualty list of a battle.

I repeat, said Collins, after the pause, in which he allowed his first statement to shudder its way home, that Silver Pete is the man for us. Ive talked it over with him before this, and hell take the job, but he needs an inducement. Heres the reward I propose for him or for any other man who succeeds in taking the Ghost prisoner or in killing him. Well give him any loot which may be on the person of the bandit. If the Ghost is disposed of in the place where he has cached his plunder, the finder gets it all. Its a high price to pay, but this thing has to be stopped. My own opinion is that the Ghost is a man who does his robbing on the side and lives right here among us. If thats the case, well leave it to Silver Pete to find him out, and well obey Petes orders. Hes the man for us. Hes done work like this before. He has a straight eye, and hes fast with his six-gun. If you want to know Petes reputation as a fighting man

Hell tell you himself, said a voice, and a laugh followed.

Silver Pete scowled in the direction of the laugh, and his right hand caressed the butt of his gun, but two miners rose from the crowd holding a slender fellow between them.

Its only Geraldine, said one of them. There aint no call to flash your gun, Pete.

Take the drunken fool away, ordered Collins angrily. Who let him in here? This is a place for men and not for girl-faced clowns!

Misher Collins, said Geraldine, doffing his broad-brimmed hat and speaking with a thick, telltale accent Misher Collins, I ask your pardon, shir.

He bowed unsteadily, and his hat brushed the floor.

I plumb forgot I was in church with Silver Pete for a preacher! he went on.

The audience turned their heads and chuckled deeply.

Take him out, will you? thundered Collins. Take him out, or Ill come down there and kick him out myself!

The two men at Geraldines side turned him about and led him toward the door. Here he struggled away from his guides. Misher Collins! he cried in a voice half-whining and half-anger, if I capture the Ghost do Iget the loot?

A yell of laughter drowned the reply, and Geraldine staggered from the room.

What do you say, men? roared Collins, enraged by these repeated interruptions. Is Silver Pete the man for us?

There was no shout of approval but a deep muttering of consent.

Id hire the devil himself, murmured one man, if hed get rid of the Ghost.

All right, said Collins, and he turned to Pete. Youre in charge here, and its up to you to tell us what to do. Youre the foreman, and were all in your gang.

The crowd was delighted, for Pete, finding himself deserted before the mass of waiting men, shifted uneasily from one foot to the other and kept changing the angle of the hat upon his mop of gray hair.

Speech! yelled a miner. Give us a speech, Pete! Silver Pete favored the speaker with a venomous scowl.

Speech nothin, he answered. I aint here to talk. I aint no gossipin bit of calico. I got a hunch my six-gunll do my chatterin for me.

But what do you want us to do, Pete? asked Collins. How are we going to help you?

Sit tight and chaw your own tobacco, he said amiably. I dont want no advice. Theres been too many posses around these diggins. Maybe Ill start and hunt the Ghost by myself. Maybe I wont. If I want help Ill come askin it.

As a sign that the meeting had terminated he pulled his hat farther down over his eyes, hitched his belt, and stalked through the crowd without looking to either side.

Thereafter Murrayville saw nothing of him for a month, during which the Ghost appeared five times and escaped unscathed. The community pondered and sent out to find Pete, but the search was vain. There were those who held that he must have been shot down in his tracks by the Ghost, and even now decorated some lank hillside. The majority felt that having undertaken his quest alone Pete was ashamed to appear in the town without his victim.

On the subject of the quest Geraldine composed a ballad which he sang to much applause in the eight saloons of the town. It purported to be the narrative of Silver Petes wanderings in search of the Ghost. In singing it Geraldine borrowed a revolver and belt from one of the bystanders, pushed back his hat and roughed up his hair, and imitated the scowling face of Pete so exactly that his hearers fairly wept with pleasure. He sang his ballad to the tune of Auld Lang Syne, and the sad narrative concluded with a wailing stanza:

I dont expect no bloomin tears;
The only thing I ask
Is something for a monument
In the way of a whisky flask.

Geraldine sang himself into popularity and many drinks with his song, and for the first time the miners began to take him almost seriously. He had appeared shortly after old John Murray struck gold six months before, a slender man of thirty-five, with a sadly drooping mouth and humorous eyes.

He announced himself as Gerald Le Roy Witherstone, and was, of course, immediately christened Geraldine.

Thereafter he wandered about the town, with no apparent occupation except to sing for his drinks in the saloons. Hitherto he had been accepted as a harmless and amusing man-child, but his ballad gave him at once an Homeric repute, particularly when men remembered that the song was bound to come sooner or later to the ear of Silver Pete.

For the time being Pete was well out of ear-shot. After the meeting, at which he was installed chief man-hunter of the community, he spent most of the evening equipping himself for the chase. Strangely enough, he did not hang a second revolver to his belt nor strap a rifle behind his saddle; neither did he mount a fleet horse. To pursue the elusive Ghost he bought a dull-eyed mule with a pendulous lower lip. On the mule he strapped a heavy pack which consisted chiefly of edibles, and in the middle of the night he led the mule out of Murrayville in such a way as to evade observation. Once clear of the town he headed straight for Hunters Cañon.

Once inside the mouth of the cañon he began his search. While he worked he might have been taken for a prospector, for there was not a big rock in the whole course of the cañon which he did not examine from all sides. There was not a gully running into Hunters which he did not examine carefully. He climbed up and down the cliffs on either side as if he suspected that the Ghost might take to wings and fly up the sheer rock to a cave.

The first day he progressed barely a half-mile. The second day he covered even less ground. So his search went on. In the night he built a fire behind a rock and cooked. Through four weeks his labor continued without the vestige of a clue to reward him. Twice during that time he saw posses go thundering through the valley and laughed to himself. They did not even find him, and yet he was making no effort to elude them. What chance would they have of surprising the Ghost?

This thought encouraged him, and he clung to the invisible trail, through the day and through the night, with the vision of the outlaws loot before him. He ran out of bacon. Even his coffee gave out. For ten days he lived on flour, salt, and water, and then, as if this saintly fast were necessary before the vision, Pete saw the Ghost.

It was after sunset, but the moon was clear when he saw the fantom rider race along the far side of the valley. The turf deadened the sound of the horses hoofs, and, like another worldly apparition, the Ghost galloped close to the wall of the valley  and disappeared.

Peter rubbed his eyes and looked again. It give him a queer sensation, as if he had awakened suddenly from a vivid dream, for the horse, with its rider, had vanished into thin air between the eyes of Peter and the sheer rock of the valley wall. A little shudder passed through his body, and he cursed softly to restore his courage.

Yet the dream of plunder sent his blood hotly back upon its course. He carefully observed the marks which should guide him to the point on the rock at which the rider disappeared. He hobbled the mule, examined his revolver, and spun the cylinder, and then started down across the cañon.

He had camped upon high ground, and his course led him on a sharp descent to the stream which cut the heart of the valley. Here, for two hundred yards, trees and the declivity of the ground cut off his view, but when he came to the higher ground again he found that he had wandered only a few paces to the left of his original course.

The wall of the valley was now barely fifty yards away, and as nearly as he could reckon the landmarks, the point at which the rider vanished was at or near a shrub which grew close against the rock. For an instant Pete thought that the tree might be a screen placed before the entrance of a cave. Yet the rider had made no pause to set aside the screen. He walked up to it and peered beneath the branches. He even fumbled at the base of the trunk, to make sure that the roots actually entered the earth. After this faint hope disappeared, Pete stepped back and sighed. His reason vowed that it was at this point that the horse turned to air, and Petes was not a nature which admitted the supernatural.

He turned to the left and walked along the face of the cliff for fifty paces. It was solid rock. A chill like a moving piece of ice went up Petes back.

He returned to the shrub and passed around it to the right.

At first he thought it merely the black shadow of the shrub. He stepped closer and then crouched with his revolver raised, for before him opened a crevice directly behind the shrub. It was a trifle over six feet high and less than half that in width; a man could walk through that aperture and lead a horse. Pete entered the passage with cautious steps.

Between each step he paused and listened. He put forth a foot and felt the ground carefully with it, for fear of a pebble which might roll beneath his weight, or a twig which might snap. His progress was so painfully slow that he could not even estimate distances in the pitch-dark. The passage grew higher and wider  it turned sharply to the right  a faint light shone.

Pete crouched lower and the grin of expectancy twisted at his lips. At every step, until this moment; he had scarcely dared to breathe, for fear of the bullet which might find him out. Now all the advantage was on his side. Behind him was the dark. Before him was the light which must outline, however faintly, the figure of any one who lurked in wait. With these things in mind he went on more rapidly. The passage widened again and turned to the left. He peered cautiously around the edge of rock and looked into as comfortable a living-room as he had ever seen.

The rock hung raggedly from the top of the cave, but the sides were smooth from the action of running water through long, dead ages. The floor was of level-packed gravel. Silver Pete remained crouched at the sharp angle of the passage until he heard the stamp and snort of a horse. It gave him heart and courage to continue the stealthy progress, inch by inch, foot by foot, pace by pace toward the light, and as he stole forward more and more of the cave developed before him.

A tall and sinewy horse was tethered at one end, and at the opposite side sat a man with his back to Pete, who leveled his revolver and drew a bead on a spot between the shoulder blades. Yet he did not fire, for the thought came to him that if it were an honor to track the Ghost to his abode and kill him, it would be immortal glory to bring back the bandit alive, a concrete testimony to his own prowess.

Once more that catlike progress began until he could see that the Ghost sat on his saddle in front of a level-topped boulder in lieu of a table. The air was filled with the sweet savor of fried bacon and coffee. Pete had crawled to the very edge of the cave when the horse threw up its head and snorted loudly. The Ghost straightened and tilted back his head to listen.

Up with yer hands! snarled Silver Pete.

He had his bead drawn and his forefinger tightened around the trigger, but the Ghost did not even turn. His hands raised slowly above his shoulders to the level of his head and remained there.

Stand up! said Pete, and rose himself from the ground, against which he had flattened himself. For if the Ghost had decided to try a quick play with his gun the shot in nine cases out of ten would travel breast-high.

Turn around! ordered Pete, feeling more and more sure of himself as he studied the slight proportions of the outlaw.

The Ghost turned and showed a face with a sad mouth and humorous eyes.

By God! cried Silver Pete, and took a pace back which brought his shoulders against the wall of rock, Geraldine!

If the Ghost had had his gun on his hip he could have shot Pete ten times during that moment of astonishment, but his belt and revolver hung on a jutting rock five paces away. He dropped his hands to his hips and smiled at his visitor.

When they put you on the job, Pete, he said, I had a hunch I should beat it.

At this inferred compliment the twisted smile transformed one side of Silver Petes face with sinister pleasure, but there was still wonder in his eyes.

Damn me, Geraldine, he growled, I cant believe my eyes!

Geraldine smiled again.

Oh, its me, all right, he nodded. You got me dead to rights, Pete. What do you think the boys will do with me?

And youre  the Ghost? sighed Silver Pete, pushing back his hat as though to give his thoughts freer play. He had met many a man of grim repute along the border, but never such nonchalance as he found in the Ghost.

Whatll they do with you? he repeated, I dunno. You aint plugged nobody, Geraldine. I reckon theyll ship you South and let the sheriff handle you. Git away from that gun!

For Geraldine had stepped back with apparent unconcern until he stood within a yard of his revolver. He obeyed the orders with unshaken good humor, but it seemed to Silver Pete that a yellow light gleamed for an instant in the eyes of the Ghost. It was probably only a reflection from the light of the big torch that burned in a corner of the cave.

Gun? grinned Geraldine. Say, Pete, do you think Id try and gunplay while you have the drop on me?

He laughed.

Nope, he went on. If you was one of those tinhorn gunmen from the town over yonder, Id lay you ten to one I could drill you and make a getaway, but you aint one of them, Pete, and, seeing its you, I aint going to try no funny stuff. I dont hanker after no early grave, Pete!

This tribute set a placid glow of satisfaction in Petes eyes.

Take it from me, Geraldine, he said, youre wise. But there aint no need for you to get scared of me so long as you play the game square and dont try no fancy moves. Now show me where you got the loot stowed and show it quick. If you dont

The threat was unfinished, for Geraldine nodded.

Sure Ill show it to you, Pete, he said. I know when I got a hand thats worth playing, and I aint a guy to bet a measly pair of treys against a full house. Take a slant over there behind the rock and youll find it all.

He indicated a pile of stones of all sizes which lay heaped in a corner. Pete backed toward it with his eye still upon the Ghost. A few kicks scattered the rocks and exposed several small bags. When he stirred these with his foot their weight was eloquent, and the gun-fighters smile broadened.

Think of them tin-horns, he said, that offered all your pickings to the man that got you dead or alive, Geraldine!

The Ghost sighed.

Easy pickings, he agreed. No more strong-arm work for you, Pete!

The jaw of Silver Pete set sternly again.

Lead your hoss over here, he said, and help me stow this stuff in the saddlebags. And if you make a move to get the hoss between me and you

The Ghost grinned in assent, saddled his mount, and led him to Pete. Then in obedience to orders he unbuckled the slicker strapped behind the saddle and converted it into a strong bag which easily held the bags of loot. It made a small but ponderous burden, and he groaned with the effort as he heaved it up behind the saddle and secured it. Pete took the bridle and gestured at the Ghost with the revolver.

Now git your hands up over your head agin, Geraldine, he said, and go out down the tunnel about three paces ahead of me.

Better let me take the torch, suggested the Ghost, itll show us the way.

Pete grunted assent, and Geraldine, on his way toward the torch, stopped at the boulder to finish off his coffee. He turned to Pete with the cup poised at his lips.

Say, Pete, he said genially. Anything wrong with a cup of coffee and a slice of bacon before we start back?

By God, Geraldine, grinned the gun-fighter, youre a cool bird, but your game is too old!

Nevertheless his very soul yearned toward the savor of bacon and coffee.

Game? repeated the Ghost, who caught the gleam of Petes eye. What game? I say lets start up the coffee-pot and the frying-pan. I can turn out flapjacks browner than the ones mother used to make, Pete!

Pete drew a great breath, for the taste of his flour and water diet of the past few days was sour in his mouth.

Geraldine, he said at last, its a go! But if you try any funny passes I aint going to wait for explanations. Slide out the chow!

He rolled a large stone close to the boulder which served as dining-table to the bandit, and sat down to watch the preparations. The Ghost paid little attention to him, but hummed as he worked. Soon a fire snapped and crackled. The coffee can straddled one end of the fire; the frying-pan occupied the other. While the bacon fried he mixed self-rising pancake flour in a tin plate, using water from a tiny stream which trickled down from the rocks at one side of the cave, disappearing again through a fissure in the floor. Next he piled the crisp slices of bacon on a second tin plate and used the fried-out fat to cook the flapjacks.

What I cant make out, said Geraldine, without turning to his guest, is why youd do this job for those yellow livers over in the town.

Pete moved the tip of his tongue across his lips, for his mouth watered in anticipation.

Why, you poor nut, he answered compassionately, I aint working for them. Im working for the stuff thats up there behind the saddle.

Geraldine turned on him so suddenly that Pete tightened his grip upon the revolver, but the Ghost merely stared at him.

Say, he grinned at last, have you got a hunch theyll really let you walk off with all that loot?

The face of the gunman darkened.

I sure think theyll let me, he said with a sinister emphasis. That was the way they talked.

Geraldine sighed in apparent bewilderment, but turned back to his work without further comment. In a few moments he rose with the plates of bacon and flapjacks piled on his left arm and the can of coffee in his right hand. He arranged them on the boulder before Silver Pete, and then sat on his heels on the other side of the big stone. The gun-fighter laid his revolver beside his tin cup and attacked the food with the will of ten. Yet even while he ate the eye which continually lingered on the Ghost noted that the latter stared at him with a curious and almost pitying interest. He came to a pause at last, with a piece of bacon folded in a flapjack.

Look here, he said, just what were you aiming at a while ago?

Geraldine shrugged his shoulders and let his eye wander away as though the subject embarrassed him.

Damn it! said Pete with some show of anger, dont go staring around like a cross-eyed girl. Whats biting you?

It aint my business, he said. As long as Im done for, I dont care what they do to you.

He stopped and drummed his finger-tips against his chin while he scowled at Pete.

If it wasnt for you Id be a free bird, he went on bitterly. Do you think Im goin to weep any of the salt and briny for you, what? \

Whadya mean? Pete blurted. Dya mean to say them quitters are going to double-cross me?

The Ghost answered nothing, but the shrug of his shoulders was eloquent. Pete started up with his gun in his hand.

By God, Geraldine, he said, you aint playin fair with me! Look what I done for you. Any other man would of plugged you the minute they seen you, but here I am lettin you walk back safe and sound  treating you as if you was my own brother, almost!

He hesitated a trifle over this simile. Legend told many things of what Silver Pete had done to his own brother. Nevertheless, Geraldine met his stare with an eye full as serious.

Im going to do it, he said in a low voice, as if talking to himself. Just because you come out here and caught me like a man there aint no reason I should stand by and see you made a joke of. Pete, Im going to tell you!

Pete settled back on his stone with his fingers playing nervously about the handle of his gun.

Make it short, Geraldine, he said with an ominous softness. Tell me what the wall-eyed cayuses figure on doin!

The Ghost studied him as if he found some difficulty in opening his story in a delicate manner.

Look here, Pete, he said at last. There aint no getting out of it that some of the things youve done read considerable different from Bible stories.

Well? snarled Silver Pete.

Well, said the Ghost, those two-card Johnnies over to town know something of what youve done, and they figure to double-cross you.

He paused, and in the pause Petes mouth twitched so that his teeth glinted yellow.

Anybody could say that, he remarked. Whats your proof?

Proof? echoed the Ghost angrily. Do you think Im telling you this for fun? No, Pete, he continued with a hint of sadness in his voice, its because I dont want to see those guys do you dirt. Youre a real man and theyre only imitation-leather. The only way theyre tough is their talk.

Damn them! commented Pete.

Well, said Geraldine, settling into the thread of his narrative, they knew that once you left the town on this job you wouldnt come back until you had the Ghost. Then when you started they got together and figured this way. They said you was just a plain man-killer and that you hadnt any more right to the reward than the man in the moon. So they figured that right after you got back with the Ghost, dead or alive, theyd have the sheriff pay you a little visit and stick you in the coop. Theyve raked up plenty of charges against you, Peter.

What? asked Pete hoarsely.

The Ghost lowered his voice to an insinuating whisper.

One thing is this. They say that once you went prospecting with a guy called Red Horry. Horace was his right name.

Silver Pete shifted his eyes and his lips fixed in a sculptured grin.

They say that you went with him and that you was pals together for months at a time. They say once you were bit by a rattler and Red Horry stuck by you and saved you and hunted water for you and cared for you like a baby. They say you got well and went on prospecting together and finally he struck a mine. It looked rich. Then one day you come back to Truckee and say that Red Horry got caught in a landslide and was killed and you took the mine. And they say that two years later they found a skeleton, and through the skull, right between the eyes, was a little round hole, powerful like a hole made by a .45. They say

They lie! yelled Silver Pete, rising. And you lie like the rest of them. I tell you it was  it was

Huh! said Geraldine, shrugging away the thought with apparent scorn. Of course they lie. Nobody could look at you and think youd plug a pal  not for nothing.

Pete dropped back to his stone.

Go on, he said. What else do they say?

I dont remember it all, said the Ghost, puckering his brows with the effort of recollection, but they got it all planned out when you come back with the loot theyll take it and split it up between them  one-third to Collins, because he made the plan first.

They even made up a song about you, went on Geraldine, and the song makes a joke out of you all the way through, and it winds up like this  youre supposed to be talking, see?

I dont expect no bloomin tears;
The only thing I ask
Is something for a monument
In the way of a whisky flask.

Who made up the song, Geraldine? asked Pete.

I dunno, answered the Ghost. I reckon Collins had a hand in it.

Collins, repeated the gun-fighter. It sounds like him. Ill get him first!

And it was Collins, went on the Ghost, leaning a little forward across the boulder, while he lowered his voice for secrecy. It was Collins who got them to send out three men to watch you from a distance. They was to trail you and see that if you ever got to the Ghost you didnt make off with the loot without showing up in town. Ever see anybody trailing you, Pete?

The gun-fighter flashed a glance over his shoulder toward the dark and gaping opening of the passage from the cave. Then he turned back to the Ghost.

I never thought of it, he whispered. I didnt know they was such skunks. But, by God, they wont ever see the money! Ill take it and line out for new hunting grounds.

And me? asked the Ghost anxiously.

You? said Silver Pete, and the whisper made the words trebly sinister. I cant leave you free to track me up, can I? Ill just tie you up and leave you here.

To starve? asked the Ghost with horror.

You chose your own house, said Pete, an now I reckon its good enough for you to live in it.

But whatll you do if theyre following you up? suggested the Ghost. Whatll you do if theyve tracked you here and the sheriff with them? What if they get you for Red Horry?

The horse had wandered a few paces away. Now its hoof struck a loose pebble which turned with a crunching sound like a footfall.

My God! yelled the Ghost, springing up and pointing toward the entrance passage, theyve got you, Pete!

The gun-fighter whirled to his feet, his weapon poised and his back to the Ghost. Geraldine drew back his arm and lunged forward across the boulder. His fist thudded behind Silver Petes ear. The revolver exploded and the bullet clicked against a rock, while Pete collapsed upon his face, with his arms spread out crosswise. The Ghost tied his wrists behind his back with a small piece of rope. Silver Pete groaned and stirred, but before his brain cleared his ankles were bound fast and drawn up to his wrists, so that he lay trussed and helpless. The Ghost turned him upon one side and then, strangely enough, set about clearing up the tinware from the boulder. This he piled back in its niche after he had rinsed it at the runlet of water. A string of oaths announced the awakening of Silver Pete. Geraldine went to him and leaned over his body.

Pete writhed and cursed, but Geraldine kneeled down and brushed the sand out of the gun-fighters hair and face. Then he wiped the blood from a small cut on his chin where his face struck a rock when he fell.

I have to leave you now, Pete, he said, rising from this work of mercy. Youve been good company, Pete, but a little of you goes a long way.

He turned and caught his horse by the bridle.

For Gods sake! groaned Silver Pete, and Geraldine turned. Dont leave me here to die by inches. I done some black things, Geraldine, but never nothing as black as this. Take my own gun and pull a bead on me and well call everything even.

The Ghost smiled on him.

Think it over, Pete, he said. I reckon you got enough to keep your mind busy. So-long!

He led his horse slowly down the passage, and the shouts and pleadings of Silver Pete died out behind him. At the mouth of the passage his greatest shout rang no louder than the hum of a bee.

Grimly silent was the conclave in Billy Hilliers saloon. That evening, while the sunset was still red in the west, the Ghost had stopped the stage scarcely a mile from Murrayville, shot the sawed-off shotgun out of the very hands of the only guard who dared to raise a weapon, and had taken a valuable packet of the dust. They sent out a posse at once, which rode straight for Hunters Cañon, and arrived there just in time to see the fantom horseman disappear in the mouth of the ravine. They had matched speed with that rider before, and they gave up the vain pursuit. That night they convened in Hilliers, ostensibly to talk over new plans for apprehending the outlaw, but they soon discovered that nothing new could be said. Even Collins was silent, twisting his glass of whisky between his fingers and scowling at his neighbors along the bar. It was small wonder, therefore, if not a man smiled when a singing voice reached them from a horseman who cantered down the street:

I dont expect no bloomin tears;
The only thing I ask
Is something for a monument
In the way of a whisky flask.

The sound of the gallop died out before the saloon, the door opened, and Geraldine staggered into the room, carrying a small but apparently ponderous burden in his arms. He lifted it to the bar which creaked under the weight.

Step up and liquor! cried Geraldine in a ringing voice. I got the Ghost!

A growl answered him. It was a topic over which they were not prepared to laugh.

Get out and tell that to your hoss, son, said one miner. We got other things to think about than your damfoolery.

Damfoolery? echoed Geraldine. Step up and look at the loot! Dust, boys, real dust!

He untied the mouth of a small buckskin bag and shoved it under the nose of the man who had spoken to him. The latter jumped back with a yell and regarded Geraldine with fascinated eyes.

By God, boys, he said, it is dust!

Geraldine fought off the crowd with both hands.

All mine! he cried. Mine, boys! You voted the loot to the man who caught the Ghost!

And wheres the Ghost? asked several men together.

Geraldine, said Collins, pushing through the crowd, if this is another joke well hang you for it!

Its too heavy for a joke, grinned Geraldine. Ill put the loot in your hands, Collins, and when I show you the Ghost Ill ask for it again.

Collins caught his shoulder in a strong grasp.

Honest to God? he asked. Have you got him?

I have, said Geraldine, and Ill give him to you on one ground.

Out with it, said Collins.

Well, said Geraldine, when you see him youll recognize him. Hes been one of us!

I knew it, growled Collins; some dirty dog that lived with us and knifed us in the back all the time.

But, remember, said Geraldine, he never shot to kill, and thats why you shant string him up. Is it a bargain?

Its a bargain, said Collins, well turn him over to the sheriff. Are you with me, boys?

They yelled their agreement, and in thirty seconds every man who had a horse was galloping after Collins and Geraldine. At the shrub beside the wall of the valley Geraldine drew rein, and they followed him in an awed and breathless body into the passage.

I went out scouting on my own hook, explained Geraldine, as he went before them, and I saw the Ghost ride down the cañon and disappear in here. I followed him.

Followed up this passage all alone? queried Collins.

I did, said Geraldine.

And what did you do to him?

Youll see in a minute. There was only one shot fired, and it came from his gun.

They turned the sharp angle and entered the lighted end of the passage. In another moment they crowded into the cave and stood staring at the tightly bound figure of Silver Pete. His eyes burned furiously into the face of Geraldine. The men swarmed about his prostrate body.

Untie his feet, boys, said Collins, and well take him back. Silver Pete, you can thank your lucky stars that Geraldine made us promise to turn you over to the law.

How did you do it? he continued, turning to Geraldine.

Im not very handy with a gun, said the Ghost, so I tackled him with my fists. Look at that cut on his jaw. Thats where I hit him!

A little murmur of wonder passed around the group. One of them cut the rope which bound Petes ankles together, and two more dragged him to his feet.

Stand up like a man, Pete, said Collins, and thank Geraldine for not cutting out your rotten heart!

But Silver Pete, never moving his eyes from the face of the Ghost, broke into a long and full-throated laugh.

Watch him, boys! called Collins sharply. Hes going looney! Here, Jim, grab on that side and Ill take him here. Now start down the tunnel.

Yet, as they went forward, the rumbling laugh of the gun-fighter broke out again and again.

I got to leave you here, said the Ghost, when they came out from the mouth of the passage. My way runs east, and I got a date at Tuxee for to- night. Ill just trouble you for that there slicker with the dust in it, Collins.

Without a word the vigilance men unstrapped the heavy packet which he had tied behind his saddle. He fastened it behind Geraldines saddle and then caught him by the hand.

Geraldine, he said, youre a queer cuss! We havent made you out yet, but were going to take a long look at you when you come back to Murrayville to- morrow.

When I come back, said Geraldine, you can look at me as long as you wish.

His eyes changed, and he laid a hand on Collinss shoulder.

Take it from me, he said softly, youve given me your word that the boys wont do Pete dirt. Remember, he never plugged any of you. Hes got his hands tied now, Collins, and if any of the boys try fancy stunts with him  maybe Ill be making a quick trip back from Tuxee. Savvy?

His eyes held Collins for the briefest moment, and then he swung into his saddle and rode east with the farewell yells of the posse ringing after him. By the time they were in their saddles Geraldine had topped a hill several hundred yards away and his figure was black against the moon. A wind from the east blew back his song to them faintly:



I dont expect no bloomin tears;
The only thing I ask
Is something for a monument
In the way of a whisky flask.



Look at him, boys, said Collins, turning in his saddle. If it wasnt for whats happened to-night, Id lay ten to one that that was the Ghost on the wing for his hiding-place!

THE END


THE SECOND CHANCE
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LOUISE CAMPBELL WAKENED in the night with a racing heart and smallness of breath, as though the darkness were stealing her life. The panic had jerked her upright in bed before her hand found the electric switch. Even with the light on, she still felt the horror near and seemed to see a withdrawing vapor of darkness. Two bells sounded so far and faint on the ship that they were hardly more real than thought. It was one oclock. Only an hour and a half before the heavy drug had closed her eyes. Now she could only sleep with a dangerous quantity of the narcotic. The one mercy for which she could thank God was that in late June He sent the dawn early.

She lay back on the pillows. The doctors told her that complete relaxation was almost the equivalent of sleep, but she could not relax until she had found a subject for pleasant thought, and of late she had searched too often among her memories, as one might flutter the pages of a thick book, without finding the happy places. That fumbling through the past became a frenzy. She tried to look forward, but the daydreams also, which had been the most soothing prelude to sleep, those sky-blue fancies which often had made her laugh softly in her bed, would come to her no more. She was walled within the continually shrinking space of the present moment.

On deck breathing would be easier, but the thought of making the effort to rise and dress made her heart shudder with weakness. Yet, she realized, to lie awake in the cabin would be a nightmare more horrible because it was conscious. Experience helped her as a whip helps a slave. She got up at once and went to the clothes closet.

On the left were lounging gowns and dressing robes and exquisite colorful embroideries. In fact, that had been her chosen style of dress for all occasions of the day or night until her illness of three years before. She had been able to dress like a girl then because Time had scarcely handled her for thirty-seven years, leaving to her always the same blue and golden beauty. But, between the days when she entered and left the hospital, his fingers had bruised her face  horribly beneath the eyes and striking all of the sweet childishness from her mouth. Until then, she had spent her days like an immortal  and now she must dress in black to escape observation. Over the gowns she ran her desolate hands to make a choice among the shadows. Her body was still fresh, lovely, and young, but she dared not show so much as the grace of her arms through any film of gauze or lace, the contrast so darkened the guilty ugliness of her face.

It was only when she was done that she ventured to put on the bright things in her wardrobe. In that way, she sometimes could forget the picture that waited when she lifted her glance to a mirror. She could avoid the glass except when she was doing her hair or putting on the dull make-up with which she tried to obscure her features a little, but, whenever she had to confront that new image, strange thoughts would fly in her mind. It was as though a witch had cursed her; or again, because of the courage that was her virtue, she let conscience say that her new face was that of the evil she had done. It was the immediate cause of the change that she revolted against most, for surely all modern good sense tells women that they need not have children unless they wish to. The operation itself had been simple enough; it was the unlucky complications afterward that gave her a month of agony which was written in her face. When she went into the hospital, she looked not more than her late twenties; when she came out, she seemed twenty years older.

So she dressed herself in black. When she drew on her slippers, she smiled a little because she remembered the day on the beach when Anton Wolf, the strong man, had held both her feet in the grasp of one hand and had lifted her above his head so that she stood at a balance with her outstretched arms while the crowd took breath before it could shout. The Sunday supplements had rejoiced the world with that picture, but, ah, what a pity that the camera had not been able to show the millions the blue and gold of her beauty and the sunny gilding of her body! Why had not color photography been perfected? Science, like a stupid wastrel, had let her slip through the fingers of time, and all that the world had of her was the gibbering shadow of Louise Lombard which had walked across some miles of Hollywood negatives, a poor, poor ghost.

She put on a beret to cover the shine of her hair and a cloak whose stiffened collar could be drawn like a mask over her face. Before she left the room, habit made her glance over it. She could escape from it now, but she would have to return. The time had gone when every step she took might be toward an adventure. The men were lost to her; she was anchored in herself. And then her eye lighted on the full vial of veronal. Why had she never thought of it before? That, of course, was the easy way out  so far out that there would never be any return. She picked up the vial and went up at once to the promenade deck.

There was a moon above a softly blowing mist, and the sea flowed quietly away beneath with a tarnished sheen. She gripped the rail with both hands and looked up. If there had been one star, or the thinnest edge of the moons brilliance, she would have felt that she could live; but a denser fog rolled in, and she breathed the cold of it. She had tried before, many times in the last three years since the day when Eddie Steinworth had told her that she no longer was worth a damn in the movies. Not that the movies mattered so much; men had been her profession, her career, her triumph, but now, when men looked at her, they narrowed their eyes and disgust curled their lips. Once she had lain down with a gas tube between her teeth, but the first sweet, horrible taste of the stuff ended that attempt. She had tried a revolver, steadying her wrist with the grasp of her left hand, forcing the gun up until the chilly lips of it touched her temple. She had leaned for an hour at a fortieth story widow, but her arms had stiffened and would not let her slip away into freedom. But veronal would make everything so easy.

She went into the smoking room, empty at this hour except for a poker game of five at one of the larger corner tables and two other smaller groups. She sat at a side table with her back toward the rest, the collar of her coat well raised as Bliss, the fat-faced smoking-room steward, approached. The flow of his body into a great, outstanding belly filled her with an unnamable disgust. He put down a small plate of sandwiches, a silver dish whose compartments contained salted almonds, green olives, little roasted peanuts.

Take that stuff away! she commanded.

Certainly, madame, said Bliss, picking up the dishes. He did not need to exercise any self-control; the fat swinishness of his good nature was never perturbed.

Bring me a French vermouth, she ordered.

With lemon peel?

Yes, she answered.

Of all her men, what one would she wish to have filling the chair opposite? Those she had married and divorced were most easily brought to mind. They were all alive; any one of them might actually be on this ship and that was strange, considering how dead they were in her mind. Even Barney Shay, who had married her on her eighteenth birthday, was only sixtyish now. She thought of him almost with kindness because, unlike the others, he had not learned to hate her after she drained him of money and cast him off. Cecil Warren, her youngest and last, was a dozen years younger than she. He would look more like a son than a husband now. He had been her most disgraceful mistake, just a bit of bad thinking and carelessness. It was ironically proper that he should have been the ruin of her beauty. He had lived beside her like a mortal near a goddess, but, after the operation, he had looked at her once and disappeared. The others had been bounders, playboys, or headlong egotists, but Cecil Warren was simply contemptible. Yet it was he who would have been the father of the child! If she had gone through with the thing, perhaps that curse of sudden age would not have come over her face; perhaps, when the child lay in her arms, a normal instinct would have enriched her with happiness. But she always had detested children, and, when she thought of the nameless, faceless, unborn thing, she felt only a sickness of body and mind.

The fat hand of Bliss, dimpling at the wrist, slid the vermouth onto the table before her. She paid with a dollar bill and swayed her head a little to dismiss him, yet she found in herself a slight gratitude to the gross steward because he reminded her that men, for whom she had existed, are all insatiable pigs. She had a right to despise them and their greed far more than she regretted any evil she had done. She poured the veronal, to the last drop, into the glass and, holding up the pale gold of the liquor, watched the highlight that trembled in the heart of it; then she raised the daintily curving brim to her lips and lifted her eyes to the future.

The glass was cold. The chill from it struck through her entire body as though, at that moment, she had stepped from warmth and light into outer darkness. The poisoned vermouth moistened her lips, but they would not part to receive it. Bliss would find her sleeping too heavily to be roused; she would be carried to the ships hospital where that iron-faced Doctor Nash would look at her and quickly understand. She would soon be gone, and the ship would travel on with all its lights shining, its passengers deep in the slumber of the well fed, its lookout peering anxiously through the mist. But they could not see even as far as the first step of the journey which she was to make alone.

She lowered the glass. Except for the last three years she had never been alone. Wherever she went, men appeared as mysteriously as migrating birds, and it was unnatural that she should drop beyond ken unattended. She was ready to leave a life which she detested, but she could not go out alone.

Other failures made it easier for her to give up this attempt. She rose with a sudden shrug of her shoulders and went quickly out onto the promenade. The mist was less, or the moon seemed stronger on the starboard side where the long row of steamer chairs had been folded and roped in standing groups except for one blanketed figure which still reclined in a solitary chair. It was only recently that loneliness in others had attracted Louise Lombard, and she recognized the novelty of the attraction as she veered a little toward the sleeper. It was a woman. Not the moonlight but a very dim glow from a window fell on her face, and Louise Lombard sheered away suddenly.

It was Katherine Wayland who was hurrying to Europe to join her husband before her child was born. She looked paler than ever and yet ethereally pretty, also; the full coming of womanhood made the face of the girl lovely, but even the doubled folds of the blankets could not hide the swollen distortion of her body.

Louise Lombard spat out a breath and then ran her hands down over the slender smoothness of her body. There are two kinds of women, she thought, and there have always been two kinds; and God must have intended it so. Just as some men hoard their money, adding bit by bit to build up security, there are others, her men, who threw it to the wind of a good time. Also, everyone has a right to her own opinion.

She made the round of the deck slowly because her thoughts stopped her now and then. When she came to the port door of the smoking room, she looked in not with any purpose of entering but because she had a curious desire to see the shining of that glass of golden vermouth which had death hidden so carefully under the bitter of the wormwood. She was in time to see Bliss pick up the abandoned drink and carry it toward the bar; he was still in profile when he poured the vermouth down his throat.

She started to cry out that it was poison; the doctor would prevent danger with a stomach pump. But then she realized how much that confession would mean. She had boarded the ship under an assumed name with some difficulty, but under the pressure of such a circumstance her identity was sure to come out, and how the newspaper bloodhounds would fasten on that story: LOUISE LOMBARD ATTEMPTS SUICIDE AT SEA. FORMER SCREEN BEAUTY...

After the first impulse to give the warning was checked, she thought of another thing that was important. She could not tell how the veronal killed and whether, before the end, there were nausea, a swelling or distortion of the face, frantic struggles against death. But Bliss would show her the entire truth, and, if it were not too revolting, she could follow his involuntary example. She felt no pity. Bliss was only one of the swine, and it did not matter when his ghost went stumbling, blubbering, arms a-grope through the outer darkness. And if she went on, quickly, how could she be supposed to know what had happened? She went on quickly.

An ecstasy possessed her, a bodily sensation of delight. The stupid pleasure of most women is merely to bring life into the world, she felt, but Louise Lombard was handling death, literally tasting it with an exquisite connoisseur- ship. She hardly knew where she walked, except that she had seen the pale, suffering face of Katherine Wayland somewhere.

An appetite for more delicious knowledge drove her. Then she was again at the open door of the smoking room. She looked into the bar and saw Bliss, sagging like a loosely-filled sack, perched on one of the tall stools, yawning; because it was after two oclock, the fool would be thinking. But ah! The depth of knowledge which only she, of all the world, could impart to him. It was right that the swine should die first and trample the way out before the more elected spirits of men and women followed.

Here the Yorktown swayed a little to the starboard and kept on listing a trifle as though a very long, gentle wave were passing under the keel.

It was best for her, under any circumstances, not to be found staring through the doorway at the sinking body of Bliss. So she went forward and leaned at the rail. The Yorktown began to shudder, and an odd drumming sound passed through the ship. Something slid out of the fog near the prow at the same time; it was long and very low and dark. Vaguely she saw it nuzzle the bow just where it curved out to the full width of the hull. Then it slid on down the side with a decreasing speed.

Something showered up from it, and here the moon parted the mist to show her that that whirlwind in still air was composed of gulls and sooty terns which rose and fell like the swirling head of a fountain. They seemed to have risen, parasites, from the back of a sea-monster. But now she saw that it was a ship with sharp bows, a deck almost awash out of which sprouted the stumps of three masts. The fallen spar pointed like a cannon at the great wall of the Yorktown. No bow-waves curled from the cutwater of the derelict, no wake left a widening pattern behind her; she came with the sea, softly. Already the birds began to drop back to her, settling on the sway of cordage, balancing their long, curved wings; then a deeper fog swallowed her astern.

Louise Lombard became aware that the throbbing shudder no longer troubled the Yorktown; the hum and quiver of the engines had ceased. A false sense of motion still seemed to carry them forward, but Louise knew that they were lying still, as though the touch of the derelict had poisoned the life of the great ship. She thought of Bliss, the fat steward, yawning on his stool in the bar, then she went up to the boat deck and up to the game deck above it to sit on a bench and watch the interweaving designs of the fog beneath the moon.

Her thoughts would not progress; something happening to the ship held her in the present moment. She heard feet thumping over the decks at a run; bells rang as dimly as voices heard through the deadening wall of ether. Then the whistle blew six short blasts, followed by a long hoot.

All the Yorktown wakened at once. Officers, sailors, appeared on the boat deck; a murmur of feet and voices poured upwards. They were rising about her like a swarm. She leaned over the rail and called to a sailor who was coiling down a rope on the deck just beneath: Whats it all about, Jack? He looked up at her so suddenly that his mouth pulled open; then he bent his head and went on silently with his work. Down on the promenade were many people gathering. She heard now and then a sharp outcry, the rest murmurs.

A tall, bending figure in uniform paused beside her: Go down to the boat deck! he commanded. Get down there at once!

The officer went on, and Louise Lombard sat where she was, dreaming that perhaps she was not to die alone, after all. The bench, she noticed, had altered a little beneath her as though the ship were being lifted from the stem by a wave that never ebbed, and it was this which made her see that the Yorktown was slightly down by the head. An instant later a scurry came up all the four companionways from the promenade, a scurrying, the whisper of dresses like the wind, and a rapid little murmur suppressed, not unlike the noise of a stream along a hillside. These were all women or children tugged along by the hand. The officers met them with pointing arms and sharp commands, shepherding them in small groups in front of the double rows of the boats. The women seemed trying to make it all a whispering secret, but the big-throated men were giving the mystery away.

A voice called, quiet with awe: Billy! Billy! Where are you? Then, in a sudden screech: Billy! Whos seen my boy? Hes in shorts. Hes only ten. Billy! Billy! Oh, my God, wheres my son!

The eyes of Louise Lombard half closed; she drew in a long breath through her teeth with a sound like straining water. She told herself at once that she did not care. Her unborn son had killed her beauty, and, even if he had lived, what return would he have made to her for that?

A boat filled on the port side. One of the officers was handing in the passengers and reassuring them: Now this is going to be all right. Just keep your heads. Sit tight. Weve got to have these drills. Sit fast and hold on a little. No more danger than in an elevator.

The boat filled; the davits bent outwards. Two sailors began to hand the ropes of the tackle, and the lifeboat dropped gently from view. Louise Lombard, surveying the vastness of the Yorktown, found it hard to believe that even the vast throat of the ocean could swallow such a morsel, but she knew that the ship was being abandoned in the middle of the sea. Boats swung out on the starboard and to port. They were lowered away.

Shall I help you to a place in a boat? asked a voice above her. Louise Lombard looked up at Michael Carmichael, who was lifting his gray cap to her. She had seen him here and there, moving with a quiet step and sometimes with a faint smile. A whisper among the passengers had told her his name. He was someone important. Now that she saw him so close she realized that he had been walking up and down in her thoughts since her first glimpse of him. The treacherous moon, at this moment, divided the mist and looked straight down upon her face, but no shadow of surprise or disgust appeared in Michael Carmichael. He held out his hand, smiling still. Wont you let me take you to a boat? he repeated.

The quiet of his eyes told her that he was seeing everything, and yet to him certainly she was appearing as no less than a woman. Thin images out of the past rushed through the eyes of Louise Lombard faster than even landscapes whirled away across the windows of a train. She knew that she was confronting at least a reality worth more than all the shadows which had filled her brain, like a sick man who tastes wine for the first time, and on his final day.

Ill stay here... a while, she said, and turned her back on him. She faced a blankness of moving fog with silly little creatures astir in it. All the lives on the Yorktown were so petty compared with the one man she might carry down.

That deep voice continued beside her: You know we all can have the same idea when were tired... but sleep and a touch of friendship make a difference, dont you think? Please let me take you to the boats.



Because there was no sham of priestly unction for the very sake of this utter reality, grief wrung the soul of the woman. In her soul there was little taste of the distinction between grief and any other pain. That was why she whirled about and cried: Ah, damn the boats! Ill stay here!

Even then he waited for a moment until she turned her back the second time. At last he was gone, leaving her in such a blankness that she saw and heard nothing except the chirping voices and the dwarfed forms that were in her past. She wished she had asked him why he bothered about her. She yearned desperately to learn what effect her bruised and starving face had had upon him. She knew the answer would come from a profound knowledge of life which she herself could neither touch nor see.

Something like a padded fist struck the Yorktown and shook it slightly with a following sound like the rush of wind or of water. The long deck heeled to the starboard and sent her staggering across to the lower rail. There had been a list of twenty or thirty degrees before the ship steadied again. It seemed to be sweeping sideways on an unending wave.

She saw the clumsy women tumbled in heaps on the deck beneath. Some of them screamed. Some of them clung together as though the water were even now closing over them. She wanted them all! She grudged every boatload that sank from the davits toward the second chance of life. Yet how good would that chance be if the storm, which the falling barometer had promised the evening before, should arrive? Not to go alone into the outer night but in a flock swifter than sea birds? Let all the future days be shut away  all the days for all of them.

The noise from the men that stirred her, as though her own throat uttered it, had ended. Now the women on the boat deck were being herded to the starboard side alone. A few random exclamations told her why: the cant of the vessel made it impossible to launch all the remaining boats on the port side. The gate to safety was narrowing  not half of those who remained could escape through it.

The Yorktown was uttering two blasts on the fog horn every two minutes. It was after one of these that a tumult spread all around the hidden promenade deck, a yelling of despair as though the sea were reaching now for those unseen men. Up the four companionways came a pressure that staggered the men on guard. They beat that pressure away. It came again. She could hear the blows struck that knocked the mob leaders down.

It was good this way, thought Louise Lombard. Down there on the promenade they knew by this time that half the boats were useless and that the remainder could contain only a portion of their number. They were tasting death not in one great swallow but distilling the cold poison gradually against the palate. It was better, it was perfect this way, for at the best what one of them had rubbed elbows with death daily for three long years? This was merely a little last-minute ripening of their souls before they passed along with her upon the great journey.

A moment of comparative quiet followed, as more boats put off and dropped over the starboard rail. Six of the twelve, well loaded, already had gone down toward safety, when the Yorktown, poised for its long downward rush, lifted and trembled like a spear in a hand grasp, and the heart of Louise Lombard trembled also, raised with joy to find in herself no fear.

From the unseen crowd on the promenade deck she heard voices strangled in mid-cry by fear, the trampling of feet like thunder on the horizon, then harsh shouting from the sailors who guarded the companionways. A last rush for the boat deck was starting.

She wanted the stampede to break down the barriers and flood the upper deck because she would be standing here above them, watching the yelling panic which would make all further launching of the boats impossible. So the Yorktown would sweep downwards, and the clusters of struggling humanity, like knots of fighting cats, would be swallowed by the same wide throat that drank down the liner. But the crews which manned the companionways seemed perfectly competent to discharge their duty, particularly those who were commanded at the aft-port companionway by the chief surgeon, Doctor Nash. Fresh from the operating room in long white garments, he looked like one who played the ghost in the play, or like an even more symbolic figure. She knew him less by his dim features in the moonshine and more by the extreme rigidity of his military carriage.

Three times a tumbling wave of figures struggled up to the feet of the doctor and fell away again. The fourth effort was more sustained. Men rose as high as the waist above the deck in spite of the poised automatic of the chief surgeon. He leveled the gun; erratic sparks sprang from the muzzle of it. A noise like the chatter of a riveter rattled for an instant in her ears, and the wave of passengers receded. Perhaps one of them had reached Nash with a stabbing knife or a bullet, for he himself faltered backwards, throwing an arm up across his face.

Now! screamed Louise Lombard. Now! Nows your chance!

It seemed as though those men on the stairway might have heard her. They lunged upwards in uncontrollable numbers that swept the guard aside. An active fellow in a sweater and cap knocked the chief surgeon headlong, picked up his fallen gun, and ran on.

At the three other companionways, as though one break in the dam had ruined the whole strong wall of discipline, the passengers flooded upwards and a new voice, great and wild, rang from the Yorktown into the sky. To Louise Lombard they were the mob, the supernumeraries, the color and sound effects of her last and greatest stage. All courage, all steadfast manliness, now would be dissolved in the mob frenzy, she hoped. But no, there were still officers who stood against the rush till they were overwhelmed like small islands by a flood. When she saw this, she looked upwards with a cringing, sudden expectancy; but there was only a luminous entanglement of the fog beneath the moon. She glanced hungrily down again.

A filled boat was leaving the davits when the rush commenced. Perhaps the terror of it made the life crew clumsy, for, while the stern-rope paid out slowly, the bow tackle went on the ran and spilled the living cargo. Their screaming shrilled in the top of her brain, diminished, and went out suddenly like fire blown down the wind. The sea had them, and the boat, headed down, dropped, dangling, from view. Then the panic-driven stormed the lifeboats which remained.

To the rearward of that madness other men came more slowly, all those steadier souls who wished for life, but only if there were some dignity in the keeping of it. But the mob had beaten the women down or thrust them backwards, a lighter flotsam, to the rear of the press. That fellow in the sweater who had felled the doctor and taken his gun was now in a boat amidships, active as a fighting ape. With a club in one hand, the automatic in the other, he cleared the benches quickly of the human tumble which had overheaped them. Continually the crowd surged at him and fell back again, dreading him more than it feared the sea. With a voice that shouted hoarse and far through the tumult, like the cry of a seabird against a storm, he picked his crew now. The chosen tumbled aboard to help their master keep back the unelect. He was a man; the rest were nothing.

From that center of glorious action Louise glanced over the fringes of the crowd just beneath her and marked a woman with pale, blown hair who struggled again and again to make forward through some momentary gap in the throng. As the path closed in heavy tumult, she would shrink away once more, desperately shielding her body with her arms. Thrown back from the last effort against the cabin wall, she stared where the despairing are bound to look, upwards. And Louise recognized Katherine Wayland.

A numbness spread through the brain of Louise. She pressed her hands against her body where pain seemed to be. Bitterness was in her mouth. The world receded as once before it had wavered and been lost behind the impenetrable wall of ether, and an overwhelming sense of loss poured through her soul. In that sickness of the mind she turned her head and saw against the lifting port rail of the game deck, like two figures in the sky, tall Michael Carmichael with a woman close to him.

What right have the Katherine Waylands to wear the child-look, the passive despair? And what right had a girl beside Carmichael to smile upwards at him as though she found in him space and future enough to enclose her soul forever? She was that French maid with the pale, pure face which the moon was outlining now in soft fire. But what was she to stand in the midst of such a revelation as Louise Lombard had dreamed of but never seen. Or had she even dreamed of it, in fact? Death could not harm that girl beside Carmichael because, for her, existence was complete. It seemed to Louise that her heart was being crushed between two walls of cruel understanding that had come to her how much too late!

That voice which rang like the distant croaking of a gull came to her again and for a wild moment it seemed to her that it was a bodiless cry rising from her own spirit.

One more place! One woman for luck!

It was the man in the sweater, blood-drenched now but still the perfect master of his boat and its crew.

Louise Lombard raced down the nearest steps to the boat deck, to the side of Katherine Wayland. A place for you... if youll come... if youll fight for it! she screamed. Katherine Wayland turned her head from that distorted face, but Louise caught hold on her, shrilling: Stand up, damn you! Stand up and fight for the two of you. Theres one place waiting!

And through a momentary gap she dragged the girl. The gap closed around her, but still she found a way. Her free hand was armed with talons to claw a passage through. The davits were bending, the boat was swaying out, but still it was not clear of the deck when the two women reached it. Louise Lombard looked up at the man in the sweater, a snarling face that dripped with blood.

Here! she cried. This one! This is your luck! And she thrust Katherine Wayland forward. Many hands, reaching over the gunwale, gripped the loose, falling body and dragged it on board. The boat sank from the davits at once and passed from view.

Louise Lombard watched it disappear, and it seemed to her that something of herself was being launched to find a second chance. The crowd swept her back and forth on waves and counterwaves. The screaming had grown more frightful, but, still with a strange joy, she watched the smooth running of the ropes through the pulleys as the boat descended.

The moon, throwing aside the clouds like bow waves from the prow of a silver ship, drove suddenly near, and Louise Lombard felt the brightness enclose her. The Yorktown, lifting her stem still higher, was running downhill toward her grave.


EAGLES OVER CROOKED CREEK
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TWO EAGLES WERE fighting at the head of the canon, and the wind blew them and their screaming out over Crooked Creek, so that everyone looked up from the streets and some of the younger lads even took random shots at the pair. But the people were glad, really, to hear the screeching of the eagles, because it meant that winter definitely had left the mountains, and the spring was there to stay. Men thought of taking off flannel underwear; women thought of cleaning house. Young Chuck, coming up the trail into Crooked Creek for the first time in two years, proud of his seventeen years and his new horse, divided his mind between the eagles and the town itself. It seemed to have shrunk; the weight of the winter had pressed the buildings down and narrowed the streets. He was half way into town before he saw anyone he knew, and that was old Ben Whalen, his uncles partner. Ben stalked down the middle of the street, leading that ancient horse, Pepper, which still showed his name in the arch of his scrawny neck and the flattening of his ears, but Time was the permanent famine that roached his back and tucked up his belly. Old Ben Whalen was among men what Pepper was among horses, loose-kneed, gaunt, with the hanging flesh of his face tucked up at the corners of his eyes and his mouth.

Hey, Ben! called Chuck, and galloped his piebald up to the old man. Pepper began to prance without going any faster. Ben Whalen sluiced himself around and squinted over his shoulder. Dont go knockin your dust over me, young feller, he said.

Hey, Ben, dont you know me?

Why, you kind of appear like little Chuck, said Ben. What you taken and done? Growed up?

I kind of been growing, admitted Chuck. Wheres Uncle Cal?

Yeah, youve taken and growed up on us, said Ben, as they reached the foot of the canon where the road turned up among the rocks.

Wheres Uncle Cal? repeated Chuck.

No use you riding up this trail, answered Ben. Cal always was a loon, and hes gone and spent the winter over by the Sugar Loaf. He got a dream that the Sugar Loaf was all veined up with gold, and hes gunna get at that gold as soon as things thaw out, sos to be ahead of the rush. Ben spat, then he laughed and smoothed his chin with his whole hand, a careful gesture which he inherited from the days when he wore a full beard. He repeated, as he turned up the canon road: There aint any use you coming. You wont find Cal up there no more.

Ill come anyway, said Chuck.

Ben stopped short, and Pepper bumped his nose on the shoulder of his master. What for would you be such a damn young fool? asked Ben. Cal aint up there, and I aint one for much company.

Id like to see the old shack anyways, said Chuck and laughed.

Ben Whalen mounted Pepper and slumped into the saddle. There was a jingling of tin cans from the pack which sat over the hips of the old horse.

Hows Peppers sight? asked Chuck. Can he see pretty good now?

He cant see nothing no more, answered Ben. Why else would Ive been leading him through the street? But he knows the three miles of the canon trail like it was wrote out on the palm of his hand.

How old is Pepper? asked Chuck.

Dont be chatterin, said Ben. They dont raise up boys with no manners these days. They all keep squawkin like them eagles up yonder.

So Chuck was quiet, unoffended because he knew Ben from of old. For that matter Uncle Cal was as silent as any sourdough, but for Chuck this trip was a return to something more than people. It was a voyage back into his childhood, where even mountains and rocks possess a living spirit that changes. And all the way up the canon he watched with admiration how the old horse, Pepper, followed the sharp windings of the path that followed the twists and the leapings of the creek. There was never a misstep all the way. Only when they came to the head of the steep way, Pepper tried to veer off to the left instead of going straight on toward the shanty. Ben Whalen cursed the old gelding, and kicked him, and reined him the right way, but to the last step Pepper continued to sag to the left.

Growed out of his good sense, the old fool, commented Ben, and began to unstrap the pack.

Chuck carried it into the shack in his strong young arms. It was the same flimsy structure, built of wide, warped boards with cracks through which the sunshine striped the floor with fuzzy yellow lines of light. The winter had blown through those crevices enough snow dust to paint the stove all over with a new coating of red rust, but there was little else in the single room that could take harm. More perishable stuff, of course, would be lodged in the small cellar through the winter.

You tell me where, and Ill put things away, said Chuck.

You take yourself off and leave me be, said Ben, leaning on his rifle and staring gloomily around him.

So Chuck went outside. Pepper was no longer standing in front of the shanty. He had gone off to the side, and there he hung his head and switched his ragged old tail at the flies which swarm thickest and bite deepest in the early spring. The grass stood up quite high in the place where Pepper was standing, and yet it was not for the grass that the gelding had gone there. He did not crop a blade of it, but hung his head as though he were tethered to a hitching rack.

Chuck sat down on the door sill. The little house was just the same, except that like everything else it had shrunk. The canon, too, was narrower, and the walls no longer lifted so high, and the water roared neither so musically nor on so deep a note. It seemed to Chuck that, as one grows older, the world sifts away through the fingers, so what could remain inside the gaunt hands of old men like Ben or Uncle Cal? He turned and looked toward the great Sugar Loaf, frosted with blue and white toward the summit. Then he looked back down the canon. It was not only smaller, but it was changed, for surely in the old days he had been able to look past more than two bends of the walls. There had been a rift, an outlet, and the eye was not stopped by the two joining sides of rock.

Chuck stood up and drifted to the side. The piebald, noisily ripping at the grass and jangling its bit, nevertheless followed him, and this warmed his heart. Now, as he passed to the right, Chuck saw that the canon in fact opened a little. It was exciting. It was as though a door were swinging wide in his mind. He found the exact point from which, he could have sworn, he used to look down the narrows of the ravine. He could see past the second bend and caught a glimpse beyond the third, a narrow slot of blue sky that let the eye shoot onwards. That, as he remembered it, was exactly what he used to see from the threshold of the old shack.

He turned, bewildered, and saw that the shanty stood, in fact, well over to the right. But Pepper was exactly in line with him and that glimpse through the third bend of the ravine. There was something ghostly about it that brought a chill into his blood in spite of the strong mountain sunshine. He went up to Pepper, and the old horse jerked up his head and flattened his ears. He walked in front of Pepper. The ears and the pinched nostrils showed anger, but the filmy eyes showed nothing but the endless twilight within the mind. Stepping back, Chucks foot sank into a hole. He looked down and saw, where the grass was beaten down, that the lips of the little depression made an exact square, like a posthole filled up. But no posts had ever stood near the old shack, none at all except the two of the hitching rack! An idea stranger than life or death made Chuck shuffle back and forth through the grass until he found, eight feet away, another square hole exactly like the first.

He took off his sombrero and rubbed the sweat from his face. The wind came off the mountains and blew his head cold, but the blood in his body was already well iced. For here, where he stood, the hitching rack of the shanty once had been!

He moved back through that taller grass, still scuffing with his heels, and again he found a depression. It was not a narrow hole mouth, this time, but a long line. Still scuffing, he traced a depression inches deep which turned at four corners and outlined a space ten feet long.

By the jumping thunder, said Chuck, this is where the shack used to stand. Those were the postholes. This is the old cellar thats been filled in....

What you doin over there? shouted Ben Whalen. Whats the matter with you, over there? He stood in front of the shanty with his rifle at the ready. Come here! called Ben. Come on over here! What you doin there?

Chuck looked with yearning toward the piebald horse which still followed at his heels, but he was not even tempted to jump for the saddle, because he could remember Ben Whalens talent for putting bullet holes through tin cans flung as high as one pleased. If the grass had been a little taller, Chuck would have dropped into it and tried to disappear like a mole. Instead, he had to walk stiff legged because his knees were rigid with terror toward the old man on the threshold of the cabin.

What you doin over there, anyway? asked Ben Whalen.

I dropped a coupla dimes outa my pocket, said Chuck. I dropped em out when I pulled out my sack of Bull Durham. They went flip off into the grass, and I started kicking around in it to find em.

Why for would you kick around in the grass if you wanted to find something? asked Ben. There aint any sense in doing that.... I got an idea that youre a liar, Chuck, like your pa and your Uncle Cal and your grandpa all was liars before you! He grew very angry. You hear what Im saying? shouted Ben.

Hey... dont swing that gun around, said Chuck. He threw up his hands in a gesture that was purely instinctive. Then desperate fear tempted him, and he caught at the end of the rifle barrel.

Will you? Will you? screeched Ben Whalen. He jerked back on the gun. The front sight ripped half way across the palm of Chuck before his grip held fast. He flung his other arm around Ben and hugged him close. It was like embracing a skeleton, and all the strength went out of Ben in a moment. His hands left his rifle. As Chuck jumped back from him, holding the rifle, old Ben simply leaned against the side of the door with a hand pressed to his side, panting. His mouth was open, sagging the lines of his face longer and longer.

Whats the matter with you, Chuck? You gone crazy or something? asked Ben.

Im crazy enough to go and dig up that whole place! shouted Chuck. Im crazy enough to dig clean to the bottom of the old cellar yonder, till I find out what you were coverin up! Im just crazy enough for that.

What cellar? asked old Ben.

There! Right yonder where the house used to stand.

What you mean, Chuck? Whod take and move a house? Whod have such a loony idea as that?

You took and done it yourself, said Chuck. Post by post and plank by plank, you took and done it your own self. Im gunna find why, if I have to dig right to the bottom of the cellar.

Dont you do it, son, said Ben. That aint a cellar no more. Thats a grave!

A voice that Chuck never had heard before came out of his own throat: Uncle Cal! Its Uncle Cal! he was crying Yeah. Thats where he lies, said Ben. Maybe youll be wanting to take me back to town, Chuck?

He mounted the blind horse, and, while Chuck rode behind with the rifle at a balance across the pommel of his saddle, Pepper went down the slope with his absurd prancing.

It was Pepper that showed you the way, wasnt it? asked Ben.

Yeah. Pepper showed me.

Dog gone his old heart, said Ben. I guess hes gunna outlive me, after all.

Ben, will you tell me how it happened? pleaded Chuck, looking with pity on that bent and narrow back.

I dunno, said Ben. I guess Ive got kind of old and cranky.

He looked up where the two eagles, after giving up their battle for a time, had joined combat again in the middle of the sky. They seemed higher now, but their screaming came plainly to the ears of Chuck. Old Ben kept staring upwards while the blind horse carried him with careful feet down the trail.


HONOR BRIGHT
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ADRIENNE STEPPED INTO the library through the French window  her familys garden adjoins mine  and sat down in the red tapestry chair near the fire. My Adrienne  your Adrienne, every mans Adrienne  selected that chair because it made a perfect background for her black velvet evening wrap, and she wanted to be near the fire so that the bright blaze of it would throw up little golden lights into her hair. I got up and poured her favorite drink, which is a bit of plain water without ice, just stained with Scotch.

This is very pretty, Adrienne, I said. With your profile just so and your head leaning a little, you look like a child.

When you know the truth, does it matter how I look? she said. How is your poor back, Uncle Oliver?

I had been moving some great heavy pots of hydrangeas a few days before on the terrace and had given myself a wrench, but it was not sympathy that caused Adrienne to ask that question; something in my speech had annoyed her, and she wished to remind me, in her sweetly poisonous way, that the first sign of age is weakness in the small of the back.

Im perfectly well, I said.

Im very glad, darling said my Adrienne, but dont insist on being so strong and manly just now, dear.

I looked up from filling my pipe and waited.

You know you prefer cigarettes, she explained.

I put the pipe aside without a word and picked up a cigarette.

Adrienne rose and came, rustling, to stand over me with her fragrance while she held the lighter. Isnt that the wrong end, dear? she suggested.

I reversed the infernal cigarette, and she lighted it. These near approaches or forays of Adriennes often make me nervous, and of this truth she is exquisitely aware.

Are you angry? she asked.

Just enough to give you my full attention, I told her.

Its your usual system.

But I dont come here to annoy you, do I, Uncle Oliver? she wanted to know. You dont really feel that I come here to annoy you, Uncle Oliver? she said sadly.

You come here to think out loud, because Im so old and safe, I answered.

Oh no; not really so safe, she said.

Well, well! Who is it this time? I asked.

Something terrible happened, she told me.

Whats his name? I asked cannily. And who is he?

Its not so much a who as a what, decided Adrienne. Will you help me, dear Uncle Oliver?

I suppose so, I said.

She went back to her chair and held out one hand to be gilded by the firelight, yet I felt that only part of her attention was being given to the composition of this picture and that she was in real trouble. I was astonished and touched.

I have an appointment for eight oclock, she said. You wont let me be late? Its frightfully important.

Very well, I answered. I wont let you be late. But now lets get on with your problem. Whats his name?

Gilbert Ware, she said.

I felt a shock of loss and regret. For years I had realized that my Adrienne was growing up, but still it had remained easy for me to think of her in short skirts and with her hair in braids. A child belongs to every man; a woman belongs to one only; and so my heart shrank at the name of Gilbert Ware. He filled both the imagination and the eye. If he was not one of the richest ten men in the country, he was not far behind them. On his mothers side he went back to the best of Massachusetts, and by his father he was Old Virginia; placed in the diplomatic corps by the Ware dynasty, he had tasted the best the world offers by the time he was thirty; and finally he had the beauty, together with the raised eyebrows, of one of the Founding Fathers. I daresay that he was the catch of the whole country. Such a man did not waste his time on children, which meant that my Adrienne was now a woman.

She explained, He gave a week-end party at his house in the country, and I was there.

At his country house? I said. Why, Adrienne, you really are getting on.

She did not answer but continued to look sidelong thoughts, so that I understood she was about to tell her story. I took my drink in hand, comforted my sight with her, and prepared to listen. Of course, uncle is merely a title that she chose for me, but I have watched Adrienne and listened carefully for several years without coming to the end of her. She is strangely combined of warmth and aloofness. Not even her school friends could nickname her Addie, and no one fails to put the accent on the last syllable of Adrienne because she seems, if not a Latin, at least very different. Actually, her blood is mostly of the far north  Norwegian, I think  and those people of the endless nights have gifts of deep brooding and long, long dreams.

Adrienne is continually in and out of love like a trout in sun and shadow, but the net never seems to take her. When I thought of the name and place of Gilbert Ware in the world, I wondered if this might not be the time. I wondered also how much truth might be mingled in this story with the fictions of Adrienne, for, though I hope she is not a deliberate teller of untruths, she is at least a weaver who loves to have many colors in her web. With the question there came to me a sudden surety that tonight, at least, I should hear nothing but the truth. Also I knew, for no proper reason, that she was to speak of a great event. At this point in my thoughts she began to talk in that voice so light and musical that more than once, it surprises me to say, she has talked me to sleep.

She was quite excited, she said, when the invitation came, for she had seen Gilbert Ware only a few times and, though she had done her very best, she had not been sure that he noticed her. Now she put her mind thoroughly upon the future, as she laid out the things for her maid to pack. She hesitated particularly over the jewels for, if she took none, she might seem dull, and too many might be pretentious. At last she hit on a diamond bracelet  a mere thread of light  and a little ruby pendant of the finest pigeons blood. The two together might be worth some thirty-five hundred or four-thousand dollars. (Adrienne is very good at figures.)

Long before her packing was finished or her thoughts arranged, young Harry Strode stopped by to drive her down to the country. She permitted this service from him, but not with pleasure. She had been quite fond of Strode at one time and, during an extremely dull evening, she had permitted herself to tell him so. But, since Adrienne cannot endure sulky men with long memories, her liking afterwards had turned the other way.

Once in the car, she was as pleasant as possible. However, this was a dark afternoon with such a roar and rushing of rain that conversation meant straining the voice. She had intended to be kind to Harry, but not in the face of such difficulties. Adrienne, who has more than one of the talents of a cat, found herself, while considering the next subject for talk, so comfortable that presently she was asleep.

She roused when Harry paused to take a hitchhiker in out of the downpour. He was a pale man of about my age, she said, with his head thrust forward at the end of a long neck like a caricature of all the bookkeepers in the world. A certain restless hunger in his eyes intrigued her for a moment, but then, in spite of the best intentions, she was asleep again; and the fellow sat quietly in the back seat.

At the entrance to Wares driveway, Strode let out his extra passenger  the lights of a town were only a short distance down the road  and Adrienne remembers how the poor fellow stood in the rain with his hat in his hand, thanking them and waiting for the car to pass on. This roused her so that she was wide awake when they entered the house.

The place was quite a disappointment to her for it combined two faults: it was both baronial and new. Yet she could understand that a man like Ware might simply pick the best of architects and say to him, Here is the land. Select a proper site and build me an appropriate country house. Suppose you take a year to do it, gardens and all. But the moment she went into the living room she was warmed by the realization that Ware was giving the party entirely for her. Every one of the dozen or more house guests had been chosen from among her younger friends. It was only a pity, said Adrienne, that he had not included some of the older ones. Saying this, she smiled at me.

In the great living room, huge as a Tudor hall, tea was being served in delicate porcelain with faint chimings of silver; and there was Gilbert Ware, as ingratiating and observant a host as though he were by no means the catch of a continent. Adrienne made up her mind to have him. Her tactics were to strike at once and to keep on striking.

When Ware asked her about the trip down, she said, I dont want to think about it.

Why not?

No  please! It was only a hitchhiker we picked up, and I simply started imagining things about him.

Something is bothering you, said Gilbert Ware, so lets have it out. He had a doctors air, attentive for humane reasons even to foolish stories.

It was like something youre afraid of seeing by night, said Adrienne.

The storm jumped suddenly at the house and set the tall windows trembling. Since it was only twilight, the curtains had not been drawn, and she looked out over a shimmer of lawn into the green gloom.

Harry had his eyes glued to the road, she said. Hes such a careful driver, but it seemed to me that he must have known what I was seeing as I sat there, pretending to be asleep. In the mirror I could see the mans face; I think Ill always see it.

The hitchhikers?

It was so pale, said Adrienne. It was so long and dead and white... Please dont make me remember.

Dont talk about it; you look sick, said Ware.

Ill be all right. It was only a dream. There wasnt any reality about it. Nothing so evil could be real. You know, the sort of horror that smiles at you in the dark?

Ware was listening to her but with plenty of reservation in those raised eighteenth-century eyebrows. She realized then that, if she married him, she might find herself playing a part forever. The thought excited her as she went on with the embroideries of her little story. Actually there had been something strange about the hitchhiker. Now she enlarged upon him.

She said she had seen the devil wake up in the eyes of the man when, as she raised her hand to her hat, her sleeve fell back and showed the diamond bracelet; she had seen the beast of prey in him appear like some grisly shape that floats up under water, never clearly seen. It wasnt the thought of mere robbery and loss that troubled her but that brooding sense of a monstrous presence.

Gradually the man leaned forward in his seat, preparing to act. She was trying desperately to convey a warning to Harry Strode. If it were too overt, the signal would bring the attack on them instantly. She tried to signal with her eyes, with her hand. She slipped her foot over and touched Strodes. But he remained impervious, simply fixing his eyes on the road and singing a song, said Adrienne, which declared that for alma mater he would stand like a wall and never, never fall; also, when he took the field, he would never yield.

When she talked about the college hymn, something melted in Wares eyes. A barrier fell, admitting her, and whether or not he believed all the tale, plainly he enjoyed the art of it.

She made a quick ending. A police car, she said, suddenly came up behind them, used its siren, and went by. This was enough to make the hitchhiker change his mind. Perhaps the sight of the uniforms recalled to him certain unforgettable years of punishment. He relaxed in his seat, and a moment later they were letting him out at the entrance to the Ware place. She never would forget him standing in the rain with that faint white mockery of a smile, thanking them for the ride. She had reached the house still half sick, but what saved the day for her was a desire to laugh, because Harry Strode had gone through it all aware of nothing but a desire to rally around a banner and, with a heart so true, die for the red and blue.

Ware chuckled at this. Then he said that the guest rooms of his place were cottages scattered through the grounds but, if she were nervous after her experience, she should have a place in the main building.

No, no! said Adrienne. Ive talked it all out now, and I wont think of it again. You were so right to make me tell you everything. I didnt want to say anything about it before the rest of them; theres something so ugly about that kind of a story, dont you think?

Wares eyes dwelt on her for a moment before he agreed; then he let the general conversation flow in upon them, and Adrienne found the eyes of the other girls fixed on her a little grimly. They took it for granted that she merely had succeeded in putting herself on trial, but her resolution was hardening every instant. She would take this man, to have and to hold; she would take him  if for no other reason  because he was hard to get.

Everyone went to change, and Adrienne was shown to her cottage. There were a number of these cabins, each tucked into a special environment: one by a pool, another drenched in vines, one lost in towering woods, and a fourth sunning itself on a little green hilltop, though there was only rain streaming down when Adrienne was taken to it. It was built snug and tight as a ships cabin, but it was a complete job even to a sunken pool in the bathroom.

When she had dressed  in black, she said, with only her ruby pendant  she put on overshoes and a featherweight cellophane slicker which were provided and went back to the house with a flashlight. There was only a misting rain, by this time, but the trees still looked a little wild from the storm.

A few moments after her return to the house, dinner was announced. When they went in, she found herself at the right hand of Ware and felt that the game was half won. Yet he made no particular effort at the table; he preferred to watch her and smile.

She was surprised when suddenly he asked her what she thought of the house.

Doesnt it need something?

Does it? What would you say? More color?

No, but more time.

This seemed to please him. For an instant he came out of the distance and sat within touch of her, his eyes clear and keen, but after that she felt that he had drawn away again. She did not feel that she had failed but that he needed more leisure to make up his mind. She determined to give it to him, so she pleaded a frightful headache and went off to bed early.

By this time the storm had slid away down the sky and out of sight, but a few clouds were flying. The moon hit one of them and dashed the whole weight of it into a shining spray like a bow wave. Adrienne enjoyed these things. She knew that she was on trial  for fifty million, so to speak  but her eye was turned confidently to the future.

She decided, as she lay stretched on her bed in the cottage, looking at the apple-green ceiling, that Gilbert Ware probably wanted a restful creature for a wife. He was an unhurried sight-seer in life, determined to take nothing but the best. She, with her imaginings and her acting, had amused him for a time. She should have adopted an entirely different role and made herself, like him, a quiet observer, a little tired by the game. Adrienne decided that in the morning she would show him a change of pace.

The moment she reached this intelligent conclusion she grew sleepy, but as she yawned, her arms wide open to welcome the aching drowsiness, she heard a slight sound and observed that the knob of her door was turning. She had locked the door, but a thrill of horror froze her heart. Not since she was a child and ghosts had haunted her in dark corridors had she felt such a thoroughly sufficient chill. She reached for the telephone and turned the dial. The bell in the main house began to buzz with a deep, soft voice. The buzzing continued, a far-away sound on the wire and a hollow echoing in Adrienne. Then not a servant but Ware himself spoke.

Its Adrienne Lester, she whispered. Someone is trying to get into my cottage!

He said, with his eternal calm, Someone with a long, white, evil face, no doubt? He laughed and rang off.

She could not believe it, but there it was. Her play-acting had been perfectly patent to him.

The doorknob no longer was turning. Instead, there was a very discreet sound of metal scratching on metal. She remembered now not the sins of her past but the old fable about the little boy who had called Wolf! Wolf! once too often. For an instant she thought of being merely beautiful and helpless; instead, she got up and seized the heavy poker which stood in the brass bucket beside the fire. At the same time the door opened.

A gust of night air came in along with her hitchhiker who looked like a caricature of all the bookkeepers in the world. He closed the door with his foot and pushed his hands into his coat pockets. He was very wet. When he moved, his feet made squashy sounds in his shoes. The rim of his hat, which he did not remove, hung down around his long, pallid face. A thin purple dye, which soaked out of his coat, had streaked the white of his shirt and, since the coat collar was turned up, had left a mark like a cut across his throat. He looked at Adrienne and at the poker she held, then turned his back on her and went to the bedside table where her jewels were lying. He dropped them into a coat pocket.

He was quite hunched and so thin that she could almost count the vertebrae through his coat, but in spite of his apparent weakness she put the poker back into the brass bucket. She was young, swift, strong, but only as a woman. And, though he was by no means a big man, she knew that he could pluck the weapon out of her hands with ease. The knowledge sickened her a little; for the first time she was insufficient in an emergency. My Adrienne slipped quietly toward the door.

No, said the hitchhiker, and shook his head at her.

She turned for an instant toward the blackness of the outer night, but she dared not flee because of the nightmare that might pursue her. She went back to the fire.

A small pool was collecting around the mans feet; she watched the growth of it on the Chinese rug across the tongue and lower jaw of a little dragon.

How do you feel? he asked.

Im all right, said Adrienne.

Youre not afraid?

I was, terribly. But its better now that youre talking, she said.

She thought that it was a pleasant remark, and she made it with a smile, but all the time the sickness of the fear was deepening in her, thickening like a new taste, because the hitchhiker was aware of her from head to foot and from foot to head. It was only for a moment that his eyes touched her in this fashion, but the screaming muscles began to tremble in her throat.

He kept nodding his head up and down in understanding. He ran the tip of his tongue over his lips. It always makes me kind of laugh, he said, the way you people get scared. Once I got into a place and in the first bedroom, where I didnt expect it, there was a young fellow lying reading. Hed heard something. He knew I was inside the room, but he didnt dare to turn his head. I stood there and watched. The magazine was resting on his chest, and his heart was thumping so hard that it made the pages keep stirring like leaves in a wind. He was young, and he was twice as big as me; but nothing is as big as the things that come out of the night.

What happened, then? What did you do? asked Adrienne.

Dont scream or nothing, said the thief. Im gonna turn out the light.

He turned out the light so that there was only the fire to send his shadow and hers up the wall and over the ceiling in waves and tremblings.

Adrienne picked up the poker again.

Yeah, youd fight, wouldnt you? he said, and laughed a little. Got anything to drink in here?

No, said Adrienne.

Whats over here? and he pulled open a small door set into the wall.

Two flasks of cut glass glimmered inside the niche. He sniffed at them.

Brandy and Scotch. Funny how you people never know that bourbon is better than Scotch... Have some?

No, said Adrienne.

Heres down the hatch!

Dont drink it! cried Adrienne.

Why not?

Please dont drink it! she begged.

Ah, thats what you think, is it? Well, heres down the hatch!

He took a good swallow, and while his head was back, his eyes half closed, she freshened her grip on the poker, but still she could not act. She put the poker back in place for the second time, because it came to her that all the danger she dreaded was, in fact, closed in the room with her and that she would have to meet it with a different kind of force.

He wiped his mouth on the back of his hand, which made a smear across his face, and then he sat down beside the fire. Adrienne sank into the opposite chair.

They spent some money on you all right, he said. I remember hearing a rich feller say, once... I used to be a plumber, and plumbers hear what people say, but a length of cast-iron pipe rolled on me, and it gave me a kind of a twist in the back, so I wasnt any good, after that. I had to use the old bean, so I used it... He seemed to have lost his place in the conversation. Where was I at? He took another drink.

You were about to say how much money is spent on us.

This feller was saying that his girl cost ten thousand a year from twelve years up. Travel, governess, maid, school  he said ten thousand wouldnt cover it. Ten thousand for ten years. Thats a hundred grand. How many languages you got?

French and Italian, a little. And a bit of German.

You dont look like you would know any German.

They sent me to Vienna for a year. To study singing.

I guess you can do that pretty good.

Not very.

Sing Home on the Range, dead soft.

She sang Home on the Range softly. He finished the flask of Scotch while he listened. He hummed the last part of it in unison with her.

I never was West, he said, but I like that song. Its kind of American. It reminds me how big we are... Ive heard plenty sing it better than you.

Of course you have. She managed to smile again.

He stared hard watching for the end of the smile, but she kept it, after a fashion, in the corners of her mouth and in her eyes.

There aint hardly a good swallow in one of these flasks. Go fetch me the other one, will you?

Certainly, said my Adrienne.

She rose and went to the little cupboard. As she turned with the flask of brandy in her hand, she saw that the plumber sat a little higher in his chair, and then she was aware that his body was rigid as she came up behind him. He was waiting, tense and set, for whatever she might attempt to do, but he would not turn his head an inch toward her. She went slowly by him and gave him the flask  and her smile.

He relaxed in his chair. You feel better, dont you?

A lot better, she said.

I guess you been scrubbed clean every day of your life. I guess you never wear anything but silk?

Oh, yes. Oh, lots of other things, she said.

You dont mind me now if I drink this?

I dont mind at all.

Look, he said.

Yes, said my Adrienne.

Maybe theres better singers, but I never heard nobody talk so good. You bet I never heard anybody talk so good. He stood up. You been pretty all right, and I sort of hate taking your stuff. You know?

For the first time, in a way that was strange to Adrienne, he opened his eyes and looked at her with an appeal for understanding. He was apparently about to go, and she would not have to keep on smiling. She felt she had done enough acting in those few minutes to last her the rest of her life.

Its all right, she said to him. We all have to get along somehow.

Thanks. I believe youre on the square, but Ill fix this first. He pulled the telephone wire from the wall socket. Then he lifted a finger at her. You wont budge out of here for ten minutes?

I wont budge.

Ten whole minutes? Honor bright?

Honor bright, said Adrienne, and crossed herself automatically.

Well, I guess thats all right then. Good night to you.

He went out of the cottage.

There was a little clock above the fireplace. She noted the hands at five past eleven and resolved to wait for the ten whole minutes, honor bright; but all at once, said Adrienne, she thought of what a scene there would be when she rushed into the big house and told them, how everyone would be roused, and there would be calls for the police, and Gilbert Ware looking frightfully mortified and, for once, thoroughly alert. She thought of these things and ran from the cottage, but before she had taken three steps, the man moved out from behind the corner of the little building. He came straight toward her, slowly, with his hands in his coat pockets, and his black shadow slid silently over the ground beside him, like a man and his ghost or a man and the black devil, said Adrienne. I wonder why she did not use those quick feet of hers to fly away to the big house, but all she could do was to creep away from him through the open door of the cottage. She backed up until the wall stopped her. Her knees gave way. My Adrienne crouched with her eyes closed, because she dared not look for another instant at the long, white, deadly face of the hitchhiker. But she could feel his shadow falling over her, cold on her face and breast, she said.

Well, so there isnt any honor bright, he said. I thought maybe you were one of the things for the country to be proud of. But you aint. You aint all right at all. Youre dirt. Youre just dirt.

It seemed to Adrienne that the chill of his shadow still was falling on her, but when she looked up, after a long time  after a long time when the breath seemed to be stopping in her body  she saw that he was gone, and she was able to get to the chair by the fire and drop into it.

Only a moment later Gilbert Ware came in. He looked at the black, wet footprints on the floor, and then dropped on one knee beside her chair. She was reminded dimly of other young men who had taken the same position  my Adrienne always is reminded of someone else, no matter what a man does.

Ive been a fool  Ive been a goddamned fool! said Ware, in just as trembling a passion of regret as any other man. What happened? What has he done?

My Adrienne said nothing, not because she was incapable of speech, nor because she was remembering the theft and her fear, but because she was thinking of a loss far more vital, for which she could not find a name. So she kept on thinking until her thoughts went jogging all the way back to childhood, which was the last time honor bright had troubled her soul. She was holding out her hands to the fire which, against all nature, gave her no comfort.

Gilbert Ware took those hands and turned her suddenly toward him so that she had to see his face, all savage with resolution. There was no trace now of that astute and critical spirit which had looked so carefully through her.

When did he go? Has he hurt you? Tell me. Do you hear me, dear Adrienne? What has he done?

There was one word in this speech which could not help partially reviving such a practical girl as my Adrienne, and yet she still was half lost in that unhappy dream as she answered,

He took the bracelet and pendant. I dont know when he left. The hitchhiker...

Was it that fellow? And I thought it was only a story! cried Ware.

He jumped for the phone, found it was disconnected, sprang back to her.

Let him go! she said. I dont want ever to see him again. Dont make me see him again, Gilbert.

Gilbert Ware threw a blanket around her and lifted her to her feet. He helped her along the path to the main house.

You wont have to see him. Of course you wont have to see him. Dont talk, my sweet girl, my Adrienne. Youve had a frightful shock. Will you be able to forgive me?

Miserable as she was, she could not help thinking how easy it might be to forgive fifty million and Gilbert Ware.

The party at the house had not broken up, and everyone hurried to be of help. Faces leaned over Adrienne as she lay on the couch wrapped in the blanket. Someone chafed her feet. Her fingers were around a mug of hot toddy that warmed her hands and her lips and her throat but could not melt the ice around her heart.

She was conscious of much telephoning back and forth, but she was not prepared for the return of her philosophical hitchhiker, flanked by a pair of proud policemen. In that frame he was a wretchedly starved picture of a man. He had left the muddy country lanes for a highway, and the police had picked him up at once. Ware, bending close beside Adrienne, was saying, Theres only one word for you to speak, and then its all over. Simply identify the jewels and the man. The law takes on after that. Dont move, Adrienne. Dont sit up.

She did sit up, however, because it was mortally necessary for her to face again those eyes which had looked into her so shamefully far. But the inquiring mind was gone from the thief. All that had been free and dangerous and of the night now was faded into a dim creature who had suffered before and was prepared once more to endure.

I guess this is the stuff, Miss? said one of the policemen, holding out the jewels in the palm of his hand. You just identify it, and hell take a trip.

She kept trying to catch the glance of the thief, but he stared straight forward at the years of labor, of silence and of shame. His wet hat, now a shapeless sponge, was crushed in one hand, and it was upon this hand that Adrienne was forced, most unwillingly, to focus her attention. There was something abnormal, misshapen and oversized about it. By contrast, Gilbert Ware had such slender fingers, such a rounded but inadequate wrist, that one wondered how he could swing a polo mallet. The thumb of the hitchhiker, for instance, was broadened, thickened and fleshed on the inside to a surprising degree. Across his wrist lay two forking veins as big as her little finger, and all at once she penetrated the mystery. It was simply that the thief had been a laborer. By swinging sledge hammers, by tugging with all his might at powerful wrenches, he had deformed and desensitized his hands until they were merely gross tools, vaguely prehensile.

. . . just a matter of identification, a policeman was saying.

They arent mine, she said.

The smiles of the policemen persisted a moment, wavered and went out like lanterns in a sudden wind.

But wait  but, Adrienne! said Gilbert Ware.

She shook her head. Not mine.

But this is the very fellow you were talking about! cried Ware.

I never saw him before.

My dear Adrienne, said Ware, looking hard at her, if youre doing this out of charity, please remember that the law has a rightful place in this affair.

She lost track of his voice, watching comprehension break up the calm of the plumber, but even as the hope entered him, and he saw that after all she seemed to be giving him some chance of escape, the manhood seemed to go out of him. Something of his spirit came leering, groveling at her feet.

Ware asked everyone to leave the room. Then he sat down beside Adrienne. Now whats it all about? he asked, and he looked at her as a dealer might look at a picture of uncertain authentication.

I dont know.

Im sure you always think your way through before you do anything.

I try to, she admitted, and she kept searching her mind only to discover that the deeper she went, the more unknown was this new Adrienne.

He was waiting.

I dont know what the whole truth about this is, she said, but I have a horrible, naked feeling that Im going to tell it.

After all, he had lived a bit. He showed it now by saying nothing.

Did you see his hands? she asked. They were real, dont you think?

Real?

Hes worked like an honest man, and hes been a thief. Hes been in prison, too, and thats real enough. He could see that Im all make-believe. Im not even honestly looking for a husband. Im just as honest as a cat that wants kittens. I try to be clever, but Im only silly and young. Ive never even made a beginning. I hate it. Oh, you dont know how I hate it.

Theres something pretty final about this, he said. I think youre writing me down as one of the people who never have made a beginning.

And now, in this interval, Adrienne found that she could not tell a pleasant lie. She knew that every second of the silence was saying good-by to fifty million dollars but, instead of speaking, she could only remember the voice of the thief saying, Youre dirt! Youre just dirt!

After a while Ware stood up slowly, still with something between anger and entreaty in his eyes, but when that frightful silence continued, he said, Ill tell them the hitchhiker isnt the man.

He left the room.

A fortune vanished with him, but with a very convinced longing Adrienne wanted to be out of that house. That was what she told the doctor, when he came a few minutes later.

He said, Youve had a shock, my girl.

Have I? Im going to be better, though, now.

Youd better stay in bed for two or three days.

Oh, no; I wont need to do that. Theres someone I have to see.

Youd better do as I say, though, he advised.

But I know me so well, said my Adrienne.

Here she finished her drink, and I knew that her story was finished also; her timing is so perfect.

I blew some smoke upward and watched it vanish. Fifty million dollars all gone? I said, but then I saw that there was a shadow on Adrienne, a strange dimness.

Now tell me about everything, she said, looking at the place where the smoke had vanished.

Why, its not difficult, my dear, I told her. Youre unhappy about it because you dont understand the big, quick movement of your own heart; when you saw Ware bearing down with all the dogs of the law on that poor, hunted devil

Oh, nonsense, said Adrienne. Just as poor and hunted as a wolf. You dont know. I mean, a wolf thats perfectly at home in the woods, snow or shine. Dont you see? What am I looking for? Why, Im looking for a man, and that evening I thought Id found him. But I hadnt. Id only found a sort of beautiful social legend, or something. The hitchhiker was more of a man.

Well, yes. Well... of course, I said, and gave myself a twist that hurt my back. I hadnt thought of that. But  just to return a bit  who was it you wanted to see in the pinch? You remember you spoke to the doctor about him.

Oh, an old, old friend, said Adrienne. His voice was with me all through it. Hes the one Im to see tonight.

Better be on your way, then, I told her. Its ten to eight now.

Really? Is it as late as that? Then may I ring for Jericho?

She was pressing the button as I said, What the devil do you want with him?

Jericho came in. He is made of white hair, yellow parchment, and heavenly spirit.

Jericho dear, said Adrienne, is there any cold, cold champagne?

There is one just barely turnin to ice, said Jericho.

Then well have that for an aperitif, she told him. And is that pheasant big enough for two?

Just perfect, Miss Adrienne.

Then serve it that way, please, said Adrienne.

Do you mean that Im the appointment? I asked, when Jericho left.

Youre the only person who knows enough to tell me whats wrong with me, she said desolately. But I dont need the telling actually. I know already. Say something or Im going to cry, said Adrienne, who now was sitting on the arm of my chair.

Jericho brought in the champagne and paid no attention to Adrienne as he began opening the bottle.

Well, Ill tell you a fact thats better than a story, I said.

I hate facts, said Adrienne.

When the Arab mare comes out of the tent in the morning  because the Arabs value their mares most, you know...

What silly people!

Theyre not silly at all.

Oh, arent they?

No, theyre not. But when the mare comes out of the tent, she looks away off beyond the tribe and over the heads of the family that owns her, and across the desert to the edge of the horizon. She has her tail arched and her head raised, and theres a tremendous expectation in her eyes that makes her master sad.

But why?

Because he knows shes saying to herself: When will the real master come!

How rather lovely, said Adrienne.

Jericho had placed in my hand a glass in which the bubbles broke with a crisping sound. Heres to the real master, my dear, I said.

Will you find him for me?

This is just nonsense, Adrienne, I told her with severity.

But Im tired  oh, Im tired to death! she said. I want my life to start.

Come, come! Lets have this drink.

Not until you promise me.

But what?

Either find me a husband  Ill ask no questions  or marry me yourself.

Adrienne!

Are you really so shocked?

But Im old enough to be

You are old enough, you see. Shall we drink to it!

I shall find you somebody, said I.

Of course you will, said Adrienne, raising her glass slowly as though waiting for permission.

I lifted mine in turn and, looking up, saw her all shining and golden through the color of the wine.

THE END


THE KING
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IT WAS A big day when Rudy Zandor consented to dine with me at Chasens because those were the years when he was astonishing Hollywood with a series of super productions. He was another Sampson whose strength lay not in his long hair but in his perfect self-confidence.

The country he loved, the flag followed, the God he worshiped was Rudy Zandor. So I put in the whole day working on my plot and reached the restaurant rather full of hope.

Zandor was hardly an hour later, which seemed a good sign, and then he came in with a yes-man named Gregg and Jimmy Jones, whose real name is Jonascsky, Zandor raised quite a buzz with his entrance because he always dressed for public appearances. This time he wore corduroy trousers, a riding coat buttoned high around the throat, and four days whiskers. His friends were in dinner jackets for contrast.

Rudy was almost at my table when another murmur started. All eyes left him, and in came Raymond Vincent Etherton in his black coat and white stock like an eighteenth century ghost. It was rather hard on Zandor to have his entrance messed up like that, for he was completely forgotten as the old man went by, looking straight ahead and failing to see the people who spoke to him. He went to his usual corner, waited for his coffee and cognac, and contemplated the dignity of space.

When Dave Chasen in person brought the brandy, Etherton became gently and kindly aware of him, for he was really abstracted, not merely high-hat. Thirty years before, when he consented to be King Arthur for D.W. Griffith, he must have been a glorious man.

Some of the glory hung about him as Henri Quatre in Ivry or as Richard the Lion-Hearted in The Talisman. He never was cast except as a king and he moved through his parts without the slightest acting, merely lending his presence, as it were. The whisper had it that there was a dash of real royalty in his blood but no one even in Hollywood dared to suggest the bar-sinister to Etherton.

Even Hollywood was surprised by the appearance of such a man on the screen. He was more a rare legend than a fact. That was why Chasens buzzed so this evening.

Zandor, in eclipse, looked pretty sour.

That man, he said, pointing at Etherton. Who is he?

Jimmy Jones winked at me. It was the yes-man who gave the answer. A celebrity in Hollywood cant help accumulating them as the northside of a tree gathers moss.

Thats Raymond Vincent Etherton, said Gregg.

I want him. He has a hungry look. I want him to play Shylock, said Zandor.

The Merchant of Venice after the big western? I asked.

Before, said Zandor. Im not doing the western.

My hopes went crash; and at the same moment I heard Gregg ordering caviar.

Jimmy said: You cant buy an Etherton, Rudy. He doesnt need money, but he acts now and then to raise the level of the screen and show the world what royalty should be.

Zandor waved his hand at Jones. You bother me, he said. Go away.

Jimmy Jones went away.

Now get Etherton. Offer him seventy-five thousand, directed Zandor.

His Number Two boy went over to Etherton and I felt a little sick about Zandor and about myself for being with him.

Etherton was sipping his brandy when the yes-man leaned over his table and started talking. The old fellow showed no sign that he heard a syllable. Presently he laid a bill on the table, stood up, and walked through the Number Two boy as though the fellow were a thin mist. He passed out of Chasens and Gregg came back to Zandor, astonished.

Nothing could stop him  not even your name, Rudy, he said.

Why didnt you raise the bid? asked Zandor, furious. I dont care what sort of blood he has in him; nobody walks out on me. Why didnt you offer him one hundred thousand?

But I didnt have the authority, said the yes-man.

Zandor looked him over from his chin to the sleek of his hair and turned his shoulder; it was plain that there was one parasite less in his life.

It was a rotten dinner. I tried to be bright for a while but gave it up after Zandor had snarled a few times. The great man was preoccupied. In the middle of his chicken cacciatore he jumped up and left the tableware jingling.

Show me where this Etherton lives, he commanded.

I paid the bill and took him to Ethertons house  small, sedate, withdrawn from the vulgar world behind a formal Italian garden. The California moon, for we have a special variety out here, was laying cool silver over everything and the fountain statue left a perfect shadow on the pool.

The door of the house was open. I dont know why this shocked me so much. It was like seeing the great Etherton with his mouth agape. Zandor leaned on the bell. It made a thin chime of music far inside and we had no other answer. Zandor went in.

Youd better not do that, I protested. The old man wont stand intrusions.

Look! said Zandor. I knew it... hungry!

I followed him a step and saw him pointing to the living room; there was enough slanting moonshine to show that it was empty. The waxed floor shone like water, but there was not a stick of furniture. Zandor strode through the open door beyond and into the kitchen. There was a rusted gas stove. Something scurried away on a shelf and I saw a bit of nibbled cheese rind and cracker crumbs. But Zandor was moving on through a naked dining room and into a bed chamber that was furnished with box springs on the floor, a pier glass, and a big, gilded chair in front of the mirror. In the chair sat Etherton wrapped in a black cloak with his white head thrown back and his right hand at his breast, supported by something.

He looked at us with deeply veiled eyes of contempt and seemed about to make a gesture of silent dismissal. It needed another glance to see that all his gesturing had ended, for what supported his hand was the hilt of the little medieval dagger he had driven through his heart.

I looked away from him to the three big photographs which hung on the walls and showed me Etherton as the Lion-Hearted in heavy chain mail, as Henri Quatre with the famous white plume in his helmet, as King Arthur bearded like a saint.

Understanding grew in me. Those rare appearances of Etherton on the screen had not been a casual amusement but the nerve center of his whole life. His parts never had been large but they had made him a king, and with a childs pitiful sincerity he had enclosed himself within a dream. Rather than step outside it, he had starved. I could imagine with what care he dressed himself this evening, borrowed the last possible dollar from a pawnbroker and went out for the final time to see if Hollywood once more would give him a shadowy throne. Instead, it preferred to see in him the wicked moneylender, so he came home and erased himself from the page.

Zandor was triumphant.

You see? You see? he roared at me. I was right. I did spot the hunger in him. Hes been on a throne for thirty years but when he got the Shylock offer, he knew that Id seen the starvation in his face. The seventy- five thousand scared him. He was tempted and he almost fell. The hundred thousand would have bought him, lock, stock and barrel. But that fool of a Gregg didnt know how to bargain.

I got out into the garden. It was a warm June night, but I was shivering. Zandor followed me. The bigness of his voice made the fountain pool tremble.

He wanted to be a king or nothing, you see? roared Zandor. So he came home and ended his reign. You get it? Its big stuff. Its new. Its a picture. And its mine.

THE END
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American soldiers fighting near Lucca, Italy, 1944  Brand died on 12 May 1944 from a shrapnel wound, received whilst working as a war correspondent in Italy. He was personally commended for bravery by President Roosevelt.
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Max Brand, c. 1935
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The Sicily-Rome American Cemetery and Memorial, Nettuno, Italy  Brands final resting place
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Brands memorial
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John Ruskin

John Webster

John Wilmot, Earl of Rochester

Jonathan Swift

Joseph Addison

Joseph Addison

Joseph Conrad

Joseph Haydn

Josephus

Jules Verne

Julian

Julius Caesar

Juvenal

Kahlil Gibran

Karl Marx

Kate Chopin

Katherine Mansfield

Kenneth Grahame

L. Frank Baum

L. M. Montgomery

Lafcadio Hearn

Laurence Sterne

Leigh Hunt

Leo Tolstoy

Leonardo da Vinci

Lewis Carroll

Livy

Longus

Lord Byron

Lord Dunsany

Louisa May Alcott

Lucan

Lucian

Lucretius

Ludovico Ariosto

Ludwig van Beethoven

Luís de Camões

Lytton Strachey

M. E. Braddon

M. R. James

Manetho

Marcel Proust (English)

Marcus Aurelius

Margaret Oliphant

Maria Edgeworth

Marie Corelli

Mark Twain

Martial

Mary Shelley

Mary Wollstonecraft

Matthew Arnold

Matthew Prior

Maurice Leblanc

Max Brand

Maxim Gorky

Michael Drayton

Michel de Montaigne

Michelangelo

Miguel de Cervantes

Molière

Nathaniel Hawthorne

Niccolò Machiavelli

Nikolai Gogol

Nikolai Nekrasov

Nonnus

Norse Sagas

O. Henry

Oliver Goldsmith

One Thousand and One Nights

Oscar Wilde

Ouida

Ovid

Paul Cézanne

Paul Gauguin

Paul Klee

Paul Laurence Dunbar

Pausanias

Percy Bysshe Shelley

Peter Paul Rubens

Petrarch

Petronius

Piero della Francesca

Pierre-Auguste Renoir

Piet Mondrian

Pieter Bruegel the Elder

Pindar

Piotr Illitch Tchaïkovsky

Plato

Plautus

Pliny the Elder

Pliny the Younger

Plotinus

Plutarch

Polybius

Procopius

Propertius

Quintus Curtius Rufus

Quintus Smyrnaeus

R. Austin Freeman

R. D. Blackmore

R. M. Ballantyne

R. S. Surtees

Rabindranath Tagore

Radclyffe Hall

Rafael Sabatini

Ralph Waldo Emerson

Raphael

Rembrandt van Rijn

René Descartes

Richard Brinsley Sheridan

Richard Marsh

Richard Wagner

Robert Browning

Robert Burns

Robert E. Howard

Robert Frost

Robert Louis Stevenson

Robert Southey

Robert W. Chambers

Rudyard Kipling

Rumi

Rupert Brooke

Saki

Sallust

Samuel Butler

Samuel Johnson

Samuel Pepys

Samuel Richardson

Samuel Taylor Coleridge

Sandro Botticelli

Sappho

Sara Teasdale

Sax Rohmer

Seneca the Younger

Septuagint

Sextus Empiricus

Sheridan Le Fanu

Sidonius

Sigmund Freud

Sir Arthur Conan Doyle

Sir Issac Newton

Sir Philip Sidney

Sir Richard Burton

Sir Thomas Malory

Sir Thomas More

Sir Thomas Wyatt

Sir Walter Raleigh

Sir Walter Scott

Sophocles

Stanley J. Weyman

Statius

Stendhal

Stephen Crane

Stephen Leacock

Strabo

Suetonius

T. S. Eliot

Tacitus

Talbot Mundy

Terence

The Brontës

The Brothers Grimm

The Harvard Classics

Theocritus

Theodore Dreiser

Thomas Babington Macaulay

Thomas Carlyle

Thomas Chatterton

Thomas De Quincey

Thomas Gainsborough

Thomas Gray

Thomas Hardy

Thomas Hardy (poetry)

Thomas Hood

Thomas Love Peacock

Thomas Middleton

Thomas Moore

Thomas Paine

Thucydides

Tibullus

Tintoretto

Titian

Tobias Smollett

Torquato Tasso

Varro

Victor Hugo

Vincent van Gogh

Virgil

Virginia Woolf

Voltaire

W. B. Yeats

W. Somerset Maugham

W. W. Jacobs

Walt Whitman

Walter Pater

Walter Savage Landor

Washington Irving

Wassily Kandinsky

Wilfred Owen

Wilkie Collins

William Blake

William Cowper

William Dean Howells

William Harrison Ainsworth

William Hazlitt

William Hope Hodgson

William James

William Makepeace Thackeray

William Morris

William Shakespeare

William Wordsworth

Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart

Xenophon

Zane Grey
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