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INTRODUCTION

Nathan West

Arthur Stringer was a distinguished Canadian author whose literary career spanned the late 19th and early 20th centuries. Born on February 26, 1874, in Chatham, Ontario, Stringer’s talents extended across various genres, including poetry, fiction, and journalism. His works delved into themes of adventure, romance, and the human psyche, captivating readers with vivid storytelling and astute observations of human nature.

Stringer began writing at an early age, contributing articles to local newspapers and immersing himself in the world of literature. He later moved to New York City, where he became a prominent figure in the literary scene. His unique blend of British upbringing and North American experiences lent a distinct flavor to his writing, setting him apart from his contemporaries.

Stringer’s was notably prolific, with over 45 books and numerous short stories to his name. His diverse body of work encompassed everything from thrilling adventures set in remote corners of the globe to poignant love stories that tugged at the heartstrings. This versatility allowed him to explore different genres and experiment with various narrative techniques, ensuring that his readers were always engaged and eager for more.

Stringer’s most acclaimed novel, The Silver Poppy (1916), showcased his remarkable storytelling prowess. The book combined elements of mystery, romance, and adventure, transporting readers to exotic locations and introducing them to fascinating characters. With its gripping plot and evocative descriptions, “The Silver Poppy cemented Stringer’s reputation as a master storyteller.

In addition to his contributions to fiction, Stringer was an astute observer of human psychology. His keen insights into the human condition and the complexities of relationships added depth and authenticity to his characters, making them relatable to readers from all walks of life. His writings explored themes of ambition, love, betrayal, and the quest for personal identity, resonating with audiences across generations.

Arthur Stringer’s impact on the literary world cannot be overstated. His captivating narratives and richly drawn characters continue to captivate readers, transcending time and remaining relevant to this day. His ability to transport readers to distant lands, evoke powerful emotions, and provoke thought made him a true master of his craft. As we delve deeper into Stringer’s works, we discover a writer who dared to explore the depths of the human experience, leaving an indelible mark on British literature.

 


CHAPTER I

THE LADY ARRIVES

“Is it bad news?” I asked, observing both the frown that furrowed my wife’s brow and the smoke that curled up from the electric toaster.

But Margaret, instead of answering that question, asked one of her own.

“What’s a hoosgow?”

“It’s a vulgarism, I believe, for the county jail. And I hope no friend of ours is in one.”

“It’s Cristina,” said the abstracted-eyed Margaret as she put an orchid-tinted note down beside the toast-rack. “She’s coming to stay with us.”

I sat speechless, digesting both buttered toast and a sense of shock.

“Isn’t that rather like letting a puma loose in a lamb’s pen?” I finally inquired.

“She’s been having trouble at home,” averred Margaret as she quietly refilled my coffee-cup.

“But why bring her troubles to us?” was my natural enough query.

“Mother’s worried,” proclaimed Margaret, “about the way Cristina’s been carrying on since she broke off with Roddie Jones. And she won’t go abroad. And she won’t do what she’s told. And father says that if she wants to keep out of the hoosgow she’d better run her traffic-cops down in another county.”

This also had to be digested.

“Cristina’s a bright girl,” I conceded. “But I can’t see how one of those self-opinionated Amazons who smash up their underslung cars and other people’s over-strung nerves is going to add much to the peace of this once happy household.”

“I thought you liked Cristina?”

“I do. I also like shower-baths. But I don’t care to be under one all the time.”

“Cristina,” ventured her more sober-minded sister, “needn’t interfere with you in work-hours.”

“But she will. She always did. Why the devil can’t she take a studio in the Village and go Russian?”

“She may broaden us,” suggested my soliloquizing better half.

“The tinkling Cristina,” I scoffed, “in the rôle of a missionary steam-roller!”

“She might be steadied by contact with a strong character,” asserted her quiet-eyed sister.

“Does that mean me?” I demanded, trying in vain to ignore the writing on the wall.

“Of course,” answered Margaret as she turned off the toaster. “And she’ll come anyway. She always seems to do about what she wants to.”

“That,” I protested, “is exactly what I’ve been trying to tell you. She’ll argue with me, and be a bad example to the children, and smoke cigarettes at the breakfast-table, and——”

“You seem to forget, darling,” interrupted my wife, “that Cristina is a woman of twenty-five.”

“But still trying to act like twenty,” I amended.

“You used to say that you liked talking with Cristina,” Margaret reminded me. “You said you found her stimulating.”

“But I’ve a book to finish up before the first of October. And I’d much prefer that she stayed home and stimulated her own family.”

“Isn’t that a bit ungracious?” asked Margaret as she passed me the marmalade. “And it would be better, of course, if she doesn’t see Roddie for a while.”

“But you said she’d broken with Roddie,” I interposed.

“She has, for the time being. But Roddie’s the right sort, and Cristina knows it.”

“And she intends to marry him?”

“Of course.”

“Has she told you that?”

“She hasn’t needed to,” was the quiet-toned answer.

Women, I had to admit, were a trifle beyond me. They seemed as elliptical in their mental processes as a leaping frog. Even Margaret’s mind, I’d found, was amazingly like the Grand Central Station: it had two levels for its different trains of thought. She might not be as loquacious as Cristina, but she had a way of reaching her own ends that was no discredit to the matriarchs of other days.

“And if you’ll meet Cristina on the ten twenty-five,” suggested Margaret as she gathered up her mail, “it’ll give me a chance to get the Blue Room ready. And tell Williams, of course, she must have a place somewhere in the garage for her car.”

I looked after my spouse, wondering why women were so erroneously known as the fair sex. Then I went off in search of Williams, who was busy with the dahlia-beds and in no mood for dredging and buoying any second channel through the silt of discarded furniture that so menacingly flowed into my stuccoed garage and made the mere housing of an automobile a matter of high adventure. So, rather than lose a good man in a poor cause, I took off my coat and set to work clearing a space for Cristina’s car. Then, having been twice warned from an upper window that my time was short, I washed off the dust, donned my coat, backed out Margaret’s asthmatic sedan and went to meet Cristina.

She looked very lovely as she emerged from her chair-car and stood in the flat sunlight of our open suburban platform. She stood surrounded by a disturbing number of bags and boxes, over which I cast a needlessly harried eye, dreading as I did the discovery of a dog-crate in the cortège. But the only animal there was Cristina herself. And she seemed very much alive, even if the little squeal of happiness with which she greeted me was an empty and factitious affair. She flung herself into my arms with a nestling movement, however, that seemed new to her. And before I could decide on just how avuncular should be my response to that embrace, she lifted up her face and shook me a little.

“Well, aren’t you going to?” she demanded.

“Going to what?” I countered, remembering how barbaric it was for modern young women to surround their persons with aphrodisiac odors obviously distilled from different exotic flower-essences.

“Kiss me,” answered the cool-eyed Cristina.

We were, after all, about the same as sister and brother. And I’d already been warned about a lack of graciousness in my make-up. And the poor girl, I remembered, had been having rather a hard time of it. I’d even expected to find her unexpectedly meek and quiet, a trifle like a blue-ribbon setter with its spirit broken by a long trip in an express-car.

Yet Cristina’s spirit wasn’t as crushed as it might have been. For when she kissed me, or, to be more chivalric, when I kissed her, she held me down with a hungry little gesture that made me wonder if she wasn’t more alone in the world than she pretended. The fact that my old friend Smithers, the station-agent, and Slim, the express-man, and Patrolman Peter Sprung, were impartial yet interested witnesses of that encounter did not add to my happiness.

“You’re a darling!” murmured Cristina, hugging my arm. “And you’ll have to be awfully careful with that wicker box for it’s got three bottles of dad’s old stuff in it. And those rose dishes that mother’s always been going to give to Margaret.”

It wasn’t until the laborious task of storing Cristina’s hand-luggage in the sedan-back had been completed that my starry-eyed sister-in-law again directed her attention to me.

“Your collar’s soiled, old dear,” she said as she essayed to brush unseen maculations from my apparel. Her hand on my arm even made it a little harder to drive. But I fought down the pagan impulse to inform her that any dirt on my collar came there through cleaning up a garage-end for her own private and personal use. One has to tread lightly, after all, where the sensibilities of starry-eyed women are concerned.

“Are you glad to see me?” Cristina asked out of the silence that had fallen between us.

“Of course,” I answered as I threaded a devious way through the mid-town traffic.

“And I’m going to make you gladder,” murmured my seat-mate as she leaned contentedly against me. In the next thirty yards, however, I had succeeded in straightening out the car again.

“How?” I belatedly demanded.

“I’m coming to help you with your work,” was Cristina’s unexpected announcement.

“How’ll you do that?” I somewhat dazedly inquired.

“You’re getting brackish, darling,” explained Cristina. “You need stirring up a bit.”

“And how’ll you stir me up?” I demanded in a natural enough tone of resentment.

Cristina studied me with a disapproving eye.

“I hate to see you getting old-fogyish,” she had the effrontery to proclaim.

“And how’ll you stop it?” I inquired.

I could see the two little laughter-lines, the drawn-bow lines that parenthesized Cristina’s red and softly curved lips, deepen into a smile.

“I think I’ll make you fall in love with me,” she quietly announced.

“Cristina,” I slowly and solemnly asserted, “all you stand for to me is a shooting pain.”

She turned, at that, and studied me from under thoughtful brows.

“Wait until I get through with you,” she said with an enigmatic little laugh.

“You’ll never even begin,” I promptly assured her. And then I added, apropos of nothing in particular: “Trader Horn says all African cannibals, outside their appetite for long pig, are both moral and chaste.”


CHAPTER II

A QUESTION OF CHIVALRY

Cristina came into our home circle like a trumpeter-swan into a fowl-run. She came with her seven trunks and her clattering tongue and her unpredictable moods and her golf bags and her sapphire-studded lighter and her piratical sports car and her tendency to shed things in all parts of the house and her disregard of my work-hours and her blandly solemn way of accepting herself as something in answer to prayer.

She came with her five-ounce frocks and her unexpected flashes of emotionality and her devastating candor and her childlike combativeness and her equally childlike craving for affection and her eternal lip-sticks and compacts and pocket-mirrors and her imperial American demand for due homage to her carefully perpetuated artlessness. Yet Cristina, it must be remembered, was no longer a fledgling. There were, in fact, authentic family records to show that she would never see twenty-five again. And more than once I’d brought a flash of indignation to her limpid eyes by calling her an old maid. Not that there was anything austere and spinster-like about Cristina. Her darkest trouble, as I diagnosed it, was not that she hated Man but that she had liked altogether too many men. She had been unable to see the forest for the trees, for those sturdy oaks that stand so thick about any appealingly dependent vine. She had, I’m afraid, enjoyed life so much that she’d forgotten how to live. But now that she was settling on me like a buffalo-bird on a grazing bizon I concluded that I’d take a hand in the molding of Cristina’s character. I’d let in a little light there, no matter what it cost. And I’d see to it, eventually, that she married young Roddie Jones, who was a likable sort of chap and in many ways too good for her.

I didn’t, of course, impart any of this to Cristina. She would only have laughed at me, and there is nothing more devastating than the scorn of a beautiful woman. I even suspect, in fact, that my fair sister-in-law had formed certain secret resolutions as to my own reformation. For it wasn’t long before the educative influence of her company began to assert itself.

I was behind a barricade of reference-books, toilsomely approaching the end of my eleventh chapter, when Cristina invaded my work-room. That room was supposed to be a private one, a sactum sanctorum of silent toil, impervious to all such distractions as dogs and children and women. But Cristina, of course, never bothered her head much about things like that.

“How do you like my new hat?” she asked as she blew in like a breath of spring and thrust my volume of Eddington to one side.

“Your what?” I inquired with that quarantining abstraction which served to hold most intruders at bay.

“My hat,” said the quite unimpressed Cristina.

I turned and inspected the hat, the hat adorning the head so provocatively cocked on one side. And it impressed me as amazingly like an inverted coal-scuttle erupting with Brazilian orchids.

So when Cristina repeated her question I told the truth. I told her that, speaking as a mere man, I thought it was terrible.

I could see her face cloud up for a moment. But her air became judicial again as she crossed the room to sit on the end of my work-table.

“You don’t think much about hats, do you?” she said as she watched me pick up the books that had fallen to the floor.

“On the contrary,” I retorted, “I’ve given a great deal of thought to hats, and especially women’s hats. And my impersonal study of such things has persuaded me that woman must be abysmally unsatisfied with her head. She’s always changing it and redecorating it. She’s always roofing herself with new colors, line-combinations and——”

“Combinations?” cut in Cristina. “Aren’t you getting a little mixed in your geography?”

“I’m speaking of hats,” I resumed, “and why women wear them. They certainly don’t wear them for warmth. And they no longer wear them for protection. All they stand for, as far as I can see, is extravagant ornamentation.”

“Isn’t that enough?” asked Cristina.

“It’s certainly enough,” I answered, “to exemplify woman’s innate histrionism, her insistence on continuous masquerade. And even when she gets a hat that impresses her as sufficiently decorative she never keeps it. She merely uses it to feed her frustrated soul with fictitious and factitious novelty. For the next month, whether she needs it or not, she springs a new monstrosity on you. In other words, she tires herself out trying to be fresh.”

Cristina’s smile was a cryptic one. “Men will never know how women love hats!”

“It’s more important,” I contended, “to know  you love them. And why your affection for them is so unstable. For what woman ever wore a hat for five years? Yet why not? You’ll wear a ring for five years. And a ring’s no more ornamental than that felt contraption frescoed with artificial flowers.”

“Then you don’t like it?” asked Cristina as she studied herself in a pocket-mirror.

“Assuming you asked me an honest question,” I told her, “I tried to give you an honest answer.”

Cristina essayed a little moue of disdain.

“You might have lied like a gentleman,” she protested as she reached for one of my cigarettes. And a trace of the wounded-gazelle look remained on her face as she once more took up her little mirror and reinspected the orchidian coal-scuttle.

“But should a gentleman lie?” I demanded, backing a little away from her smoke.

“He would, I think, if he had any chivalry left,” was Cristina’s retort.

“Just what,” I countered, “do you mean by chivalry?”

A faint spark of contempt seemed to flutter like a firefly in the meshes of Cristina’s meditative smile.

“Can any one who pretends to be a scholar say he’s never heard of the Golden Age of Chivalry?” she asked as she casually dropped her ashes on the carefully sorted pages of my eleventh chapter.

“Yes, Cristina, I’ve heard of that Golden Age,” I acknowledged with more acerbity than I’d intended, “and the more I’ve investigated it the more I’m persuaded it wasn’t quite so golden as modern women and the makers of our historical romances imagine. Those medieval knights mouthed a great deal about ‘God and the Ladies,’ and essayed frantic exhibitions of personal daring, but it rather startles the patient investigator to find how frequently their ladies were degraded by personal violence, how these same chivalrous warriors retained and exercised the legal right of wife-beating, and how their false code of honor, arbitrarily accentuating two or three virtues at the cost of many others, was restricted to only women of rank, and as such was a selfish and self-defeating class enterprise.”

“You sound exactly like an encyclopedia,” complained the cloudy-eyed Cristina. “And the Golden Age may have had its faults. But there’s a knightly code that must have begun away back before Mr. Cervantes made fun of it. It’s something that doesn’t change. Every woman loves and honors it in a man. And every woman expects it.”

“And why does she?” I demanded, rescuing my book-manuscript from its newer ashtray avocation.

“Because men are stronger than women,” retorted Cristina, after a moment’s thought. “And it kind of evens things up and lets the world go on when the strong are willing to give a fighting-chance to the weak.”

There was more sagacity in this than I looked for from Cristina. But I resented the way in which she was at the moment dropping her cigarette-ashes into my ink-well.

“Yes,” I reminded the fair Cristina, “I remember how, when the militant suffragettes were pouring acid in the mail-boxes, they complained about the London bobbies not treating them like ladies. And I remember how we used to abstain from smoking, after dinner, until the frailer sex had retired to the drawing-room, and how, in Europe, we never sat on a sofa when a female remained within our line of vision and never even mentioned legs when a petticoat was about. But you seem to be changing, my dear. And that, in turn, seems to threaten a corresponding change in man’s chivalrous attitude toward women.”

“We don’t change, old dear, we only pretend to,” said the girl, carelessly crumpling my papers as she crossed her knees. And, consistently enough, I thought of Edward III and the Countess of Salisbury’s garter.
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