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THE CAT’S MEOW

Welcome to Black Cat Weekly #94.

This issue is being produced during a week with a reduced holiday schedule, so it’s running later than usual. But we still managed to find quite a few interesting pieces to include.

There are three original stories, a pair of mysteries (by Mindy Quigley and Mark Thielman, thanks to Acquiring Editors Michael Bracken and Barb Goffman), plus my own “Sympathy for Invisible Men,” part of a series of meditations on classic monsters that I’ve been writing for about 30 years now. Plus—if you’ve been following the lamentations of science fiction magazines about AI submissions—you will find Norman Spinrad’s essay on the subject fascinating. And of course there is plenty of great reading from old masters like Robert E. Howard and Marie Beloc Lowndes and (relatively) newer writers like Robert Abernathy, Stephen Marlowe, and Louis Carbonneau. Of course, no issue is complete without a solve-it-yourself puzzler from Hal Charles, too!

 

Here’s the complete lineup:

Mysteries / Suspense / Adventure:

“The Meeting,” by Mark Thielman [Michael Bracken Presents short story]

“The Case of the Patriotic Pilferage,” Hal Charles [Solve-It-Yourself Mystery]

“Worth the Wait,” by Mindy Quigley [Barb Goffman Presents short story]

The Terriford Mystery, by Marie Belloc Lowndes [novel]

Essay:

“Save the SF Magazines from AI, Amazon, And SFWA?” by Norman Spinrad 

Science Fiction & Fantasy:

“Sympathy for Invisible Men,” by John Gregory Betancourt [short story]

“Righteous Plague,” by Robert Abernathy [novella]

“Fugue,” by Stephen Marlowe [novella]

“Skulls in the Stars,” by Robert E. Howard [short story]

The Sentinel Stars, by Louis Charbonneau [novel]

Until next time, happy reading!

—John Betancourt

Editor,

 Black Cat Weekly
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THE MEETING,
by Mark Thielman

“Give yourself permission to make this decision,” the counselor said.

The pen, which moments before had rested, if not comfortably, at least had rested between my thumb and index finger, now sat clutched in the palm of my hand. I could not have squeezed it tighter if it were a dagger. My hand shook just above the page, dotting the form with ink.

“It’s funny,” I said, then paused and began again. “It’s not funny at all. It is tremendously tragic.” I stared toward the window, slits of light showing through the drawn blind. “Got up this morning… I felt that this was the day… I really believed it inside.” Swallowing hard, I touched my chest. “I was prepared to make a final decision…to bring all of this to a close…to pull the trigger. The idea gave me…this sounds terrible, but I actually felt relieved. I know how much trouble we have been to you.”

The counselor reached out and touched my arm. “It’s never been about us…”

I cut her off before she could say more. “I know that it’s my decision. But this place has been quite kind and very patient. I’m sure that people who have been married longer have signed these forms. I know that you’ve got schedules to keep and supplies to manage. You can hardly put things on hold and wait on one sentimental fool.”

“We appreciate the consequences and know full well the gravity. Letting go is hard,” the counselor said. I listened carefully, her words calm and even. I had heard stress in the human voice countless times. I felt attuned to the tones of strain, the voice either tremulous or hard-edged. I detected neither. I looked down at the pen and turned my wrist slightly to see the nib emerging from the other end, the dagger point.

I felt my fingers relax. My hand unclenched, and the ballpoint fell on the page. I heard the click, the sound of pen hitting the informed consent. The slight noise had a finality to it. I blew out a long breath. I didn’t need to look at her. The counselor and I knew that no paperwork would be signed today.

We made eye contact. “I’ve made a bit of a mess of your form, I’m afraid.”

The corners of her mouth upturned in a small smile. Her eyes showed sympathy. “That’s all right. We can print new ones when you’re ready.”

I nodded, understanding the meaning of what she had said. Declining to decide is not a decision. I looked down at the paperwork one more time. “I got up this morning feeling that this was the day,” I repeated. “I went to bed last night thinking today, the struggle would be over for both of us. Had the sleep of the relieved, like a weight had been lifted. Ate toast and eggs, aware that I had made up my mind, crossed a boundary in my own head. Felt sure. I saw my schedule for the day laid out before me. I would come down here, sign my paperwork, take care of one meeting for work, and then come back here and get things…finished up.”

I stumbled on the last part.

I considered again picking up the pen, signing my name, and racing out of the building. An impulsive decision without thought, like jumping off the high board at the pool. You can stand, think, look down, and allow fear to poison your mind and freeze on quivering knees. Or you can leap and not think.

But this wasn’t a high board over a pool, I knew. Some decisions are impulsive, and others demand reflection.

I looked at her. She watched me, her eyes conveying nothing but sympathy. Her eyes revealed nothing else, her face an inscrutable mask. I thought I could cloak my emotions and drop a veil over my personal feelings, but at this moment, I felt like an amateur.

“I got out of the car, filled with purpose,” I continued.

Maybe, I thought, frustration was what she felt. Perhaps I had mistaken genuineness for a façade. I couldn’t tell. She was a pro at this.

“Do you ever go to the dentist?” I asked.

Her eyes widened, the redirection taking her by surprise.

“Of course you do. I’ve seen your teeth. They’re stunning.” I moved on quickly, feeling awkward about the stupid question. “You know that smell the dentist’s office has? I don’t know about yours, but my doc’s office has this smell. You could blindfold me. Spin me around. The minute I walked in there, one sniff and I’d know exactly where I was.

“And here’s the thing,” I continued. “With the smell comes the feeling. I can be at home, thinking a teeth cleaning is just routine, no big deal. But the moment that smell hits me… Wham! I’m nervous. Can’t explain what comes over me the minute I walk through the dentist’s door. Totally irrational, but that’s what happens.”

Her eyes watched me. Her lips were pressed together, not showing teeth. Had concern replaced sympathy? She probably thought I was rambling. She had good reason. Perhaps, she thought, I would melt down at the oak conference table or collapse into a heap on the rug.

“Sense of smell is perhaps the most primal. Neurologists think humans retain it to the end of life.” She was always thinking about death.

“I’m babbling,” I said. “You’ve probably seen all kinds of ways people deal with this.”

She nodded. “Everyone has to deal with death in their own way.”

“My point is, all morning long, I had this resolve. Ready to sign and move on, and then, the minute I walked through the door, it was like I smelled that dentist’s office smell. My determination just evaporated.”

She nodded her head slightly. I didn’t think she fully agreed with the comparison, but I’d made clear where I was going. She saw the point behind the explanation and no longer looked primed to call building security. I had enough stress without having my face pressed onto the wooden table, frisked for any evidence that I might harm myself, and then tossed out of the building. That wouldn’t work, wouldn’t work one bit.

“We can wait until you are ready,” she assured me.

I put my hands flat on the table and pushed myself upright. “I’ve taken up too much of your time.”

“We know these decisions are difficult. Letting go of someone is hard. That’s why we don’t want you feeling rushed,” the counselor said, her honey-coated words soothing and calm.

Calm because she was sympathetic or soothing to get me out of the building before my disordered thinking related all of this to a root canal, I wondered anew. Sympathy or self-preservation?

“But,” she continued, her tone sympathetic but firm, “after ninety days, there is virtually no chance of a recovery.”

“You make it sound like an extended warranty for my refrigerator.”

“Facts may be ugly, but that does not make them any less true.”

My eyes drifted back to the paper. The ink dots marked where the counselor had expected my signature. “I know what I need to do. I’m just not ready to do it yet.”

“I understand. We’ll be here when you are.”

I glanced at my watch. I’d be late for my next appointment if I didn’t leave.

I had begun the day with a feeling of purpose. Hours later, nothing had been resolved. My stomach clenched at this situation. Declining to decide is not a decision, I repeated. Leaving Samaritan Hospital, I shuffled to my car, leaden legs stuck to the walkway. The tightness behind my navel made it impossible to walk any faster. I sat and closed my eyes; the sun’s warmth touched my face. I concentrated on the sensation, using it as a form of self-hypnosis. I took slow deep breaths, grabbing as much air as possible and then holding each inhalation briefly before pursing my lips and exhaling fully. I pushed out every bit of oxygen, feeling a slow death of emptiness in my lungs. I repeated the breathing exercise, concentrating on the air moving in and out, the simple, repeated act of living. I thought only of the sun and my breathing, tuning out all the other noises inside my head. Slowly, my stomach knots untied, and the tension across my shoulders relaxed. Like a dripping faucet or a metronome, I counted the slow, regular breaths in my head, a private meditation. The decision had been avoided, a blessing and a curse.

I opened my eyes. My mind cleared of the clutter; I could focus on the task ahead. I started the car. I had a person to kill.

Retrieving the Glock 9mm from the glovebox, I confirmed that it had a full magazine and a chambered round. Slipping the gun into my pocket, I retrieved the target’s name from my phone. The message said that Steve could be found at the community center.

I knew the story. Steve Thomas was some computer whiz. Steve manipulated data in computers and made illegal cash look legal. Steve also embezzled money from his employer. The boss was angry. And the boss was not the kind of guy who took his troubles to the police or sued in civil court. He didn’t run the type of operation that the authorities supported. Instead, the boss discreetly hired me. Guys like that know how to find guys like me. Make Steve an example, the message said. Examples promote loyalty among the other employees, the boss had told me. Then he agreed to my price. I never argue with an employer about management techniques.

Steve’s electronic shenanigans had left him justly paranoid about an online presence. He had deleted any files containing photographs before he disappeared. I didn’t have one to work with. I didn’t feel concerned. The Tucson job had the same obstacle. I had overcome the problem there. The key was flexibility. Some folks in my line of work are exquisite planners. That’s the symphonic style, with everything scored. I’m more of a jazz type, relying upon improvisation. Besides, burying myself in my work allowed me to shift my focus away from Samaritan Hospital.

Through contacts and old-school intelligence, I learned that Steve Thomas would be at the downtown community center for a meeting at 10:00 AM this morning. After confirming that my fee had been deposited, I shifted the car into gear.

Parking nearby, I walked toward the community center. Men and women huddled outside a side entrance to the building. Keeping my head down and careful not to make eye contact, I blended with the wall and did nothing to make myself recognizable. Head down, ears open. If I were lucky, I’d identify the Steve before stepping into the building. I could cap the target and keep walking. Thrusting a hand in my coat pocket, I gripped the 9mm.

Things didn’t go that smoothly. None of the loiterers mentioned a name. Even if I had a picture, I might not have found Steve. Everyone outside smoked mostly real cigarettes rather than those electronic sticks. Clouds of exhaled tobacco hung over the side entrance, creating air a guy could slice. I felt like I had landed a bit part in a 1970s casino movie. Eyes watering, I twisted my shoulders, kept my back to the group, and slipped inside the community center.

“Hello,” a voice boomed immediately upon my arrival.

Blinking to scrub the smoke off my eyes, I turned. A big guy with tattooed arms and a silver ring in his nose stood before me. He wore a tight black T-shirt and looked like someone whose day job was throwing drunks out of a roadhouse.

“Hi,” I said, hoping he wasn’t Steve. He wouldn’t go down easily.

“You here for the Safe Harbor Group?”

“I…guess,” I answered. “I’m looking for…”

“We’re the friendly group,” the big guy interrupted. “Welcome to AA. You’re a newcomer.”

“How’d you know?”

“No eye contact, head down. That’s the way all newcomers are. Everyone’s afraid they’ll be recognized. Grab some coffee. Then come find a seat. I’ll warn you, the coffee tastes like crap, but holding a cup gives you something to do with your hands when you get the shakes.”

I passed on the coffee. I knew what to do with my hands.

He led me to a circle of chairs. I chose one that faced the door. I wanted to know who was coming towards me. My eyes went to the bouncer for approval. That felt like something a rookie would do.

The nose ring, and the rest of his head nodded. “Good for you. That chair shows me you’re committed to making a change.” Most first-timers gravitate to the chair closest to the door. Subconsciously, they are preparing themselves in case they have to flee.

“Maybe I’m just a fast runner.”

He grunted a laugh. Attendees filled their regular chairs. The aroma of cigarette smoke followed. Women and men found seats around me. The bouncer stayed on his feet, making eye contact, and welcoming everyone. A few people loitered, circling the big guy while he signed the paperwork for them. I leaned forward, hoping to read the names on the pages.

“Proof of attendance,” the woman seated to my right said. “He’s the guy to see if you need verification for your probation or parole officer. You can also drop your card into the basket during the Seventh Tradition.”

I looked at her, face blank.

“That’s what we call the collection.”

“Thanks,” I said. Leaning back in my chair, I withdrew a dollar from my wallet, carefully shading my driver’s license.

“We try to help you newcomers get settled.”

“Thank you,” I said.

“We’re the friendly group.”

“I’ve heard that.” I looked at the woman. She wore low-heeled pumps, dress slacks, and a white silk blouse.

She saw the question in my eyes. “Betty Ford Clinic requires aftercare, but I don’t need to send in proof.”

I scanned the room. Across from me sat a bearded guy wearing a baseball cap. The hat read Da Nang and had a green silhouette of Vietnam embroidered on it. He was talking with a woman in a black tank top, her arms a gallery of tattoos.

When all the chairs were occupied, the circle fell silent.

“Let’s begin the meeting,” the big guy said. “My name is Steve, and I’m an alcoholic.” “Join me in the Serenity Prayer.” When he finished, his eyes covered the room. “I know we have newcomers, so I hope you’ll introduce yourselves.” He turned to me.

My hand tightened on the pistol grip. “My name is Jerry, and I have a problem,” I said.

“That’s a good beginning, Jerry. We hope you will name your addiction. Saying the problem aloud helps to give you control over it.”

“What do you do for a living, Steve?” I asked.

He held up his hand, interrupting my question. “We don’t really go for cross-talk here, Jerry. We don’t question anyone who wishes to share.”

I considered shooting him then, but he didn’t look like an embezzler.

“To support my drinking, I took money that I shouldn’t have,” he continued.

I slowly brought my gun out of my coat pocket.

“I took the money my wife had set aside for the children. Alcohol cost me my family.”

The gun fell back against the lining of my jacket.

“Let’s talk today about Step One. We’ve admitted that we are powerless over alcohol and that our lives have become unmanageable. Who wants to share?”

A Hispanic man across the room raised his hand. Steve pointed to him.

“My name is Estevan, and I’m an alcoholic.”

Estevan Tomas. Could Steve be a Mexican dude? My hand squeezed the grips, finger tracing the trigger guard.

The Hispanic man’s eyes scanned the room. “Some of you know my story. The business wasn’t going well, and I started drinking to forget about my problems. Of course, the partying made my job situation worse, so I solved it by drinking more. I hid it from my boss.”

Steve was the Mexican guy, I decided. When he finished the story, I’d shoot him.

“Drinking, temporarily, made my problems go away. That’s what makes its hold so tight. But, you know, drinking is an almost-solution to a problem. Like the Titanic’s captain trying to stop the sinking by filling the hole with washers. I felt like I was doing something about the problem, but I wasn’t solving it, not really. The water kept pouring in through the holes. Meanwhile, I’ve added iron to the boat, pulling it down faster.

“Thank you, Stevie,” the bouncer said.

My hand clutched the 9mm, and my eyes darted between the two men.

The bouncer looked at me. On the spot, I named him Steve Number One. “I see tension and pain on your face, Jerry. Do you want to share?”

“I’ll pass,” I said. “But thanks.”

A woman to my left spoke. She looked like an ordinary housewife, socially between the tank-topped woman and the Betty Ford alum. “There is never any pressure to speak, especially at your first meeting. Merely being here is an important step toward acknowledging powerlessness.” She patted me on the shoulder.

“Thank you,” I said.

“I’m Ruthie,” she continued, “and I’m an alcoholic.”

The woman alongside Ruthie fixed me with a sympathetic look. “We’ve all been there,” she said. “I gambled and lost money I didn’t have. I lost a high-tech job. I drank to mask the pain.”

She paused and then seemed to remember herself. “I’m Stephanie, and I’m an alcoholic.”

My eyes went back to Steve One and Steve Two.

“But my friends call me Stephie,” she added.

Damn. Steve Three.

A man across the circle chimed in. “I’m Billy, and I’m an alcoholic. I’ve been sober for fifteen years. I still have days when I want a drink, like I want oxygen. I remind myself that I can’t control my drinking. I say out loud that no matter how poorly, how desperately I feel, or what problem I have if I try to solve it with a drink, I’ll be right back on the horns of my addiction. Life is too precious. I don’t have an alcohol problem; I have a living problem.”

“Thanks, Billy,” Steve Number One said. A hand to my right shot into the air. Steve pointed in her direction.

“I’m Lois, and I’m an alcoholic,” she began. “I’m like Billy.” Lois led us down the gutters and back alleys of her life as a drinker. Still, she found meaning. “I’ve relapsed and given in to alcohol more times than I can count. But every day I’m separated from alcohol,” Lois continued, “I am reminded how precious life is. I realize that biography is not destiny. The fact that I was a prisoner to alcohol does not mean I must remain chained to the beast. I am a grateful recovering alcoholic.”

Steve Number Three raised her hand. “When you risk losing everything, if you’re lucky, you make the decision to stop.”

Without really knowing why, I felt the tight grip on my handgun loosen. A sense of peace descended upon me that I hadn’t felt in months, if ever. Somewhere in their stories, maybe Lois’s words, perhaps Stephanie’s, or from Steve, the bouncer, I heard a hopefulness in the pain and tragedy of existence. I felt a burden being lifted. A wide swath of people from all walks of life worked together to help one another survive. The scene inspired me.

Then, I stood up and shot Steve, Estevan, and Stephanie.

I had to. One of them had ripped off my employer.

As I walked out, I put an extra round in Steve just above the nose ring. He was a big guy, and I needed to be thorough.

Biography is not destiny, but I guess I’d written each of them one last chapter. Or I’d just relapsed. It’s hard to know how to look at it.

I stepped over the bodies and exited the community center. Amidst the shouting, confusion, blood, and spilled coffee, the meeting broke up. I could hear sirens in the distance. Walking quickly back to the car, I wiped and dumped the gun. Then I made a beeline back to Samaritan Hospital.

I found my counselor. She could tell by my expression that I had made a decision. She was right.

“I’m not going to sign the order to discontinue the life-support,” I told her. “I know that’s not what you want to hear. But I’ve thought about it since I left. Life is precious, and recovery is a struggle. But it is possible. I’ve seen it today. My wife has a living problem, but her past is not her destiny. I’ve seen lives transformed. I want her to have a chance to recover.”

The counselor didn’t speak as I turned and walked out of the hospital. She knew there was nothing to say to a life-affirming guy like me.

My name is Jerry, and I am a hopeful hitman.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Mark Thielman is a criminal magistrate working in Fort Worth, Texas. He is the author of more than thirty published short stories. His short fiction has appeared in Alfred Hitchcock’s Mystery Magazine, Black Cat Weekly, Mystery Magazine, and a number of anthologies.


[image: ]

THE CASE OF THE PATRIOTIC PILFERAGE,
by Hal Charles

“You must be so proud of Ellen,” Detective Mandi Rhodes said to the tall figure in uniform as the color guard passed the stands and exited the gym.

“I’m proud of both the kids,” said a beaming Colonel Stanley Combs. “I confess I got a little choked up when Tom asked his height-challenged sister to take his place in the color guard this evening during the salute to our veterans.”

Elk Creek was a patriotic place, and the community had packed the gym to support their high school basketball team, but perhaps even more to say a special thanks to the men and women who had served in the military. Halftime had been an extravaganza of flags and music culminating in the presentation of the colors and the National Anthem.

“How long will Ellen be home?” said Mandi.

“Her leave is up early next week,” said the colonel. “Luckily, she had a dress uniform at home.”

As Mandi prepared for the second-half whistle, she received a call from her dispatcher informing her that there had been a robbery at the ECHS principal’s office next to the gym.

Principal Roy Huggins greeted Mandi with a shake of his head. “I just can’t believe it. The money was here when I slipped out to catch the halftime ceremony, and when I got back, it was gone.”

“How much are we talking about?”

“The receipts for the entire Winter Festival week,” said Huggins. “They were in my desk over there, and I assure you I locked the door when I left.”

“Besides you, who has a key to the office?” said Mandi.

“Karl Bingham, my assistant principal, and Shirley Latta, our administrative assistant.”

“Anyone else?”

Huggins thought for a second. “Gary Stokes, our custodian, of course.”

Mandi found Karl Bingham at the concession stand. “Mr. Bingham,” she called over the cacophony of voices as she flashed her badge, “could I have a minute?”

“Do I look like I have a minute to spare?” shouted the heavy-set young man. “I haven’t left this stand since before the game started, and the halftime crowd almost did me in.”

Satisfied with the evidence surrounding the assistant principal’s alibi, Mandi decided to leave him to his hotdogs and soda without even questioning him about the theft.

Mandi spotted Gary Stokes wheeling a mop and bucket toward a room marked MAINTENANCE. Hurrying down the hall, she called out, “Mr. Stokes, we need to talk.”

“Everybody calls me Gary,” the lanky figure in overalls said after Mandi identified herself.

“Well, Gary,” she said as he unlocked the closet and shoved in the wheeled bucket, “where were you during tonight’s halftime?”

“Me and my trusty bucket spent halftime mopping up the mess from a busted pipe at the far end of the gym.”

Looking at the soaking overalls and the puddling water at Stokes’ feet, Mandi doubted he had had time to commit the theft at the building next door.

Using the number Principal Huggins had given her, Mandi dialed Shirley Latta’s cell. The administrative assistant told her she was sitting in the top row of Section F.

Mandi caught her breath as she reached the top of the stairs. “Ms. Latta?” she said to the young woman decked out in a bright red ELKS sweatshirt.

The woman nodded with a smile.

“I’m Detective Mandi Rhodes, and I need to talk with you about a theft at your office.”

“Oh my!” said Shirley. “What was taken?”

“The Winter Festival receipts.”

“I told Mr. Huggins he should have taken the money to the bank this afternoon,” said Shirley.

“Where were you during halftime tonight?” said Mandi.

“Right here in my seat,” said Shirley. “Do you think I’d miss that halftime show? All the music, the flags, and my heart skipped a beat when those four hunks presented the colors. Don’t you just love a man in uniform?”

“I’m afraid you aren’t going to love the uniforms you’ll see at the lockup downtown,” said Mandi.

SOLUTION

When Shirley mentioned the FOUR hunks in uniform, Mandi knew she hadn’t seen the ceremony with the diminutive Ellen Combs replacing her brother in the color guard. Confronted, Shirley confessed that after seeing Huggins enter the gym, she had slipped into the principal’s office and taken the money to bankroll a cruise to escape the Elk Creek winter.
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The Barb Goffman Presents series showcases
the best in modern mystery and crime stories,

personally selected by one of the most acclaimed

short stories authors and editors in the mystery

field, Barb Goffman, for Black Cat Weekly.

WORTH THE WAIT,
by Mindy Quigley

I was sitting in a lawyer’s office for the third time in twenty years. This one was a young, scrawny guy in a shiny suit. He opened an envelope and pulled out a piece of paper. “Not it,” he read. Then he turned the paper around so’s we could see. “NOT IT” in my sister Brenda’s handwriting.

“Well, I’ll be goddamned,” my brother Donny said. He ran his hands over the top of his head, like to fix his hair if he’d had any left.

The lawyer coughed and said, “I’m afraid I don’t understand the significance of this message.” You could tell just by looking at him that he was the type that didn’t like cursing. Used to set Ma off when we’d curse, which was a fucking joke seeing the mouth she had on her.

“Don’t worry about it,” Donny said to the guy. “It’s an inside joke.”

Me and Donny paid the lawyer and went across the street to a little hole-in-the-wall bar. It was empty except for us and the bartender—an old lady who was eighty if she was a day.

We took a seat in the back.

“I gotta say, Paula, I’d’ve laid odds ten to one on it being Brenda. But you…” He shook his finger at me. “You were always a dark horse.” He reached for the pack of cigarettes in his shirt pocket. He had one halfway to his mouth before he remembered you can’t smoke inside no more.

“You think I killed Ma?” I asked.

“Who else? You and me’s the only ones left. Brenda said she didn’t do it. You saw. It sure as hell wasn’t me. Wait a minute…” Donny’s mouth cocked into a sorta sideways smile. “Ah, you’re fucking with me. You almost got me.”

* * * *

Lemme stop and tell you a couple things you oughta know. When we were little, there were five of us kids living in a two-bedroom apartment with Ma. When Ma got shot, Brenda was sixteen. Eddie was a year younger than Bren. Then came Donny, then me—I was nearly eleven—then little Angelo.

Even though we were packed in the place like sardines, we didn’t hardly talk to each other back in them days. Brenda was always a quiet one, and Angelo, he was just a baby. Donny and Eddie didn’t stay at home much back then, but they were there that night. We were all there the night Ma died.

Round midnight, we heard BANG-BANG-BANG-BANG.

I woke up and ran out in the hall. Found Ma looking real surprised-like, with her mouth puckered open. She slumped against the wall with blood smeared behind her all down that ugly blue wallpaper. She didn’t have nothing on underneath her robe, so you could see her whole chest and count the four holes.

Ma was a fanatic about locking the door and windows, used big padlocks on ’em. As if the danger came from the outside and not from her. Anyways, the place was locked up like Alcatraz that night, which is how we knew it had to be one of us that killed her. Nobody else coulda got in.

Donny or maybe Eddie asked who done it and where they got the gun. Everybody said it wasn’t them. Brenda told them to leave off, there was no point in knowing. She said we should just be grateful. Maybe God himself rained them bullets down on Ma from above cuz she deserved it.

Ma getting killed made us kids tight. It was like a pact—we had to protect whichever one of us did it. After she died, Eddie and Donny dropped out of school and got jobs to keep some money coming in so’s the social-services people wouldn’t get wise. Brenda stayed home. Now Bren, she was a good mother to us. Made us frosted cupcakes on our birthdays. She never raised her voice, much less her hand. And of course all of us watched out for little Angelo.

We all got married, got jobs. We put it behind us. That was sixty years ago.

About twenty years ago, more or less, the doctors told Eddie that he had a tumor the size of a sewer rat in his stomach and he better make his peace. He died maybe three months later. They got us together to read his will out loud, which was bizarre, since neither Eddie or the rest of us ever had much more than two nickels to rub together. But pretty quick we understood why he’d wanted us all there. There was a bit he put in the will that said, “I want my brothers and sisters to know it was not me.”

I remember Eddie’s wife looking around real confused when the lawyer read that out. We were all sitting there with our jaws hanging open, like we were trying to catch flies. Angelo piped up and told her it was an inside joke. She bought it, and nobody said nothing more about it. The night Ma got killed wasn’t something we talked about.

A few years later, when Angelo was getting put into the ground after he had a stroke, same kind of thing was in his will. “It wasn’t me either.”

So the rest of us went out and got wills done too, so every time one of us died, we’d have that bit in there. We knew it’d be worth the wait when the one of us who did it finally went. Like waiting for the punchline of a joke.

* * * *

Anyways, out of all those kids, me and Donny were the only ones left now. And here was Donny saying he thought it was me who killed Ma. I looked at him hard, trying to figure him out.

He leaned back in his chair. “I probably should’a known it was you. What’d Ma do to you that night anyways? I remember you screaming.”

I was surprised he asked. Like I said, we never talked about that night. Never. “You really wanna know?”

“I asked, didn’t I?” he said.

“Burned the backs of my arms on the electric stove.” My fingers traced along the old scars. I had a shit ton of scars. We all did.

“Them burns she used to do hurt like a son of a bitch. Worse than any amount of smacking, or getting hit with the belt buckle even.” He took a swig from his Michelob. “Did you know she actually bit Eddie once?”

“For real?”

He nodded. “Bit him right on his hand, like she was a dog.”

“Dog? Pft. Bitch, you mean.”

He choked out a little laugh. “You remember how we all slept till noon the day after it happened and missed school?”

“Schools didn’t give two fucks back then,” I said.

“You got that right,” he said. “Different times. My Melissa forgot to call the school last week when her twins had chicken pox, and the school was on her ass about it by twenty past eight.”

I picked at the layers on the edge of the paper coaster. The drips off the highball glass had made it go soft. Then I looked up at Donny. If we were reminiscing, I had a couple questions too.

“How’d you and Eddie get rid of Ma anyway? Bren told me to stay in the bedroom with Angelo and listen to records while you got her outta there and cleaned up.”

“We hoisted her into the attic with some ropes Eddie rigged up,” he said. “Dragged her across the boards up there, and then let her down through the ceiling into the empty apartment next door. The way those places were built, the attics were connected all along the row. You could walk on the joists from one end to the other.”

“You could walk all the way across up there?” I asked.

“Yeah. That’s how me and Eddie used to sneak out sometimes. No fire codes in them days. Anyways, we used a hacksaw on her, and bit by bit, we threw out the hunks with the trash till she was gone. Eddie was real smart about it.”

“That was Eddie,” I said. “He was always the brains.”

“And I was always the muscles.”

Donny took out a cigarette. Then he remembered again about the ban and tucked it behind his ear. “Funny we never talked about none of this before now, ain’t it? For sixty years?”

“What else is funny is nobody missed her. You’d think somebody’d come by looking.”

He shrugged. “Eh, Ma never kept much company. Far as I know, only time anybody said something was that mean bastard who lived down the hall asked me how my ma was. I told ’em she got a boyfriend and left. He said, ‘Yeah, I bet she did. Maybe I’m her boyfriend.’ Laughed his head off. Crazy fuck.”

“That redheaded bastard with the dogs?”

“Those fucking dogs.” Donny shook his head, remembering. “Tough guy like that with all those yappy little dogs. Ma kicked one of ’em once and he went ballistic.”

“Yeah, I remember. That was maybe a week before she died.”

I kept the smile on my face, but it took work cuz I also remembered how that same redheaded bastard got pinched for shooting a Puerto Rican guy in our building who’d looked at him sideways. Cops found the bastard’s fingerprints, but never figured out how he got into the Puerto Rican’s apartment—it was locked.

“Hey, Don, gimme one of them cigarettes, would ya?”

“Thought you quit?”

“I did.”

He looked at the No Smoking sign, but he didn’t argue.

“If you say so.” Donny lit one up too.

The old broad behind the bar looked over at us, but she didn’t say nothing, just went back to watching Judge Judy on the set attached to the wall.

“Still can’t believe it was you.” He shook his head. “Wish they could all be here so’s we could’ve found out together.” His eyes got soft and wet. “I’m glad you did it, Paula. Grateful. You saved us.”

I kept on smiling, pressing my lips together like I was trying to out-smile the fucking Mona Lisa.

“What’d you do with the gun anyways?” he asked.

I took a drag on the cigarette. Breathed in the smoke. Held it in till my lungs burned. For sixty years we covered up for each other. That was our bond. Now come to find out that we were most likely covering up for some low-life piece of shit from down the hall. I could picture his greasy pink face peeking down from the attic hatch, pointing his gun at Ma. Would we have looked out for each other like we did if we hadn’t thought it was one of us? Hell, no. The weight of that pressed down on my chest like sandbag.

Then I remembered what Brenda said that night, and I decided she was right. To my mind, it was God that killed Ma. One way or another, it was God. Let Donny think it was me. Let him take that idea to his grave. Or to mine, if I went first. That was something I needed to take care of. First thing tomorrow, I’d change my will, make up some bullshit about how I did it and where I hid the gun. Donny had to think it was me. He needed it. That lie would be my parting gift to my brother.

I smiled, for real this time. “Never you mind about the gun, Donny Boy. You’ll get the rest of your answers when I’m pushing up daisies. I promise, it’ll be worth the wait.”
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THE TERRIFORD MYSTERY,
by Marie Belloc Lowndes

 

“Tattlers also, and busy-bodies, speaking things which they ought not.”

—I. Tim v. 13.


INTRODUCTION

Marie Belloc Lowndes (1868–1947) was an English novelist and non-fiction writer notable for her contributions to the mystery genre. Emerging from a family deeply immersed in intellectual pursuits, her passion for literature was evident from a young age, culminating in a career that produced over 40 novels and numerous short stories. This established her as a vital figure in 20th-century British literature.

Lowndes’ most famous work, The Lodger (1913), drew inspiration from the gruesome Jack the Ripper murders that shook Victorian London to its core. The suspenseful narrative and dark atmosphere captivated audiences and spawned adaptations in film, theatre, radio, and even ballet. Another significant work, The Terriford Mystery (1924), further cemented her reputation as a master of mystery fiction. This Golden Age novel, involving a murder centered around a cricket match, showcases Lowndes’ talent for weaving intricate mysteries that explore the dark corners of human nature.

Lowndes’ stories are marked by profound psychological insights and an examination of societal norms within her era. She brilliantly scrutinized class and gender dynamics through the lens of crime and suspense, adding a unique depth to her work that set her apart from many of her contemporaries.

Her legacy in the world of mystery literature is formidable, as she influenced several generations of writers, including Agatha Christie.


PROLOGUE

Terriford village, a peaceful, exquisite corner of old England. Houses, cottages, and great raftered barns spread over a rising stretch of what was once primeval woodland. No dwelling-place is less than fifty years old and many are of much older date.

At the apex of the broad, well-kept village street stands the pre-Reformation gray stone church. It rises from what appears to be a well-tended and fragrant garden, though here and there lichened stones and crosses show it to be what old-fashioned folk still call a graveyard.

But at the time my story opens sudden death, and all the evils the most normal death implies in our strange, transitory existence, seem very far from the inhabitants of Terriford. All the more remote because the group of people who are soon to be concerned with a mysterious and terrible drama of death are now one and all happy, cheerful, and full of life and excitement. For they are present as privileged spectators at the first appearance of the great Australian cricket team.

Why, it may well be asked, should quiet Terriford village be so honoured? It is because Harry Garlett, the man who stands to the hamlet in the relation of squire, is the most popular amateur cricketer in the county and the owner of the best private cricket ground in England. Not only money, but a wealth of loving care combined with great technical knowledge and experience, has brought it near to absolute perfection—this fine expanse of English turf, framed in a garland of noble English elms and spreading chestnut trees.

Months ago in the dreary winter, when the tour of the Australian test match team was being arranged, Garlett had invited the visitors to come to Terriford immediately on landing from the boat and “play themselves in” after the long voyage. He undertook to collect a strong team of amateurs, stiffened with two or three professionals, that the Australians might have something worth tackling, and he did not fail to point out that at Terriford the visitors would most quickly become accustomed to English pitches and the soft English light, so different from the hard dry sunshine and matting wickets of Australia.

Harry Garlett knew that the merits of his private ground were well known over there, on the other side of the world, but all the same he could not feel sure. And so it was one of the happiest moments of a life which had been singularly happy and fortunate when he received the cable informing him that the Australian team would accept with pleasure his kind invitation.

* * * *

Today, on this bright spring morning, the closing day of the great match, there could be no more characteristically English scene than this mixture of country-house party, garden party, and enthusiasts for the national game.

The cricket is serious, but not so serious as to risk interfering with good fellowship, the more so that this match does not count in the tour for records and averages. The spirit of the whole affair is one of pure good sportsmanship, and the small group of newspaper experts whom Garlett has invited are all eager to see how the visitors shape and how they compare with the great Australian teams of the past.

These connoisseurs are also full of admiration for the eleven which their host has collected. It is indeed a cleverly composed combination. Youth is represented by some brilliant young players from Oxford and Cambridge, cheerful fellows who are equally likely to hit up centuries or to make the two noughts familiarly known as “a pair of spectacles.” But these lads are as active as monkeys in the field and can save seemingly certain runs and bring off seemingly impossible “catches.”

Then there is a sprinkling of somewhat older, but still young men, who have proved their mettle in the great county teams. Last, but not least, there are three professionals—men whose names are known wherever cricket is played and who are past-masters in all the subtleties of the great game.

Decidedly the Cornstalks, though the odds are slightly in their favour, will have to play all out if they are to win.

Any one who envied Harry Garlett his manifold good fortune, his popularity, his good looks, his ideal life in “Easy Street,” for he is a prosperous manufacturer as well as a famous cricketer, might argue that were it not for the long voyage from Australia the Garlett eleven would be beaten to a frazzle. But the general feeling is that it is just that handicap on the visitors which equalizes the chances and makes the match one of real sporting interest.

The pavilion is situated at the top of the cricket field and commands a splendid view of the game. But the game is not the only thing. Indeed, there are people there to whom it is not only an excuse to meet, to gossip, and to enjoy a generous host’s delightful hospitality. For, at the back of the great room where Harry Garlett’s special guests are all gathered together, is a buffet loaded with every kind of delicious food, wine, and spirits. Garlett, though himself abstemious as every keen athlete has need to be, always offers the best of cheer to his friends, ay, and not only to his friends, for bounteous free refreshments are also provided for the village folk as well as for certain cricket enthusiasts from the county town of Grendon.

And now let us concentrate on a little group of people in the pavilion, all obviously quite at ease with one another, and all bent on making the most of a memorable occasion. Very ordinary folk they are, typical inhabitants of almost any English village.

First, in order of precedence—the rector and his wife, Mr. and Mrs. Cole-Wright, he kindly and far from clever, facts which make him popular, his wife clever and not over kindly, and therefore far less popular.

Then come Dr. and Mrs. Maclean. The wise physician, whose fame goes far beyond the confines of his practice, has snatched a day off from his busy life in order to be present at the closing scenes of the great match. Both he and his wife are Scotch, but they have lived for fifteen years very happily in this typical English village. They are a closely united couple, and the one lack in their joint life has lately been satisfied by their adoption of Mrs. Maclean’s niece, Jean Bower, an attractive, cheerful-looking, happy girl whose first introduction to the neighbourhood is taking place today in Harry Garlett’s cricket pavilion. Jean is only twenty-one, but she is not an idle girl. It is known that she did good work during the last part of the war, and she has lately been made secretary to the Etna China Company of which Harry Garlett is managing director.

As to the other people there, they include Colonel Brackbury, the Governor of Grendon Prison, his sharp-featured wife and two pretty daughters; Mr. Toogood, chief lawyer in Grendon, with his wife and daughter; Dr. Tasker, one of the few bachelors in the neighbourhood; and, last but not least in that little group who are all on intimate terms with one another, and whose affairs are constantly discussed in secret by their humble neighbours, is Mary Prince, true type of that peculiarly English genus unkindly called “old maid.”

Miss Prince is at once narrow-minded and tolerant, mean and generous, wickedly malicious, while yet, in a sense, exceedingly kind-hearted. Perhaps because her father was Dr. Maclean’s predecessor the village folk consult her concerning their ailments, grave and trifling, more often than they do the doctor himself.

There is one dark spot in the life of Harry Garlett. His devoted wife, to whom as an actual fact the whole of Terriford village belongs—or did belong till she made it over to him—is an invalid. Many months have gone by since she left the upper floor of the delightful Georgian manor house, which owes its unsuitable name of the Thatched House to the fact that it was built on the site of a medieval thatched building.

The Thatched House is a childless house, and Harry Garlett, though on the best of terms with his invalid wife, is constantly away, at any rate during the summer months, playing cricket here, there, and everywhere, all over England. So Agatha Cheale, Mrs. Garlett’s housekeeper, who is known to be a kinswoman of her employer, plays the part of hostess in the cricket pavilion. Even so, as the day wears on Miss Cheale disappears unobtrusively two or three times in order to see if Mrs. Garlett is comfortable and also to give her news of the cricket match and especially news of how Mr. Garlett is acquitting himself. Everything that concerns her husband is of deep moment to Mrs. Garlett, and she is exceedingly proud of his fame as a cricketer.

* * * *

On this, the second day of the great match, the Australians have been set to make 234 runs in their second innings for victory. When the teams go in for lunch there are few, even among those to whom the finer shades of the game are as a sealed book, who doubt that they will do it pretty easily.

The pitch has worn wonderfully well, and Garlett feels a thrill of delight when he sees it roll out as true and plumb as on the first day. He thinks with intense satisfaction of all the patient care that he has devoted to this ground, of all the cunning devices of drainage lying hid beneath the level turf, and of the scientific treatment with which he has nursed the turf up to this acme of condition. Ah, money can do much, but money alone couldn’t have done that. He wants to win the match, but he emphatically does not want to owe victory to any defect of the pitch.

In such happy mood does Garlett lead his team out into the field after lunch, and the Australians start, full of confidence. But somehow, even from the beginning, they seem to find runs hard to get, harder than in their first knock.

The young undergraduates field like men inspired, covering an immense lot of ground and turning what seem certain fours into singles. Wickets fall, too. Some of the Australians open their Herculean shoulders too soon, and, beginning to hit before they are properly “set,” misjudge the ball and get caught from terrific “skiers.” But still the score creeps up. With careful generalship Garlett frequently changes his bowling, treating the batsmen to every variety of swerve and break that his bowlers can command.

The tension grows. One of Garlett’s professionals, a chartered jester of the Surrey team, forgets to play off the antics with which he is wont to amuse the crowd at the famous Oval ground, and suddenly becomes quite serious. Still the score mounts up. On the great staging beside the scorer’s box large tin numbers painted in white on a black ground show the progress of the game.

Now, the last Australian is going in. What is the score? Ah, see, the man is just changing the plates—yes, there it is! Nine wickets down for 230 runs. Only four more to make and the match is won—and lost!

What is the matter? Why is Mr. Garlett talking to the bowler? A little plan of campaign, no doubt. Every heart on the ground beats a little faster, even surely those well-schooled hearts concealed beneath the white flannels which stand out so brilliantly on the deep green of the pitch.

The newcomer takes his block. He is a huge creature with thick, jet-black beard, a good man at rounding up the most difficult steers on the far South Australian plains.

“Play!” Swift flies the ball from the height of the bowler’s swing, and our cattle tamer, playing forward, drives it with a mighty swipe. “Oh, well hit, sir!” Is it a boundary? If so, the match is won. No, no, one of Garlett’s agile undergraduates has arrived like a white flash at the right spot and at the right moment. Like lightning he gathers the ball and returns it to the wicket. Ah, a runout? No, yes, no—Black Beard has just got home. It was a narrow shave, but two precious runs have been added.

Only two more to make! Everyone is silent in the tense excitement. Again the ball flies from the bowler’s hand, and this time the Australian giant decides to go all out for a winning hit. He opens his brawny chest, all rippling with knotted muscles, and, taking the ball fair in the middle of the bat, lifts it in a huge and lofty curve which seems certain to come to earth beyond the boundary of the pitch.

But wait! Garlett is there, at extra long-on. It is the catch he has planned with the bowler. It is all over in a moment, and yet what a long moment it seems to the entranced spectators!

That little round leather ball high up against the evening sky reaches the top of its flight. Ah, it is over the pavilion! No, it is impossible! But Garlett does it, all the same. With a mighty backward leap he gets the ball into his safe hands just as it was dropping on to the seats in front of the pavilion.

Out! Our cattle tamer is out, the last Australian wicket, and the match is won—by one run!

Every one feels the curious tingling thrill that comes of having seen a feat that will become historic. Garlett’s great catch that won the Australian match for his eleven will be talked about and written about for years to come, wherever cricket is had in honour.

Garlett has picked himself up from where he fell after his terrific leap—but still, you may be sure, holding the precious ball safely to his chest—and instantly he is the centre of a throng of cheering and congratulatory friends, among whom the Cornstalks themselves are foremost.


CHAPTER I

In the star-powdered sky there hung a pale, golden moon. It was the 25th of May, and though the day had been warm and sunny, it was cold tonight, and even as early as ten o’clock most of the lights were extinguished in Terriford village.

But “the moon is the lovers’ sun”: such was the conceit which a tall, loosely built man had just propounded to the girl walking by his side on the field path which lay like a white ribbon across the four cornfields stretching between the Thatched House Farm and the well-kept demesne of the Thatched House.

The girl—Lucy Warren was her name, and she was parlour-maid at the Thatched House—made no answer. She could well have spared the moonlight. She knew that not only her clever, capable mother, but also all the gossips who made up her little world, would be shocked indeed did they see her walking, in this slow, familiar, loverlike way, with her mother’s lodger, Guy Cheale.

Not that shrewd Mrs. Warren disliked her lodger. In spite of herself she had become very fond of him. He was such a queer, fantastic—had she known the word, she might have added cynical—young gentleman.

But though she liked him, and though his funny talk amused her, Mrs. Warren would have been wroth indeed had she known of the friendship between her lodger and her daughter. And the mother would have been right to feel wroth, for, while doing everything to make Lucy love him with that fresh, wonderful young love that only comes to a woman once, Guy Cheale never spoke to Lucy of marriage.

For the matter of that, how could he speak of marriage, being that melancholy thing, a penniless gentleman? A man whose lodging at the farm even was paid for by his sister, herself companion-housekeeper at the Thatched House. There were a dozen newspapers in London which would always print everything Guy Cheale chose to write, but he liked talking better than writing, and he was in very poor health.

Lucy hated to think that the man whom deep in her heart she had come passionately to love was too lazy—or was it really too ill?—to make a living. She disliked her lover’s sister, Agatha Cheale, with a deep, instinctive, fierce dislike, and sometimes she smiled, though it was not a happy smile, at the thought of how angry Miss Cheale would be if she knew that Mr. Cheale and she, Lucy, were lovers.

“Not quite so quick, my pretty Lucy!”

Guy Cheale was panting painfully—and a rush of that pity which is akin to love filled Lucy Warren’s heart.

“I mustn’t be late,” she said nervously.

“You’re not late, Lucy”—he held up his watch close to his eyes. “It’s only twenty to ten,” and then he added, in that voice which he knew how to make at once so strangely tender, persuasive, and yes—mocking, “Let’s go into our enchanted wood for five minutes, as you won’t let me in to that drawing room of yours.”

“It ain’t my drawing room, as you knows full well. If it was, you’d be welcome to come into it,” she exclaimed resentfully.

He guided her down the path leading to the wood, and then, once they were under the shelter of the trees, he clutched her to him with a strength which at once frightened and comforted her—for it seemed to prove that he could not be as ill as he was made out to be.

“Love and life,” he muttered, “the one’s no good without the other!” He bent his head and their lips clung together in a long long kiss.

And then Guy Cheale was filled with a delicious sense of triumph and of exultation. He had won this proud sensitive creature at last—after a long, to him a breathless, exciting chase.

But all at once he felt her stiffen in his arms.

“Hush!” she whispered. “There’s some one in the wood!”

He did not relax his almost terrible grip of her, as he too, listened intently.

Lucy was right; he could hear the light, stuffless sound of footsteps sinking into the dead leaves which still, on this spring night, lay thickly spread on the path.

“Only happy lovers like you and me,” he whispered huskily. “They’re not troubling about us—why trouble about them?”

But the girl was frightened. “For God’s sake, go away, Mr. Cheale!” she pleaded in a terrified whisper.

“One kiss more, Lucy. Only one kiss more—”

But she lay inertly in his arms, all her senses absorbed in listening. How different from only fifty seconds ago!

“Lucy,” he whispered, “Lucy? We can’t part like this, tonight—the first time my goddess has yielded me her lips.”

Though full of nervous terror, she was moved by the real feeling in his voice.

“I’ll go and see who it is,” she muttered in his ear. “You stop where you are.”

“Promise to come back!”

For only answer she took up his thin right hand and laid it against her cheek; and then she crept quickly away, moving almost soundlessly along, for she knew every turn of the little wood.

At last she came back, panting a little.

“Who was it?” he whispered eagerly.

“I don’t know. They’re gone now. But I’ve not a minute left.”

He could hear by her voice that she was anxious, preoccupied, and with the strange, dangerous power he possessed of seeing into a woman’s mind he knew that she had not told the truth—that she was well aware of the identity of those other haunters of the enchanted wood. But he had no wish to share her knowledge. The good folk of Terriford, who meant so much to Lucy Warren, meant less than nothing to Guy Cheale.

“You and that tiresome old cook go up to bed as soon as you come in, don’t you?” he asked suddenly.

“Yes, we do,” she replied hesitatingly, knowing well, as she would have expressed it to herself, what he was after.

“If I give you twenty minutes,” he whispered caressingly, “it will be quite safe for you to let me into the drawing room, eh—little hawk?”

It was his supreme term of endearment—and once more she allowed him to take her into his arms, and press her with an almost terrible strength to his breast. But—

“It’s wrong,” she whispered, “it’s wrong, Mr. Cheale. I ought never to have let you into the drawing room. ’Tain’t mine to use that way.”

“That’s why I like our doing it!” he chuckled.

And then with that queer touch of malicious triumph that fascinated her, he added: “What would sister Agatha say if walls could speak?”

“Don’t you go saying that! Miss Cheale’s never in the drawing room,” she exclaimed, affrighted at the very thought. “No one ever is—now that the mistress keeps upstairs.”

“No one but you and me, Psyche!” and then he took her face between his hands and lightly kissed it. “I won’t stay long tonight, I promise—but we can’t meet tomorrow, worse luck! Your uncle’s spending the night at the farm.”

“Can’t see what you fancy about Uncle Enoch—”

“I like lawyers—they’re such rascals! Why he was telling your mother all about Mrs. Garlett’s will last Sunday—”

“He never was?”

Lucy felt very much shocked. Even she knew that in doing such a thing her uncle, Enoch Bent, confidential clerk to Mr. Toogood, the leading lawyer of Grendon, was acting in a very dishonourable manner.

“Run along now,” exclaimed Guy Cheale, a touch of rasped impatience in his voice.

And then he seized her again in his arms—only to push her away. “I’ll wait till we can kiss at ease—in the drawing room! Strange that hideous, early Victorian temple of respectability should shelter the love of two wild hawks like you and me—eh, Lucy?”

And then she left him and hurried through the wood, uncaring now of the sounds her light footsteps made. She knew she was late—it must be quite a bit after ten o’clock. But cookie was a kindly, good-natured, elderly woman, and didn’t mind waiting up for a little while. But once, when Lucy had been half an hour late, Miss Cheale had caught her, and spoken to her very severely.

* * * *

A quarter of an hour later Lucy, after tiptoeing down the silent house, opened the drawing-room door, and, after closing it with infinite precaution, passed through into the dark room. Then she turned and locked the door behind her.

The white dimity covers of the heavy, early Victorian furniture by which Mrs. Garlett, the invalid sleeping just above the drawing room, set such store, made luminous patches in the big L-shaped apartment, and somehow added to Lucy Warren’s feeling of nervous unease.

Though the passionate, newly awakened side of her beating heart was burning to hear the tiny tap on the long French window which she knew would herald Guy Cheale’s approach, there was another side of the girl which hated and was deeply ashamed of allowing a meeting with her lover here.

She felt that whom she saw, and even what she did, when out of doors, under the sky, was no one’s business but her own—and perhaps, in a much lesser measure, her mother’s. She would also have felt differently had she and Guy Cheale been able to meet alone in the servants’ hall of the Thatched House. But the drawing room she felt to be ground sacred to Mrs. Garlett, so dear and precious indeed to the mistress of the Thatched House that it was never used now, not even on the rare occasions when Harry Garlett had a friend to dinner. Guy Cheale, however, had discovered that the drawing room, alone of all the ground-floor rooms of the spacious old house, had a French window opening into the garden, and he and Lucy Warren had already met there twice.

As Lucy stood in the dark room, listening intently, her nerves taut, her heart beating, there suddenly swept over her an awful prevision of evil, a sudden realization of her folly in allowing Guy Cheale to wile her heart away. She knew, alas! that he was spoiling her for the only life open to such as she—the life of an honest, commonplace, working man’s wife.

She remembered tonight with an almost anguished vividness the first time she had ever seen Guy Cheale—last February, on her first “afternoon off” in the month. She had gone home to the Thatched House Farm to help her mother with the new gentleman lodger, and, being a girl of a proud independent nature, she had come prepared to dislike him, the more so that she hated his sister, Mrs. Garlett’s strict, sarcastic young lady housekeeper. And then she had opened the door of the little farmhouse parlour, and seen the big, loosely built fair man who was to be “her fate.”

His keen, thin, large-boned face, alive with a kind of gay, plucky humour, large heavy-lidded gray eyes, and long, loose-limbed figure, were each and all so utterly unlike Miss Cheale that no one could have believed them to be what they were, brother and sister.

Guy Cheale had often reverted to the enchanted moment that had brought them first face to face; and he had told her again and again what she was never tired of hearing—how beautiful, how proud and how disdainful he had thought her.

But she knew nothing of the cruel hunting instinct which had prompted what had immediately followed her entry into the room.

“What is your name?” he had asked, and when she answered, “Lucy, sir. I’m Mrs. Warren’s daughter,” he had got up and, gazing straight into her face, had uttered the strange, poignant words—“A dying man—for that’s what I’m supposed to be, my pretty dear—ought to be given a certain license, eh?”

“License, sir?” she had repeated, falteringly.

“License in the way of love-making! I suppose you know, Lucy, that I’m said to be dying? And so I am—dying for a little love!”

That had been the beginning of it all. And though she had been, for quite a long while, what she termed to herself “standoffish,” they had become, in time, dear friends—meeting often in secret, as some dear friends are forced to do. It had not been easy for them to meet, even in secret; for there is no place in the world so full of a kind of shrewd, cruel scandal-mongering as is an English village, and it said much for the intelligence, not only of Guy Cheale, but also of Lucy Warren, that their names had never yet been connected the one with the other.

All the same, as is always the way with a man and a woman who are determined on meeting, they had seen each other almost daily. And now and again they had had a grand, a wonderful innings! Once Mrs. Warren had had to go away for a week and Lucy had been given some hours off each day in order that she might prepare the lunch and supper of her mother’s lodger.

During those days—days on which he had insisted on helping her to do everything, even to the cooking of his meals in the big, comfortable farm kitchen, their friendship had grown apace. No man knew better the way to a woman’s heart, and, posing then as her friend, and only as her friend, he had encouraged her to talk about everything and everybody that interested her—her employer, Harry Garlett, the famous county cricketer, his sickly wife, and even the country village gossip.

Even so, in defence of her heart, Lucy Warren had put up a good fight—a fight which, as the time went on, stimulated, excited, sometimes even maddened Guy Cheale. He found, with surprise and even discomfiture, that what he had begun in idle and ignoble sport, was becoming to him a matter of interest, even of importance.

This, perhaps, was why now, while Lucy Warren stood in the dark drawing room, her mind filled with tense, questioning memories, Guy Cheale, padding up and down the lawn like some huge, loose-limbed creature of the woods, was also asking himself intimate, searching questions.

He was already ruefully aware that this would probably be one of the last times that he and this poor girl whom he had forced to love him would meet, and it irked him to know how much he would miss her from out his strange, sinister life—the life which he knew was ebbing slowly but surely to a close. He had made love to many, many women, but this was the first time he had been thrown into close intimacy with a country girl of Lucy’s class—that sturdy, self-respecting British yeoman class which has been for generations the backbone of the old country.

Very soon—how soon to a day not even Guy Cheale could tell—he would have left the Thatched Farm. And oh! how he would like to take Lucy with him, even for a little while. But, bad as he was, there was yet in him still a small leaven of good which forced him to admit that he owed Lucy Warren something for the love which, if passionate, was so pure and selfless. Sometimes, when he felt more ailing than usual, he would tell himself that when within sight of that mysterious bourne from which no traveller returns he would send for Lucy, marry her, and be nursed by her to the end.

But now, on this warm May night, he put painful thoughts away, and determined to extract the greatest possible enjoyment from what could only be, alas! the fleeting present.

Treading over the grass as lightly as might be, he leaped across the narrow gravel footpath which ran round the front of the house.

And then a most untoward thing happened! Unaware that Lucy had unlatched the hasp of the long French window, Guy Cheale leaned against it, panting, and fell forward into the room—his heavy boot crashing through one of the lower panes.

He uttered a stifled oath, then stood up and, walking forward, felt in the darkness for the terror-stricken girl. For a few minutes they stood together listening intently; then, reassured, he led her over to a couch and, throwing himself down on it, he clasped her to him closely.

His arms were round her, he was kissing her eagerly, thirstily, when all at once she gave a stifled cry—she had heard the handle turn in the locked door.

“I expect it’s Miss Cheale,” she whispered. “She taxed me the other night with having a sweetheart I was ashamed of! Go away—quick! She’ll get round to the window in a minute—”

Guy Cheale leaped up and rushed across the room. Desperately he tried to find the awkward, old-fashioned catch, and just as the second door of the drawing room—a door the existence of which Lucy had forgotten—was unlatched, and the electric light switched on, he flung open the window and disappeared into the dark garden.

But the figure which advanced slowly into the L-shaped room was not that of Agatha Cheale. Lucy, petrified with shame and fear, knew it for that of the invalid mistress of the Thatched House.

Clad in an old-fashioned white dressing gown, her pallid face filled with mingled curiosity and fright, Mrs. Garlett looked like a wraith, and far more willingly would the girl, who stood before her with hanging head, have faced a real spirit.

For a long, breathless moment Mrs. Garlett, dazzled by the light, peered round her, looking this way and that. Then, “Lucy!” she exclaimed, in a tone of keen surprise and anger, and again, “Lucy?”

Turning slowly round, she called out to some one who apparently had remained in the passage outside.

“You can come in now, Miss Cheale. I was right and you were wrong. I did hear a noise upstairs—after all, my bedroom’s just over here. It was Lucy Warren—in here with a man. He has just escaped through the window.”

And then Miss Cheale, the woman whom Lucy Warren hated, feared and, yes, despised, came into the room. She gave one swift glance of contempt and reprobation at the unhappy culprit, glanced at the open French window, and, turning to her employer, exclaimed:

“I will see Lucy tomorrow morning, Mrs. Garlett. Please come up to bed at once. You’ve done a very dangerous thing in coming down like this!”

The invalid lady allowed herself to be led, unresisting, away; and then, mechanically, Lucy went over to the window and stared out, her bosom heaving with sobs, and tears streaming from her eyes.

But no kindly, mocking, caressing whisper came to comfort and reassure her out of the darkness. By this time Guy Cheale must be well on his way back to the farm.

Turning slowly, she threaded her way through the white-shrouded furniture, unlocked the door nearest to her, and walked out, forgetting or uncaring that the electric light which had been turned on by Mrs. Garlett by the other door was still burning.


CHAPTER II

It was twelve o’clock the next morning, and the sun was streaming into the pleasant downstairs rooms of the Thatched House. The only sign of last night’s alarums and excursions was the broken window in the drawing room, and of that no one but the three closely concerned were aware, for early in the morning Miss Cheale had crept downstairs, put out the electric light, and locked both the doors.

But Mrs. Garlett had been thoroughly upset by what had happened in the night, and Miss Cheale had thought it well to telephone for the doctor.

* * * *

“No good to herself—and no good to anybody else, poor soul!”

Dr. Maclean was uttering his thoughts aloud, as even the most discreet of physicians will sometimes do when with an intimate acquaintance. He was speaking of his patient, Mrs. Garlett, and addressing Agatha Cheale.

There were people in Grendon who envied Agatha Cheale her position as practical mistress of the charming old house. She was known to be distantly related to its master, Harry Garlett, and that made her position there less that of a dependent than it might have been. No one else used the pretty little sitting room where she and the doctor were now standing. But Dr. Maclean—shrewd Scot that he was—knew that Agatha Cheale was not to be envied, and that her job was both a difficult and a thankless one.

As he uttered his thoughts aloud, his kindly eyes became focussed on the woman before him. She was slight and dark, her abundant, wavy hair cut almost as short as a boy’s. This morning the intensely bright eyes which were the most arresting feature of her face, and the only one she had in common with her fair-haired brother, had dark pouches under them.

Dr. Maclean told himself that she had made a mistake in giving up the busy, useful, interesting life of secretary to the boss of a London trading company.

He asked suddenly: “When are you going to have your holiday?”

“I don’t know that I shall take a holiday.” She looked at him with a touch of tragic intensity. “I’m all right, really—though I don’t sleep as well as I might.”

“Don’t be angry with me for asking you a straight question.”

A wave of colour flooded her pale face. “I won’t promise to answer it!”

“Why do you go on with this thankless job?” he said earnestly. “Within a week or two at most I could find a competent nurse who could manage Mrs. Garlett. Why should you waste your life over that cantankerous, disagreeable woman?”

And then Agatha Cheale said something which very much surprised Dr. Maclean.

“I am thinking of giving up the job in September. That’s the real reason why I’m not going to take a holiday now. You see,” she hesitated perceptibly, “I’m afraid it will terribly upset Cousin Harry—my leaving here, I mean.”

“Of course it will upset him. Thanks to you, he can go off on his cricketing jaunts with a light heart. Master Harry’s a man to be envied—”

She turned and faced him. “With a wife like that?”

“He married her, after all!”

“Why did he marry her?”

Dr. Maclean hesitated a moment. Then he answered frankly: “Harry Garlett married Emily Jones because he was a simple, good-looking lad aged twenty-two, and she a clever, determined woman aged twenty-seven who was in love with him. Old Jones was a queer, suspicious creature—the Etna China Company was a one-man concern in his day. A business friend asked old Jones to give a young man in whom he was interested a job; and there came along that cheery young chap.”

“They’ve been married thirteen years today.”

“God bless my soul—so they have!” exclaimed Dr. Maclean. “But the war took a great chunk out of that, for Garlett joined up at once. I remember how surprised we all were. Somehow it didn’t seem necessary then—not for a man with a stake in the world. But he was mad to go, and he was in France early in ’fifteen.”

“She says it was then that she fell ill.”

“She was always ailing—she’s a thoroughly unhealthy woman,” Dr. Maclean spoke with abrupt decision. “I was looking at Dr. Prince’s casebook the other day, and I came across her entry. She was an unhealthy child and an unhealthy girl—far too fussy about herself always. Well I remember her bringing me the War Office telegram with the news of that awful wound of Garlett’s. But she wouldn’t go to France, not she! Yet—” he hesitated—“in her own queer way she’s absolutely devoted to him.”

Agatha Cheale said in a low voice, “None of us thought he could get over that wound.”

“Why, of course!” the doctor exclaimed. “You were there, Miss Cheale, in that French war hospital. But I suppose you’d known Harry Garlett long before then—as you’re his cousin?”

He looked at her rather hard.

“I’d never met Cousin Harry till we met in that strange way in France,” she answered composedly.

“He told me once that he owed his life to you.”

“That, of course, is nonsense,” she said in a hard tone.

“He has plenty to be grateful to you for now.”

Agatha Cheale’s usually pale face became suffused with dusky red. It was an overwhelming, an unbecoming blush, and, with a quickening of the pulse, Dr. Maclean told himself that this involuntary betrayal of deep feeling answered a question which he had half ashamedly often asked himself in the last year—was Agatha Cheale secretly attached to Harry Garlett? Was that the real reason she was spending her life, her intelligence, her undoubted cleverness, in looking after his sickly, tiresome wife?

Doctors know of many hidden tragedies, of many secret dramas in being, and this particular doctor knew more than most, for he had a very kindly heart. He felt glad that Mrs. Garlett’s companion was leaving the Thatched House, though her doing so would throw a good deal of trouble on him.

After he had gone, Agatha Cheale went over to the window. There she pressed her forehead against the glass, and her eyes filled with bitter tears. For perhaps the thousandth time in the last few months she told herself that she would leave the Thatched House, forget Mrs. Garlett and her tiresome exactions, and, above all, forget Harry Garlett.

Harry Garlett? She did not require to shut her eyes to visualize the tall, still young-looking man whom the sick woman upstairs called husband. Every feature, every distinctive line about his good-looking, oftener merry than sad, alert expression of face, was printed on the tablets of Agatha’s tormented, unhappy heart.

Why was it that she, a proud woman, and, until she had met Harry Garlett, a cold woman, cared as she had come to care for this man? Garlett was not nearly as clever as many of the men with whom her work had brought her in contact during the war and since. The great surgeon whose favourite nurse she had become in the oddly managed, private war hospital, where all the square pegs had been forced into round holes, had shown her unmistakably that he was violently attracted by her dark, aloof beauty, but, far from being pleased, she had been bitterly distressed at what she had regarded as an insult.

Memories crowded thick upon her. She remembered cutting the bloodstained uniform off an unconscious form, and her thrill of surprise when she had read on his disc the most unusual name of Garlett—the second name by which she, herself, had been christened—she had never been able to discover why.

It was true, she had saved, not his life, but his bowling arm. And oh, how grateful he had been—then! At once they had fallen into the way, at first in joke, of calling each other “Cousin Harry” and “Cousin Agatha.” But there had been no love passages between them. He had at once told her that he was a married man, and very soon, also, she had come to understand that he was not “that sort.”

The war had been over some months when one day, by one of those chances which often deflect the whole of a human existence, they had run up against one another in a London street. She had asked him to come back to the modest rooms she occupied in Bloomsbury, and it was there that he had told her his wife was now a complete invalid, that she refused to have a nurse, and that it was difficult to get even a lady housekeeper who would satisfy her.

“Would you like me to try and find you some one?” she had asked. Eagerly he had caught at the suggestion, and that same night she had written and offered to come herself.

There had then taken place another interview between herself and the man who held for her so strong an attraction and appeal. It had been a rather emotional interview. Harry Garlett, filled with gratitude, had insisted that she should have a really large, some would have said an extravagant, salary, and she had revealed the existence of the clever, idle, sickly brother who was the ever-present burden and anxiety of her life.

It had been her suggestion that the people in the neighbourhood should be told that she and her employer were related. Her name was Agatha Garlett Cheale, after all. Surprised, he had yielded, reddening as he did so under his tan.

“I daresay you’re right! They’re a gossiping set of women in my part of the world.”

“Not more so than in other places,” and something had made her add: “They gossiped about us in the hospital, you know.”

“Did they? I didn’t know that!” And he had looked amused—only amused.

Her first sight of Mrs. Garlett—how well she remembered it! “Poor Emily” had not been very gracious, though in time she had thawed. The sick woman realized the difference cool, competent Agatha Cheale made to the Thatched House, and to herself Mrs. Garlett grudgingly admitted that Miss Cheale’s sense and discretion matched her more useful qualities.

To those ladies who were kind enough to call on her—and practically every lady in the neighbourhood considered it her duty to make acquaintance with Harry Garlett’s cousin—Agatha explained that she never went out in the evening. So the delicate question as to whether she was or was not to be asked out to dinner with her employer was solved once for all, in the way every hostess had hoped it would be.

As Dr. Maclean walked quickly down the short avenue which led from the Thatched House to the carriage gate his mind was full of the woman he had just left.

He did not like Agatha Cheale, yet he did feel intensely sorry for her. For one thing she must be so lonely at times, for, with one exception, she had made no friends in either Terriford or Grendon.

The one person of whom she saw a good deal was clever, malicious Miss Prince. People had wondered more than once at the link between Miss Prince and Agatha Cheale, but there was nothing mysterious about it. Though Miss Prince was acquainted with every man, woman, and child in Terriford she led a somewhat solitary life in the Thatched Cottage, a pleasant little house which formed a kind of enclave in the Thatched House property. Thus propinquity had something to do with the friendship between the younger and the older woman.

There was one great difference, however, between them. Miss Prince was what some people call “churchy,” while Agatha Cheale never went to church at all, and on one occasion she had spoken to Dr. Maclean with a slightly contemptuous amusement of those who did.

The doctor was close to the wrought-iron gate giving into the road which led to his own house when, suddenly, he espied this very lady, Miss Prince, coming toward him. She held a basket in her hand, and he did not need to be told that it contained some dainty intended for Mrs. Garlett. Like so many sharp-tongued mortals, Miss Prince often did kind things, yet her opening remark was characteristic of her censorious attitude to her fellow creatures.

“It’s a good thing that Harry Garlett’s rather more at his factory just now. If it weren’t for poor old Dodson, that Etna China business would have gone to pieces long ago! I never saw a man gad about as he does—”

Without giving the doctor time to answer, she went on: “No change in poor Emily, I suppose?” She smiled disagreeably. “I expect you’d like to have ten other patients like her, Dr. Maclean?”

At once he carried the war into the enemy’s country.

“Did Dr. Prince like that type of tiresome, cantankerous, impossible-to-please patient?”

“I know I was glad of them.”

“Very well for you who had the spending of the fees and none of the work!”

They generally sparred like this, jokingly in a sense, but with a sort of unpleasant edge to their banter.

“I don’t suppose Emily will ever get better—till she dies of old age,” laughed Miss Prince.

“As a matter of fact, she’s markedly less well than she was last year.”

Dr. Maclean didn’t know what provoked him to say that, though it was true that he had thought Mrs. Garlett rather less well than usual these last few weeks.

“It’s strange that everything in nature, having performed its work, dies, and that only we poor human beings linger on long after any usefulness we ever had in the world has gone,” said Miss Prince musingly.

“I don’t believe that Mrs. Garlett was ever useful,” he said curtly.

“Oh, yes, she was! In her queer way Emily was a very devoted daughter to that horrid old father of hers. And she’s made Harry Garlett.”

Again the spirit of contradiction seized him.

“I don’t know what you mean,” he exclaimed. “Harry Garlett’s the sort of chap who’d have got on far better as a bachelor than as a married man. His wife’s money has ruined him—that’s my view of it! There’s a lot more in Garlett than people think. If he hadn’t married that poor, sickly woman he might have done some real work in the world.”

“Dr. Maclean,” said Miss Prince abruptly, “I’m anxious about Agatha Cheale.”

“So am I, Miss Prince.”

He lowered his voice, for he didn’t want some stray gardener’s boy to overhear what he was about to say.

“You’re her only friend hereabouts,” he went on. “Do you know that she’s thinking of giving up her job? Mind you keep her up to that!”

She gave him a curious look.

“She’ll never go—as long as Harry Garlett’s here,” she said, almost in a whisper.

“Do you think Garlett will ask her to stay?”

“No, I don’t. I think he’s longing for her to go.”

He was taken aback. “Why d’you think that?”

“‘He who will not when he may, when he will he shall have nay.’”

Dr. Maclean stared at Miss Prince distrustfully. What exactly did she mean by that enigmatic quotation?

“You’re not a fool!” she said tartly. “Harry Garlett’s not the first man who’s made love to a woman—and then been sorry he had, eh?”

“You think there was a time when Garlett made love to Miss Cheale?”

Dr. Maclean’s voice also fell almost to a whisper.

“I’m sure of it! She’s never admitted it, mind you—don’t run away with that idea.”

“I don’t believe Harry Garlett has ever made love to Agatha Cheale,” said the doctor, definitely making up his mind. “I think he’s an out-and-out white man.”

Miss Prince smiled a wry smile.

“I’m positive that something happened lately which changed their relations to one another. Harry’s afraid of her—he avoids her.”

“I’ve never noticed anything of the kind,” said the other brusquely.

Miss Prince looked vexed; no gossip likes to be contradicted, and she proceeded to pay the doctor out.

“Your niece seems to be giving great satisfaction at the Etna factory,” she observed.

“I think she is—I hope she is! Jean’s a good conscientious girl.”

“And so attractive, too! Every one was saying how pretty she looked at the cricket match. Times are changed since we were young, Dr. Maclean. What would my father have said if I’d insisted on being boxed up hour after hour with an old bachelor like Mr. Dodson—or an attractive young married man like Harry Garlett?”

The doctor felt annoyed. What a spiteful woman Miss Prince was, to be sure!

“I don’t think she runs any risk with either of them.” He tried to speak jokingly, but failed.

“How about them?” she asked meaningly.

“Perhaps she’ll become Mrs. Dodson,” he answered dryly. But as Mr. Dodson was sixty-four and Jean Bower twenty-one, that didn’t seem very likely.

Lifting his hat, Dr. Maclean walked briskly on his way, telling himself that Miss Prince, like most clever people, was an extraordinary bundle of contradictions—kind, spiteful, generous, suspicious, affectionate and hard-hearted, and a mischief-maker all the time!

The subject of his thoughts hurried on toward the Thatched House. She was precise in all her ways, and she wanted to leave her little gift for Mrs. Garlett, enjoy a short talk with Agatha Cheale, and then get back to her midday meal by one o’clock.

“I’ll see Miss Cheale just for a minute,” she said to the maid—not Lucy Warren—who opened the door. “I suppose she’s in her sitting room?”

Without waiting for an answer Miss Prince went off, with her quick, decided step, through into the house she knew so well.

As the door opened, Agatha Cheale turned round quickly, filled with a sudden, unreasonable hope that it might be Harry Garlett. He had gone to the china factory this morning, though it was Saturday, and he had telephoned that he would be back to luncheon.

But she reminded herself bitterly that he never sought her out now. If he had anything to communicate to her connected with the running of the house, he always made a point of doing so at one of the rare meals they took together, in the presence of the parlour-maid, Lucy Warren.

“I’ve brought a few forced strawberries for poor Emily,” began Miss Prince, and then, lowering her voice perceptibly, she added: “I understand she’s not so well as usual?”

The other looked at her surprised.

“I see no change,” she said indifferently.

And then Miss Prince became aware that the younger woman had been crying.

“Look here, Agatha,” she spoke with kindly authority. “It’s time you had a change! You’re badly in need of a holiday. It’s all very well for Harry Garlett—his life’s a perpetual holiday.”

“He’s been working much harder than usual lately,” the other said quickly.

There came a gleam into Miss Prince’s eye.

“I think there may be a reason for that,” she said rather mysteriously.

“Any special reason?” asked Agatha Cheale indifferently.

Miss Prince hesitated. This morning, at early celebration, she had resolved that she would make a real effort to cure herself of what she knew in her heart was her one outstanding fault—to herself she called it, quite rightly, sin—that of retailing malicious tittle-tattle. But somehow she felt strongly tempted to say just one word, and, as so often happens with those cursed with her peculiar temperament, she was half persuaded that in saying what she now determined to say she would be doing the right thing.

“Of course you know that Jean Bower, Mrs. Maclean’s niece, has become secretary to the Etna China Company?”

“No, I didn’t know it.” Agatha Cheale was more surprised than she chose to show.

“How very odd of them not to have told you! I mean, how odd of Harry, and how odd of Dr. Maclean. Why, she’s been at the Etna factory for quite a month.”

“I thought the girl was well off.”

“When her father died it was found that he had only left fifteen hundred pounds. And though the Macleans have practically adopted her, she seems to have said she would much prefer to do some work than to be just idle; so Mrs. Maclean, hearing that a secretary was wanted at the Etna factory, managed to catch Harry Garlett at the office one day and asked if he would give Jean a trial. Of course he had to say ‘yes.’”

“I suppose he had,” said Agatha Cheale slowly.

Jean Bower’s attractive, youthful personality had been impressed on her in the cricket pavilion during the great Australian match. She had envied the girl, not only her bright artless charm of manner, but also the warm affection the doctor and his wife had shown her.

“I hear old Dodson is quite bewitched by her, and that even Harry himself is at the factory a great deal more than he used to be,” went on Miss Prince.

“That isn’t true about Cousin Harry.”

Agatha Cheale forced herself to smile, but in her heart she knew that Harry Garlett had gone to the factory oftener this last month than he had ever done since she first came to Terriford. As for old Dodson, he was just the kind of foolish old bachelor to be bewitched by a young girl. After being head clerk for a number of years, he had been made a partner, and now practically ran the prosperous business.

Miss Prince looked sharply at her friend.

“Why, just now you said he had been working hard lately?”

“I didn’t mean at the factory.”

“It’s all very well to be unconventional,” went on Miss Prince, “but human nature doesn’t alter. For my part I think it’s a mistake to mix up attractive girls with married men.”

“Mr. Dodson isn’t a married man,” observed Agatha Cheale.

“No, but Harry Garlett is.”

The other made no answer, and Miss Prince suddenly exclaimed triumphantly, “Why, there they are!”

Agatha Cheale turned quickly round.

Yes, Miss Prince was right. Through the window could be seen two figures walking slowly across the meadow, to the right of which stretched the little wood.

“I should have thought that Harry would have had more sense! I don’t wonder they’re already beginning to be talked about,” observed Miss Prince.

“What a lot of disgusting people there are in Grendon,” said Agatha Cheale. There was a note of bitter scorn in her voice. “It’s Saturday today. That’s why they’re walking back together. It’s the first time they’ve done it.”

Miss Prince would have been not only surprised but deeply shocked had she been able to see into her friend’s unhappy heart. Agatha Cheale, gazing out on those two who were just coming through the little gate which led from the cornfield into the garden of the Thatched House, had felt a surge of intolerable suspicion and jealousy sweep over her, and that though her reason told her that the suspicion, at any rate, was utterly uncalled-for and absurd.

Miss Prince looked at her wrist watch—one of her few concessions to modern ways.

“I must be going,” she exclaimed; “it’s almost one o’clock.”

She had only just left the room when there came a knock at the door. “Come in!” called out Miss Cheale, and Lucy Warren appeared.

“You said you wanted to see me before lunch, miss.”

Though the girl was making a great effort to seem calm, her lips were trembling and her eyes were swollen with crying.


CHAPTER III

Late that same evening, Dr. Maclean, his wife, and their adopted daughter, were all sitting together in the dining room of Bonnie Doon.

The Macleans had bought the charming old house soon after the doctor had taken over the practice of Miss Prince’s father, and they had renamed it after Mrs. Maclean’s birthplace.

Tonight, his wife and niece being by the table, the doctor sat close to the fire smoking his pipe.

“Dr. Tasker popped in to tea today,” observed Mrs. Maclean. As her husband said nothing she went on: “He waited quite a long while in the hope of seeing you. I’m doubting, Jock, whether we’ve been quite fair to that young man. He spoke very handsomely of you—he did indeed.”

“I’ve no need of his praise,” said the doctor dryly.

“I didn’t say you had. All the same I hope you’ll not scold me for having asked him to supper tomorrow night. He says Sunday is such a dull day in Grendon.”

“I can’t promise to stay in for him if I’m sent for,” said Dr. Maclean, in a voice which his wife thought somewhat tiresome.

There had been a time, not so very long ago, when it was she, rather than her husband, who had disliked the young medical man who had suddenly “put up his plate,” as the saying is, on the door of almost the last house in Grendon. But Dr. Tasker had spoken to her very pleasantly at the cricket match. He had made friends, too, with Jean, and so Mrs. Maclean was now prepared to take him, at any rate in a measure, to her kindly Scots heart.

For a few moments there was silence in the room. Dr. Maclean turned himself round, and his eyes rested with appreciative affection on the bent head of the girl who even in a few weeks had so much brightened and enlivened his own and his wife’s childless home.

Jean’s hair was the colour of spun gold, and she had a delicately clear skin, giving depth to her hazel eyes. But her generous-lipped mouth was too large for beauty, and her features were irregular. Yet she looked so happy-natured, intelligent, and healthy, that the general impression produced by her appearance was that of a pretty, as well as that of a very agreeable girl.

Perhaps she felt her uncle’s grateful, kindly glance, for suddenly she looked up and smiled.

“Well, Uncle Jock?” she exclaimed, “a penny for your thoughts!”

“I wonder if I’d really better tell you my thoughts,” he answered rather soberly.

“Of course you must!” cried his wife.

She, too, put down her work for a moment on the table and looked at him.

“I’m thinking,” he said quietly, “that we won’t be keeping our pretty Jean here for long. It’s all very well her being boxed up every day in that china factory. There are always half Saturdays and Sundays, to say nothing of holidays, and young men will soon come courting at Bonnie Doon.”

Jean burst out laughing, but Mrs. Maclean felt vexed.

“Really, Jock,” she exclaimed, “what are you after saying now? I’ve no liking for that sort of joke.”

“He wouldn’t say it if he thought it true,” said her niece merrily. “I’ve been much disappointed in Terriford as regards the supply of young men.”

“Bide a wee, bide a wee,” said the doctor dryly. “A young woman never knows when she’s going to meet Mr. Right; he’s a way of appearing in the most unlikely places.”

Again his wife looked at him severely. “Jock, I’m surprised at you!”

“You’d often be surprised if you could look straight into my mind, woman,” said the doctor waggishly, tapping his pipe against the side of the fireplace. And then, as her aunt was still looking annoyed, Jean tactfully changed the subject.

“I wish you would tell me what you think of Agatha Cheale, Uncle Jock?”

“I wonder what you think of her?” he parried.

“I hardly know her. I liked her the day of the cricket match.”

“Is that the only time you’ve seen her?” asked Mrs. Maclean.

“I saw her today,” said Jean slowly, “Mr. Garlett overtook me after I had started walking home the field way. He suggested I should go through his garden—and then such a horrid thing happened!”

“What happened?” asked the husband and wife together.

“We were going across the lawn when we suddenly heard the sound of crying. It was coming, it seems, from Miss Cheale’s sitting room. Mr. Garlett thought it was a child who had hurt itself, and asked me to go into the house. And then we found that it was Lucy Warren who was crying—and that there was such a horrid scene going on! I’ve never seen any one look as angry as Miss Cheale looked. I thought her such a quiet person.”

Mrs. Maclean asked eagerly: “Why was she angry?”

“From what I could make out,” said Jean, “Mrs. Garlett heard the French window of the drawing room open in the middle of last night. She thought it was a burglar, and she insisted on going downstairs; so she and Miss Cheale went downstairs together, and there was Lucy Warren with a man! But he escaped by the window out into the garden before they could see who it was.”

“I don’t wonder Miss Cheale was angry!” exclaimed Jean’s aunt. “I can hardly believe such a tale of Lucy Warren. She’s such a superior-looking girl, such a pet, too, of Miss Prince’s. Miss Prince was saying to me the other day how sorry she was she had ever allowed Mrs. Garlett to have Lucy, but she felt the Thatched House situation was such a good one that she ought not to keep the girl from it.”

“Lucy will go back to her now. Miss Prince isn’t the woman to let a good maid go begging,” observed Dr. Maclean. “They didn’t say a word of all that to me this morning.” He added, “I couldn’t think what had upset Mrs. Garlett.”

“When we came in, Miss Cheale was trying to get out of Lucy who the man was,” went on Jean eagerly. “But all she would say was that she didn’t see why she shouldn’t have a talk with a friend anywhere she chose. She actually appealed to Mr. Garlett to say if she wasn’t right!”

“What did he say?” asked Mrs. Maclean.

“In a way he took Lucy’s part, for he reminded Miss Cheale that the drawing room was never used. But of course that only made her more angry—in fact, she was shaking with rage, her face was livid.”

“It was foolish of him to interfere,” observed the doctor.

“Of course I slipped away as quickly as I could,” went on the girl, “but as I went down the passage I heard Lucy call out: ‘I hate you, Miss Cheale! I hate Mrs. Garlett! I hate everybody in this house!’ Oh, it was dreadful—and I felt so sorry for them all.”

* * * *

Five hours later Jean Bower lay asleep in the big, comfortable bedroom which had been made so pretty for her by her kind aunt. The girl stirred uneasily, for she was dreaming a strange, a terrible, and most vivid dream.

She was at the Etna China factory taking down letters from the dictation of her employer, Mr. Garlett. Though she had been at the factory for a full month Jean had seen very little of the managing director. But they had made friends during their walk from Grendon to Terriford, and in her dream she was enjoying the change of taking down dictation from a man who knew exactly what he wanted to say instead of from weary-brained, hesitating old Mr. Dodson. And then, suddenly looking up, she saw that, pressed against the central pane of the window behind Mr. Garlett was a face convulsed with hatred—and the face was that of Agatha Cheale!

A feeling of icy terror crept over her, for the managing director’s room was on the first floor of the building, far above the ground of the stone-paved courtyard round which the Etna China factory had been built close on seventy years ago.

With a stifled cry the girl awoke and sat up in bed, the horror of her nightmare still so vividly real that her teeth were chattering and her hands trembling in the darkness.

Then there gradually came to her the reassuring knowledge as to why she had dreamed that strange, unnatural dream. It was of course owing to her having seen Agatha Cheale, her face distorted with anger, dismissing Lucy Warren at the Thatched House yesterday morning!

But her feeling of reassurance and relief did not last long, for suddenly a stone came crashing in through the window nearest to her. Jumping out of bed she rushed across the room and threw up the lower sash of the window.
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