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Prologue


To every woman there comes a day (and that all too soon) when
she receives the first hint that Time, the harvester, has not
passed her by unnoticed. The waning of actual youth may have passed
with but the faintest regret, if any; regret for the lost bud being
merged in the triumph at the glory of the opening blossom. But the
waning of womanhood is another matter. Old age has no compensations
to offer for those delights that it steals away. At least, that is
what I understand from those who know, for I must still speak on
the subject from hearsay, having received from Father Time but the
very faintest and most delicate hint on the subject.

I was sitting at my dressing-table brushing out my hair, which
is of a docile habit, though a thought bulky, when amidst the black
tress— blacker than it used to be when, I was a girl—I noticed a
single white hair. It was the first that I had seen, and I looked
at it dubiously, picking it out from its fellows to see if it were
all white, and noticing how like it was to a thread of glass.
Should I pluck it out and pretend that it was never there? Or
should I, more thriftily—for a hair is a hair after all, and enough
of them will make a wig—should I dye it and hush up its
treason?

I smiled at the foolish thought. What a to-do about a single
white hair! I have seen girls in their twenties with snow-white
hair and looking as sweet as lavender. As to this one, I would
think of it as a souvenir from the troubled past rather than a
harbinger of approaching age; and with this I swept my brush over
it and buried it even as I had buried those sorrows and those
dreadful experiences which might have left me white-headed years
before.

But that glassy thread, buried once more amid the black, left a
legacy of suggestion. Those hideous days were long past now. I
could look back on them unmoved—nay, with a certain serene
interest. Suppose I should write the history of them? Why not? To
write is not necessarily to publish. And if, perchance, no eye but
mine shall see these lines until the little taper of my life has
burned down into its socket, then what matters it to me whether
praise or blame, sympathy or condemnation, be my portion. Posterity
has no gifts to offer that I need court its suffrages.










Chapter 1
The Crack of Doom


THERE is no difficulty whatever in deciding upon the exact
moment at which to open this history. Into some lives the fateful
and significant creep by degrees, unnoticed till by the development
of their consequences the mind is aroused and memory is set, like a
sleuth-hound, to retrace the course of events and track the present
to its origin in the past. Not so has it been with mine. Serene,
eventless, its quiet years had slipped away unnumbered, from
childhood to youth, from youth to womanhood, when, at the appointed
moment, the voice of Destiny rang out, trumpet-tongued; and behold!
in the twinkling of an eye all was changed.

"Happy," it has been said, "is the nation which has no history!"
And surely the same may be said with equal truth of individuals.
So, at any rate, experience teaches me; for the very moment wherein
I may be said to have begun to have a history saw a life-long peace
shattered into a chaos of misery and disaster.

How well I remember the day—yea, and the very moment—when the
blow fell, like a thunderbolt crashing down out of a cloudless sky.
I had been sitting in my little room upstairs, reading very
studiously and pausing now and again to think over what I had read.
The book was Lecky's "History of England in the Eighteenth
Century," and the period on which I was engaged was that of Queen
Anne. And here, coming presently upon a footnote containing a short
quotation from "The Spectator," it occurred to me that I should
like to look over the original letter. Accordingly, laying aside my
book, I began to descend the stairs—very softly, because I knew
that my father had a visitor—possibly a client—with him in his
study. And when I came to the turn of the stair and saw that the
study door was ajar, I stepped more lightly still, though I stole
down quickly lest I should overhear what was being said.

The library, or book-room as we called it, was next to the
study, and to reach it I had to pass the half-opened door, which I
did swiftly on tip-toe, without hearing more than the vague murmur
of conversation from within. "The Spectators" stood on a shelf
close to the door; a goodly row clothed in rusty calf to which the
worn gilt tooling imparted a certain sumptuousness that had always
seemed very pleasant to my eye. My hand was on the third volume
when I heard my father say:

"So that's how the matter stands."

I plucked the volume from the shelf, and, tucking it under my
arm, stole out of the book-room, intending to dart up the stairs
before there should be time for anything more to be said; but I had
hardly crossed the threshold, and was, in fact, exactly opposite
the study door, when a voice said very distinctly, though not at
all loudly:

"Do you realise, Vardon, that this renders you liable to seven
years' penal servitude?"

At those terrible words I stopped as though I had been, in a
moment, turned into stone: stopped with my lips parted, my very
breathing arrested, clutching at the book under my arm, with no
sign of life or movement save the tumultuous thumping of my heart.
There was what seemed an interminable pause, and then my father
replied: "Hardly, I think, Otway. Technically, perhaps, it amounts
to a misdemeanour—"

"Technically!" repeated Mr. Otway.

"Yes, technically. The absence of any intent to defraud modifies
the position considerably. Still, for the purpose of argument, we
may admit that it amounts to a misdemeanour."

"And," said Mr. Otway, "the maximum punishment of that
misdemeanour is seven years' penal servitude. As to your plea of
absence of fraudulent intent, you, as a lawyer of experience, must
know well that judges are not apt to be very sympathetic with
trustees who misappropriate property placed in their custody."

"Misappropriate!" my father exclaimed.

"Yes, Mr. Otway, "I say misappropriate. What other word could
you apply? Here is a sum of money which has been placed in your
custody. I come here with the intention to receive that money from
you on behalf of the trustees, and you tell me that you haven't got
it. You are not only unable to produce it, but you are unable to
give any date on which you could produce it. And meanwhile it seems
that you have applied it to your own uses."

"I haven't spent it," my father objected. "The money is locked
up for the present, but it isn't lost."

"What is the use of saying that?" demanded Mr. Otway. "You
haven't got the money, and you can't give any satisfactory account
of it. The plain English of it is that you have used this trust
money for your own private purposes, and that when the trustors ask
to have it restored to them, you are unable to produce it."

To this my father made no immediate reply; and in the silence
that ensued I could hear my heart throbbing and the blood humming
in the veins of my neck. At length my father asked: "Well, Otway,
what are you going to do?"

"Do!" repeated Mr. Otway. "What can I do? As a trustee, it is my
duty to get this money from you. I have to protect the interests of
those whom I represent. And if you have misapplied these
funds—well, you must see for yourself that I have no choice."

"You mean that you'll prosecute?"

"What else can I do? I can't introduce personal considerations
into the business of a trust; and even if I should decline to move
in the matter, the trustors themselves would undoubtedly take
action."

Here there followed a silence which seemed to me of endless
duration; then Mr. Otway said, in a somewhat different tone: "There
is just one way for you out of this mess, Vardon,"

"Indeed!" said my father.

"Yes. I am going to make you a proposal, and I may as well put
it quite bluntly. It is this. I am prepared to take over your
liabilities, for the time being, on condition that I marry your
daughter. If you agree, then on the day on which the marriage takes
place, I pay into your bank the sum of five thousand pounds, you
giving me an undertaking to repay the loan if and when you
can."

"Have you any reason to suppose that my daughter wishes to marry
you?" my father asked.

"Not the slightest," replied Mr. Otway; "but I think it probable
that, if the case were put to her—"

It is not going to be," my father interrupted. "I would rather
go to gaol than connive at the sacrifice of my daughter's
happiness."

"You might have thought of her happiness a little sooner,
Vardon," Mr. Otway remarked. "We are not quite of an age, but she
might easily find it more agreeable to be the wife of an elderly
man than the daughter of a convict. At any rate, it would be only
fair to give her the choice."

"It would be entirely unfair," my father retorted. "In effect,
it would be asking her to make the sacrifice, and she might be fool
enough to consent. And please bear in mind, Otway, that I am not a
convict yet, and possibly may never be one. There are certain
conceivable alternatives, you know."

"Oh," said Mr. Otway, "if you have resources that you have not
mentioned, that is quite another matter. I understood that you had
none. And as to sacrifice, there is no need to harp on that string
so persistently. Your daughter might be happy enough as my
wife."

"What infernal nonsense you are talking!" my father exclaimed,
impatiently. "Do you suppose that Helen is a fool?"

"No, I certainly do not," Mr. Otway replied.

"Very well, then: what do you mean by her being happy as your
wife? Here am I, standing over a mine—"

"Of your own laying," interrupted Mr. Otway.

"Quite so; of my own laying. And here you come with a lighted
match and say to my daughter, in effect: 'My dear young lady, I am
your devoted lover. Be my wife—consent this very instant or I fire
this mine and blow you and your father to smithereens.' And then,
you think, she would settle down with you and live happy ever
after. By the Lord, Otway, you must be a devilish poor judge of
character."

"I am quite willing to take the risk," said Mr. Otway.

"So you may be," my father retorted angrily, "but I'm not. I
would rather see the poor girl in her grave than know that she was
chained for life to a cold-blooded, blackmailing scoundrel—"

"Softly, Vardon!" Mr. Otway interrupted. "There is no need for
that sort of language. And perhaps we had better shut the
door."

Here, as I drew back hastily into the book-room, quick footsteps
crossed the study floor and I heard the door close. The
interruption brought me back to some sense of my position; though,
to be sure, what I had overheard concerned me as much as it
concerned anyone. Quickly slipping the book back on the shelf, I
ran on tip-toe past the study door and up the stairs; and even then
I was none too soon; for, as I halted on the threshold of my room,
the study door opened again and the two men strode across the
hail.

"You are taking a ridiculously wrong-headed view of the whole
affair," I heard Mr. Otway declare.

"Possibly," my father replied, stiffly. "And if I do, I am
prepared to take the consequences."

"Only the consequences won't fall on you alone," said Mr.
Otway.

"Good afternoon," was the dry and final response. Then the hall
door slammed, and I heard my father walk slowly back to the
study.










Chapter 2
Atra Cura


As the study door closed, I sank into my easy chair with a
sudden feeling of faintness and bodily exhaustion. The momentary
shock of horror and amazement had passed, giving place to a numb
and chilly dread that made me feel sick and weak. Scraps of the
astounding conversation that I had heard came back to me,
incoherently and yet with hideous distinctness, like the
whisperings of some malignant spirit. Disjointed words and phrases
repeated themselves again and again, almost meaninglessly, but
still with a vague undertone of menace.

And then, by degrees, as I sat gazing at the blurred pages of
the book that still lay open on the reading-stand, my thoughts grew
less chaotic; the words of that dreadful dialogue arranged
themselves anew, and I began with more distinctness to gather their
meaning.

Seven years penal servitude!

That was the dreadful refrain of this song of doom that was
being chanted in my ear by the Spirit of Misfortune. And
ruin—black, hideous ruin— for my father and me was the burden of
that refrain; no mere loss, no paltry plunge into endurable
poverty, but a descent into the bottomless pit of social
degradation, from which there could be no hope of resurrection.

Nor was this the worst. For, gradually, as my thoughts began to
arrange themselves into a coherent sequence, I realised that it was
not the implied poverty and social disgrace that gave to that
sentence its dreadful import. Poverty might be overcome, and
disgrace could be endured; but when I thought of my father dragged
away from me to be cast into gaol; when, in my mind's eye, I saw
him clothed in the horrible livery of shame, wearing out his life
within the prison walls and behind the fast-bolted prison doors;
the thought and the imagined sight were unendurable. It was
death—for him at least; for he was not a strong man. And for
me?

Here, of a sudden, there came back to me the rather enigmatical
speech of my father's, which I had heard without at the moment
fully comprehending, but which I now recalled with a shock of
alarm.

"Please bear in mind, Otway, that I am not a convict yet, and
possibly may never be one. There are certain conceivable
alternatives, you know."

The cryptic utterance had evidently puzzled Mr. Otway, who had
clearly misunderstood it as referring to some unknown resources. To
me, no such misunderstanding was possible. More than once my father
had discussed with me the ethics of suicide, on which subject he
held somewhat unorthodox opinions; and I now recalled with terrible
distinction the very definite statement that he had made on the
occasion of our last talks "For my part," he had said, "if I should
ever find myself in such a position that the continuance of life
was less desirable than its termination, I should not hesitate to
take the appropriate measures for exchanging the less desirable
state for the more desirable."

In the face of such a statement, made, as I felt sure, in all
sincerity and with sober judgment, how could I entertain any doubt
as to the interpretation of that reference to "certain conceivable
alternatives"? To a man of culture and some position and none too
robust in health, what would be the aspect of life with its
immediate future occupied by a criminal prosecution ending in an
inevitable conviction and a term of penal servitude? Could the
continuance of such a life be conceived as desirable? Assuredly
not.

And then imagination began to torture me by filling in with
hideous ingenuity the dreadful details. Now it was a pistol shot,
heard in the night, and a group of terrified servants huddled
together in the corridor. But no; that was not like my poor father.
Such crude and bloody methods appertain rather to the
terror-stricken fugitive than to one who is executing a considered
and orderly retreat. Then I saw myself, in the grey of the morning,
tapping at his bedroom door: tapping—tapping—and at last opening
the door, or perhaps bursting it open. I saw the dim room —Oh! How
horribly plain and vivid it was! With the cold light of the dawn
glimmering through the blind, the curtained bed, the half-seen
figure, still and silent in the shadow. Horrible! Horrible!

And then, in instant, the scene changed. I saw a man in our hall
a man in uniform; a railway porter or inspector. I heard him tell,
in a hushed, embarrassed voice, of a strange and dreadful accident
down on the line… And yet again this awful phantasmagoria shifted
the scene and showed me a new picture: a search party, prowling
with lantern around a chalk pit; and anon a group of four men,
treading softly and carrying something on a hurdle.

"Dear God!" I gasped, with my hands pressed to my forehead,
"must it be— this awful thing! Is there no other way?

And with that there fell on me a great calm. A chilly calm,
bringing no comfort, and yet, in a manner, a relief. For, perhaps,
after all, there was another way. It was true that my father had
rejected Mr. Otway's proposal, and such was my habit of implicit
obedience that, with his definite rejection of it, the alternative
had, for me, ceased to exist. But now, with the horror of this
dreadful menace upon me, I recalled the words that had been spoken,
and asked myself if that avenue of escape were really closed. As to
my father, I had no doubt; he would never consent; and even to
raise the question might only be to precipitate the catastrophe.
But with regard to Mr. Otway the manner in which my father had met
and rejected his proposal seemed to close the subject finally. He
had called him a blackmailing scoundrel and used other injurious
expressions, which might make it difficult or, at least,
uncomfortable to reopen the question. Still that was a small
matter. When one is walking to the gallows, one does not boggle at
an uncomfortable shoe.

As to my own inclinations, they were beside the mark. My
father's life and good name must be saved if it were possible; and
it seemed that it might be possible—at a price. Whether it were
possible or not depended on Mr. Otway.

I recalled what I knew of this man who had thus in a moment
become the arbiter of my father's fate and mine. My acquaintance
with him was but slight, though I had met him pretty frequently and
had sometimes wondered what his profession was, if he had any. I
had assumed, from his evident acquaintance with legal matters, that
he was a lawyer. But he was not in ordinary practice; and his
business, whatever it was, seemed to involve a good deal of
travelling. That was all I knew about him. As to his appearance, he
was a huge, unwieldy man of a somewhat Jewish cast of face, some
years older, I should think, than my father; pleasant spoken and
genial in a somewhat heavy fashion, but quite uninteresting.
Hitherto I had neither liked nor disliked him. Now, it need hardly
be said, I regarded him with decided aversion; for if he were not,
as my father had said, "a blackmailing scoundrel," he had, at any
rate, taken the meanest, the most ungenerous advantage of my
father's difficulties, to say nothing of the callous, cynical
indifference that he had shown in regard to me and my wishes and
interests.

It may seem a little odd that I found myself attaching no blame
to my father. Yet so it was. To me he appeared as merely the victim
of circumstances. No doubt he had done something indiscreet—perhaps
incorrect But discretion and correctness are not qualities that
appeal to a woman: whereas generosity—and my father was generous
almost to a fault—makes the most powerful appeal to feminine
sympathies. As to his honesty and good faith, I never doubted them
for an instant; besides, he had plainly said that no fraudulent
intent could be ascribed to him. What he had done I had not the
least idea. Nor did I particularly care. It was not the act, but it
consequences with which I was concerned.

My meditations were interrupted at length by an apologetic tap
at the door, followed by the appearance of our housemaid.

"If you please, Miss Helen, shall I take Mr. Vardon's tea to the
study, or is he going to have it with you?"

The question brought me back from the region of tragedy and
disaster in which my thoughts had been straying, to the homely
commonplaces of everyday life.

"I'll just run down and ask him, Jessie," I answered; "and you
needn't wait. I'll come and tell you what he says."

I ran quickly down the stairs, but at the study door I paused
with a sudden revival of those terrors that had so lately assailed
me. Suppose he should open the subject and have something dreadful
to tell me? Or suppose that, even now, already—At the half-formed
thought, I raised a trembling hand, and, tapping lightly at the
door, opened it and entered. He was sitting at the table with a
small pile of sealed and stamped letters before him, and, as I
stood, steadying my hand on the door knob, he looked up with his
customary smile of friendly welcome.

"Hail! O Dame of the azure hosen," said he, swinging round on
his revolving chair, "and how fares it with our liege lady, Queen
Anne?"

"She is quite well, thank you," I replied.

"The Lord be praised!" he rejoined. "I seemed to have heard some
rumour of her untimely decease. A mere canard, it would seem; a
fiction of these confounded newspaper men. Or perchance I have been
misled by the jocose and boisterous Lecky."

The whimsical playfulness of speech, habitual as it was to him,
impressed me—perhaps for that very reason—with a vague uneasiness.
It was not what I had expected after that terrible conversation.
The anti-climax to my own tragic thoughts was too sudden; the
descent to the ordinary too uncomfortably steep. I perched myself
on his knee, as I often did, despite my rather excessive size, and
passed my hand over his thin, grey hair.

"Do you know," I said, clinging desperately to the common-place,
"that you are going bald? I can see the skin of your head quite
plainly."

"And why not?" he demanded. "Did you think my hair grew out of
my cranium? But you won't see it long. I've heard of an infallible
hair-restorer."

"Indeed!"

"Yes, indeed! Guaranteed to grow a crop of ringlets on a bladder
of lard. We'll get a bottle and try it on the carpet broom; and if
the result is satisfactory—well, we'll just put Esau in his place
in the second row."

"You are a very frivolous old person, Mr. Pater," said I. "Do
you know that?"

"I hope so," he replied. "And again I say, why not? When a man
is too old to play the fool, it is time to carry him to the
bone-yard. Am I going to have any tea?

"Of course you are. Will you have it here alone or shall we have
tea together?"

"What a question!" he exclaimed. "Am I in my dotage? Should I
drink tea in musty solitude when I might bask in the smiles of a
lovely maiden? Avaunt! No, I'll tell you what we'll do, Jimmy. I'll
just telephone down to the office and see if there is any silly
nonsense there that may distract me from serious pursuits, and, if
there isn't, we'll have tea in the workroom and then we'll polish
off that coal-scuttle."

"Finish it! But there's quite a lot to do."

"Then we'll do the lot."

"But why this hurry? There's no particular reason for getting it
finished to-night, is there?

"I don't know that there is; but we've had the thing hanging
about long enough. Better get it finished and start on something
else. Now you trot off and see about tea while I ring up
Jackson."

As he turned to the telephone, I hurried away to give
instructions to the maid and to set the workshop in order so that
we might start without delay on our evening's task, concerning
which a few words of explanation would seem to be called for.

My father was by nature designed to be a craftsman. He was never
so happy as when he was making something or in some way working
with his hands; and remarkably skilful hands they were, with an
inborn capacity for the dexterous manipulation of every kind of
material, tool or appliance. And to his natural skill he had added
a vast amount of knowledge of methods and processes. He was an
excellent woodworker, an admirable mechanic, and a quite passable
potter. Our house abounded in the products of his industry; stools,
cupboards, clocks, fenders, earthen ware jars; even our bicycles
had been built, or, at least, "assembled" by him, and a bronze
knocker on our door had been finished by him from castings made in
our workshop. If his powers of design had been equal to his manual
skill, he would have been a first-class art craftsman.
Unfortunately they were not. Left to himself, his tendency was to
aim at a neat trade finish, at smooth surfaces and mechanical
precision. But he knew his limitations, and had been at great pains
to have me instructed in the arts of design; and, as I apparently
had some natural aptitude in that direction, I was able to help him
by making sketches and working drawings and by criticising the work
as it progressed. But my duties did not stop at that. In our happy,
united life, I was his apprentice, his journeyman, his assistant—or
foreman, as he pleased to call me—and his constant companion, in
the house, in the workshop, and in our walks abroad.

As our maid, Jessie, laid the tea-tray on a vacant corner of the
work-bench, I examined our latest joint-production, a bronze
coal-scuttle, the design of which was based on a Roman helmet that
I had seen in the British Museum. There was a good deal more than
an ordinary evening's work to be done before it could be finished.
A portion of the embossed ornament on the foot required touching
up, the foot itself had to be brazed to the body and the handle had
to be rivetted to the lugs, to say nothing of the" pickling,"
scouring, and oxidizing. It was a colossal evening's work.

But it was not the magnitude of the task that troubled me, for I
shared my father's love of manual work. What had instantly
impressed me with a vague discomfort was the urgency of my father's
desire to get this piece of work finished and done with. That was
not like him at all. Not only had he the genuine craftsman's
inexhaustible patience, but he had a habit of keeping an apparently
finished work on hand, that he might tinker at it lovingly, smooth
and polish it, and bring it to a state of even greater complete
ness and finish.

Why, then, this strange urgency and impatience? And, as I asked
myself the question, all my fears came crowding back on me. Again
there came that dreadful sinking at the heart, that strangling
terror of the storm-cloud that hung over us, unseen but ready to
burst and overwhelm us in ruin at any moment.

But I had little time for these gloomy and disquieting thoughts.
The tinkling of the telephone bell in the study told me that my
father had finished his talk with his managing clerk, and a few
moments later he strode into the workshop and began taking off his
coat.

"Where's your apron, Jimmy?" he asked (the pet name "Jimmy" had
been evolved out of an ancient fiction that my name was
Jemima).

There's no hurry, Pater, dear," said I. "Let a person have her
tea in peace. And do sit down like a Christian man."

He obediently perched himself on a stool as I handed him his
tea, but in less than a minute he was on his feet again, prowling,
cup in hand, around the end of the bench where the work lay.

"Wonder if I'd better anneal it a bit,' he mused, picking up the
bronze foot and examining the unfinished space. "Mustn't make it
too soft. Think I will, though. We can hammer it up a,little on the
stake after it's brazed on. That will harden it enough."

He laid the foot down, but only that he might apply a match to
the great gas blowpipe; and I watched him with a sinking heart as
he stood with his teacup in one hand, while with the other he held
the foot, gripped in a pair of tongs, in the roaring purple flame.
What did it mean, this strange, restless haste to finish what was,
after all, but a work of pleasure? Did it portend some change that
he saw more clearly than I? Was he, impelled by the craftsman's
instinct, turning in this fashion a page of the book of life? Or
was it—Oh! dreadful thought!—was it that he was deliberately
writing "Finis" before closing the volume?

But whatever was in his secret mind, he chatted cheerfully as he
worked, and submitted to be fed with scraps of bread and butter and
to have cups of tea administered at intervals; yet still I noted
that the chasing hammer flew at unwonted speed, and the depth of
the punch-marks on the work that rested on the sand-bag told of an
unusual weight in the blows.

"What a pity it is," he remarked, "that social prejudices
prevent a middle-class man from earning a livelihood with his
hands. Now, here I am, a third-rate solicitor perforce, whereas, if
I followed my bent, I should be a first-rate coppersmith. Shouldn't
I?"

"Quite first-rate," I replied.

"Or even a silversmith," he continued, "if I could have my mate,
Jim, to do the art with a capital A while I did the work with a
capital W. Hm?"

He looked up at me with a twinkle, and I took the opportunity to
pop a piece of bread and butter into his mouth, which occasioned a
pause in the conversation.

I had entertained faint—very faint—hopes that he might say
something to me about his difficulties. Not that I was inquisitive
on the subject; but, in view of a resolution that was slowly
forming in my mind, I should have liked to have some idea what his
position really was. It seemed pretty plain, however, that he did
not intend to take me into his confidence; notwithstanding which I
decided in a tentative way to give him an opening.

"Wasn't that Mr. Otway who was with you this afternoon?" I
asked.

"Yes," he replied. "How did you know?"

"I heard his voice in the hall as you let him out," I answered,
with something of a gulp at the implied untruth.

The chasing hammer was arrested for a moment in mid air, and, as
my father's eye fixed itself reflectively on the punch that he
held, I could see that he was trying to remember what Mr. Otway had
said in the hall.

Yes," he replied, after a brief pause, "it was Mr. Otway. I
should hardly have thought you would have known his voice. Queer
fellow, Otway. No brains to speak of, but yet an excellent man of
business in his way."

"What does he do—by way of profession, I mean?"

"The Lord knows. He was originally a solicitor, but he hasn't
practised for years. Now he is what is called a financier, which is
a little vague, but apparently profitable. And I think he does
something in the way of precious stones."

"Do you mean that he deals in them?"

"Yes, occasionally; at least, so I have heard. I know that he is
something of a connoisseur in stones, and that he had a collection,
which he sold some time ago. I have also heard—and I believe it is
a fact— that his name was originally Levy, and that he is one of
the Chosen. But why he changed his name I have no notion, unless it
was an undesirable one to present to the financial world."

I was half disposed to pursue my enquiries further, but as he
finished speaking, he once more began to ply the hammer with such
furious energy that I became quite uneasy.

"You mustn't exert yourself so much, Pater," I remarked.
"Remember what Dr. Sharpe said."

"Bah I" he replied. "Sharpe is an old woman. My heart is sound
enough. At any rate, it will last as long as the rest of me. An old
fellow like me cannot expect to go in for sprinting or high
jumping, but there's no need for him to live in splints and cotton
wool."

"Nor to endanger his health by perfectly unnecessary exertion.
Why on earth are you in such a fever to get this thing
finished?"

"I'm not in a fever, my dear," he answered; "I'm only tired of
seeing this thing lying about unfinished. You see, as it stands, it
is only so many pounds of old bronze, whereas a couple of hours'
work turns it into a valuable piece of furniture, fit to take a
dignified place in the catalogue when we are sold up. Just consider
how finely it would read:

'Handsome bronze scuttle, in form of Roman helmet, the work of
the late owner and his charming and talented daughter, capable of
serving either as a convenient receptacle for coal or as a becoming
head-dress for a person with a suitable cranium.' Don't you think
that would sound rather alluring?"

"Very," I replied; "but as we are not going to be sold up—"

The rest of my sentence was drowned in the din of the beaten
metal as my father returned to his hammering, and I only watched in
mute discomfort until this part of the work was done and the great
brazing jet was once more set a-roaring.

The work progressed apace, for my father was not only skilful
and neat, but could be very quick on occasion; and as I watched the
completion of stage after stage, I was conscious of a growing
uneasiness, a vague fear of seeing the work actually finished; as
if this mere toy—for it was little more—held some deep and tragic
symbolism. I felt like one looking on at the slow wasting of one of
those waxen effigies which the sorceresses of old prepared with
magical rites for the destruction of some victim, whose life should
slowly wane and flicker away with the wasting of the wax.

And meanwhile, above the roar of the blowpipe flame, my father's
voice sounded, now in a cheerful stave of song, and now in lively
jest or playful badinage. But yet he did not deceive me. Behind all
this show of high spirits was a sombre background that was never
quite hidden. For the eye of love is very keen and can see plainly,
despite quip or joke or jovial carol, when "Black Care rides behind
the horseman."

What a miserable affair it was, this pitiful acting of two poor,
leaden-hearted mortals, each hiding from each the desperate resolve
with smiles and jests that were more hitter than tears I For I,
too, had now my secret, and must needs preserve it with such a show
of gaiety as I could muster by sheer effort of will. The resolution
of which I have spoken was growing—growing, even as the toy that we
were making was growing towards completion, and as I seemed to see,
as if symbolized by it, the sands of destiny trickling out before
my eyes. So I, too, had my part to play in this harrowing
comedy.

Works which have consumed much time in the doing have a way of
coming to an end with disconcerting suddenness. 'When I mixed the
acid for the "pickle." in the great earthenware pan, it seemed that
a great deal still remained to be done, in spite of my father's
feverish energy and swift dexterity. And then, but a few minutes
later, as it appeared to me, behold the finished piece standing on
the bench its embossed ornament telling boldly against the
sulphur-browned background, and my father stretching himself and
wiping the blackened oil from his hands; and it was borne in on me
that, with the final touch, his interest in the thing had fallen
dead.

"Nunc dimittis!" he murmured. "It's finished at last. 'Now
lettest Thou Thy servant depart in peace.' And that reminds me,
Jim; don't the shops keep open late to-night?"

"Some of them do," I replied.

"Good," said he. "Tell Jessie to bring up the supper while I'm
washing. I've got to make a business call to-night, and I want to
get some things, so we won't make it a ceremonious meal. Not that I
want to put you on short allowance, for I expect you are hungry
after your Titanic labours. You mustn't take any notice of me."

As he hurried away, I rang the bell, and, when I had given the
necessary instructions, I went up to my bedroom to remove the
traces of the evening's work and make myself presentable.

At the supper table my father preserved the same quiet gaiety of
manner— his usual manner, in fact; for he was always cheerful and
companionable— though, on this occasion, the speed with which he
disposed of his food gave little opportunity for conversation.
After a very hurried meal, he rose, and, pushing back his chair,
glanced at his watch.

"You mustn't mind my running away," said he. "Time, tide and the
shopkeeper wait for no man."

He moved away toward the door, but before he reached it he
paused and then came back and stood beside my chair.

"You need'nt sit up for me," he said. "I may possibly be rather
late. So I'd better say 'good-night' now.'" He took my head in his
hands, and, looking earnestly into my eyes, murmured: "Dear little
Jim; best and most loyal of apprentices." Then he kissed me very
tenderly and passed his hands over my hair.

"Good-night, sweetheart," said he. "Don't sit up reading, but go
to bed early like a sensible girlie—if you will pardon my thopping
into Weggish poetry without notice."

He turned away and walked quickly to the door, where he stood
for a moment to wave his hand. I heard him go to the study, and sat
stiffly in my chair listening. In a few moments he came out and
stepped quietly across the hail; there was a brief pause, and then
the outer door closed.

He was gone.

At the sound of the closing door, I sprang to my feet with all
my terrors revived. Whither had he gone? It was unusual for him to
leave his home at night. What was it that had taken him abroad on
this night of all others? And what was it that he wanted to buy?
And wanted so urgently that he could not wait until the morrow? And
why had he wished me "good-night" with such tender earnestness? A
foolish question, this, for he was a loving father, and never
sought to veil his affection. But to-night I was unstrung; haunted
by nameless fears that gave a dreadful significance to every
passing incident. And as the chill of mortal terror crept round my
heart, the resolution that had been growing—growing, came to its
final completion.

It had to be. Horrible, loathsome as, even then, I felt it to
be, it was the only alternative to that other nameless and
unthinkable. The sacrifice must be made by us both for both our
sakes—if it were not too late already.

Too late? Even as the dreadful thought smote like a hammer on my
heart, I ran from the room and sped up the stairs on the wings of
terror. With trembling fingers I took my hat and cloak from the
wardrobe and hurried down stairs, putting them on as I went. At the
dining-room door I called out a hasty message to the maid, and
then, snatching up my gloves from the hall table, I opened the door
and ran out into darkness.










Chapter 3
The Covenant


As I sped swiftly along the quiet roads on the outskirts of the
town the confusion and sense of helplessness began to subside under
the influence of action and a definite purpose; by degrees my
thoughts clarified, and I found myself shaping out, with surprising
deliberation and judgment, the course that I intended to pursue.
Mr. Otway's house was about a mile distant from ours, somewhat
farther out of town, though on a frequented road; a short distance
and quickly covered by my flying feet. Yet, short as it was, and
traversed with a phantom of terror in close pursuit, it gave me
time to collect my faculties, so that, when I opened the gate and
walked up the little drive, I had already to a large extent
recovered my self-possession, though I was still trembling with the
fear of what might be happening else where at this very moment.

The door was opened by a small frail-looking woman of about
fifty, who did not look quite like an ordinary servant, and whose
appearance instantly impressed me disagreeably. She stood with her
face slightly averted, looking at me out of the corners of her
eyes, and holding the door open as she asked, with a slight Scotch
accent:

"Who would you be wanting?"

"I wish to see Mr. Otway, if he is at home?" I replied.

"If ye'll come in and give me your name, I'll tell him," said
she; and with this she showed me into a small room that opened out
of the hall, where, when I had told her my name, she left me. In
less than a minute Mr. Otway entered, and having carefully closed
the door, shook hands gravely and offered me a chair.

"This is quite an unexpected pleasure, Miss Vardon," said he.
"Oddly enough, I was just thinking about you. I called on your
father only this afternoon."

"I know," said I. "It was about that that I came to see
you."

"Your father, then," said Mr. Otway, "has mentioned to you the
subject of our not entirely pleasant inter view?

"No, he has not," I replied. "Nothing has passed between us on
the subject, and he is not aware that I have come here. The fact
is, I overheard a part of your conversation and made it my business
to hear as much of the rest as I could."

"Ha! Indeed!" He gave me a quick glance, half enquiring, half
suspicious, and added: "Perhaps, Miss Vardon, you had better tell
me what you heard."

There is no need for me to repeat it in detail," said I; "but,
from what I heard, I gathered that my father had rendered himself
liable to a prosecution. Is that correct?"

"Yes," said Mr. Otway, "that is unfortunately—most
unfortunately—the case."

"And that the proceedings will be taken by you, and that you
have the power to stay them if you choose?"

"I wouldn't put it that way, Miss Vardon. That hardly states the
position fairly. Do you know nothing of the circumstances at all?
Has your father not told you any thing about this unfortunate
affair?"

"He has not spoken a word to me on the subject, and he has no
idea that I know anything about it."

"H'm," Mr. Otway grunted, reflectively. "Yes. Well, Miss Vardon,
if you wish to talk the matter over with me, perhaps I had better
just let you know how the land lies, although, really, your father
is the proper person to tell you."

"I think you had better tell me, if you don't mind," said I.

"Very well, Miss Vardon," be agreed. "Then the position is this:
A sum of money—five thousand pounds, to be exact—was handed to your
father by the trustees of a certain estate, to be invested by him
on behalf of the trust; and the manner of its disposal—into which
we need not enter— was quite clearly specified. But your father,
instead of disposing of the money as directed, chose to make over
the whole of it as a loan to a friend of his who was in temporary
difficulties; a manufacturer, as I understand, who had suffered an
unexpected loss and was on the verge of bankruptcy. There was no
proper security, nor even, as I understand, any satisfactory
arrangement as to the payment of interest. The whole affair was
most improper; a gross violation of trust. In effect, your father
converted this money and made use of it for his own purposes."

"Is the money lost?" I enquired.

Mr. Otway shrugged his shoulders. "Who can say? It may be
recoverable some day, or it may not. But that is very little to the
point. The position is that it is now demanded of your father and
that he can't produce it."

"And so you are going to prosecute him?"

"Oh, please don't put it that way, Miss Vardon. I am a quite
involuntary agent. My position is that I am instructed to get this
money from your father and dispose of it in a particular way. But I
can't get it; and when I report that fact, I shall, of course, be
urged—in fact, compelled—to take criminal proceedings. I shall have
no choice. It isn't my money, you know."

"But why criminal proceedings?" I asked. "It seems to me that a
civil action to recover the money would be the natural course."

Again Mr. Otway shrugged his shoulders. "I don't see that it
makes much difference," said he. "The money has been made away
with. Even if the trustees took no criminal action, there is the
Public Prosecutor and there is the Incorporated Law Society. A
prosecution is inevitable."

"And supposing my father is convicted?"

"It is hardly necessary to suppose," said Mr. Otway. "He will
be. There is no defence. As to the sentence, I don't imagine that
the maximum punishment of seven years penal servitude is likely to
be inflicted. Still, your father is a solicitor, and the law is,
quite properly, very severe in the case of solicitors who
misappropriate their clients' property. He is almost certain to get
a term of imprisonment."

To this I made no reply. There was nothing to say. It was only
too clear that every avenue of escape was closed—save one; and
realizing more fully every moment where that one led, I could not
bring myself to make the fateful move. So, for a while, we sat in a
hideous silence through which the ticking of a clock penetrated
noisily and seemed to keep pace with the thumping of my heart.

As I sat, bracing myself for the effort that had to be made, my
eyes travelled, half unconsciously, over the person of my
companion. His appearance was not prepossessing. Huge, unwieldy and
shapeless, although by no means grossly fat, his great size carried
no dignity; nor did his very marked and prominent features impart
to his face anything of distinction or nobility. He was of a
distinctly oriental type, with black and rather curly hair, oiled
and combed over a slightly bald head, a large aquiline nose, a wide
mouth, rather full and fleshy, and very dark eyes, under which were
baggy folds of skin creased by innumerable tiny wrinkles. As I
looked at him with growing distaste, I found myself comparing him
to a gigantic spider. Suddenly it was borne in on me— perhaps by
the measured ticking of the clock—that time was passing: time which
might be infinitely precious. To delay further were mere cowardice.
Nevertheless, when I spoke, it was in a voice so husky that I had
to stop and begin again.

"You spoke, Mr. Otway—I heard you mention to my father that—that
on certain conditions, you would—would be prepared to abandon your
intention of prosecuting—Or, at least—"

I could get no farther. Fear and shame and loathing of this
thing that I was going to do, overpowered me utterly. It was only
by the most strenuous effort that I choked down the sob that was
rising in my throat. But I had said enough, for Mr. Otway now came
to my assistance.

"I told your father that I was prepared to take over his
liabilities, for the time being, at least, on condition that you
became my wife. He refused, as perhaps you know refused very
definitely, I may say."

"And rather rudely, I am afraid."

"He was not at any great pains to wrap his refusal up
delicately. But we may let that pass. Is it in respect of this
proposal of mine that you have done me the very great honour of
calling on me, Miss Vardon?"

I felt myself turn scarlet, but nevertheless I answered,
resolutely:

"Yes. I came to ask if my father's very blunt refusal had closed
the matter finally, or whether you were prepared to—to re-open
it."

"We won't talk about re-opening it. It was never closed, by me.
The proposal that I made to your father I now make to you; and if
you should see your way to accepting it, I believe you would never
have occasion to regret your decision."

He spoke in a dry, commercial tone, as if he were trying to sell
me something at a rather high price; as, in fact, he was. And
meanwhile I found myself wondering dimly why on earth he wanted to
marry me.

"May I ask," he continued, after a pause, "if you are disposed
to entertain my proposal?

"I would do anything to save my father," I replied.

"That," said he, "is what I thought, judging from my previous
knowledge of you; and it was the knowledge of your devotion to your
father that encouraged me to make the proposal. For it seemed to me
that a young lady of your attractions who could so completely
devote herself to an elderly father might find it possible to
devote herself to an elderly husband."

His reasoning did not impress me as very sound, seeing that it
took no account of the respective personalities of the father and
the proposed husband. But I made no reply, and, after a further
pause, he asked:

"Am I to understand that you—that you regard my proposal
favourably?"

"I can't say that," I replied. "But I came here to-night
prepared to accept your conditions, and I am ready to accept them
now. But, of course, you understand that I do so under compulsion
and not of my own free choice."

"I quite realise that," said he; "but I take it that you will
carry out fairly any covenant into which you may enter."

"Certainly I shall," was my reply.

"Then may I take it that you are willing to marry me, on the
conditions that I named?"

"Yes, Mr. Otway. I consent to marry you on those conditions and
on certain others that I will propose."

"Let us hear the other conditions," said he.

"The first is that you give me a promise in writing that, in
consideration of my consent to marry you, you will do what is
necessary to get my father out of his present difficulties."

"That is quite fair, though it is rather unnecessary. I
shouldn't want a convict for a father-in-law, you know. But,
anyhow, I'll agree, as soon as the marriage is over, to pay into
your father's bank a cheque for five thousand pounds, or, if he
prefers it, to give him a full discharge for that amount. And I
will give you an undertaking in writing to that effect before you
leave here to-night. Will that do?"

"It will do quite well," I answered. "But I wish you also to add
to that undertaking a proviso to the effect that, if at any time
before the marriage takes place, any circumstances shall arise by
which your pecuniary help shall become unnecessary, then this
agreement between you and me shall not take effect, and you shall
have no claim of any kind on me."

Mr. Otway looked at me in some surprise, and, indeed, I was
somewhat surprised myself at the completeness with which my
judgment and self-possession had revived as soon as it came to
making terms; though I had considered the matter very carefully on
my way to Mr. Otway's house.

"You are a true lawyer's daughter, Miss Vardon," said he, with a
somewhat wry smile. "You are not going to give yourself away
gratis. No play, no pay, h'm? How ever, you are quite right. You
agree to marry me for a certain consideration. If you don't receive
the consideration, you don't marry me. Very well. That is a
perfectly business-like proposition, and I agree to it. You think
that perhaps your father may be able to meet his liabilities, after
all?"

I do not think anything of the kind. The proviso was introduced
by me in view of a very different contingency. I was making this
sacrifice to save my father's life. If I failed in that, the
sacrifice would be useless. But I did not think it necessary to
mention this to Mr. Otway. I therefore replied that, as I knew very
little about my father's affairs, I thought it wise to provide even
against the improbable.

"Quite so, Miss Vardon, quite so," he agreed. "One should always
make provision for the unexpected. Well, I have said that I accept
your first two conditions. What is the next one?"

"I want you to write my father a letter which shall relieve him
of all present anxieties, and I want you to give me that letter so
that it may be delivered to-night."

At this Mr. Otway's countenance fell somewhat. He pursed up his
lips disapprovingly, and, after some moments of reflection, said
gravely: "That, you know, Miss Vardon, really anticipates the
fulfilment of the contract on my side. Such a letter would commit
me to a withdrawal of my demand for immediate payment of this
money."

"But," said I, "you have my promise, which I am willing to give
you in writing, if you wish me to."

"Well," he replied, dubiously, "that would seem to meet the
difficulty, not that I am suspecting you of trying to evade
fufilment. But, you see, your father has refused his consent and
will probably continue to refuse, so that one would rather not
raise the question. By the way, I suppose you are over
twenty-one?"

"I was twenty-three last birthday."

"Then, of course, his consent is not necessary. Still, one
doesn't want a fuss; and if you delivered this letter to him, he
would be in possession of the facts, and then there would be
trouble."

"I was not proposing to deliver it to him. I should drop it in
the letter-box and let him think that you had sent or left it. He
would know nothing of my visit to you or of the arrangement we have
come to."

"I see. That alters the position somewhat. But is it really
necessary? I can understand your wish to relieve his anxiety; but
still, it need be only a day or two. Do you really think it is
essential?"

"I do, Mr. Otway. I think it absolutely essential. If I had not,
I should not have come here to-night. My father is in a desperate
position, and one never knows what a desperate man may do."

Mr. Otway gave me a quick glance, and I could see that he was
considerably startled. The possibility at which I had hinted would
have consequences for him as well as for me, and I saw that he
fully realized this. But he did not answer hastily. Perhaps he saw
more in my suggestion than I did myself. At any rate, he pondered
for some seconds before he finally replied:

"Perhaps you are right, Miss Vardon. I'm sure I shall be very
glad to put an end to his suspense. Yes, I'll write the letter and
give it to you. Are there any more conditions?"

"No; that is all. So if you will write the letter and the
agreement and draft out what you want me to say, we shall have
done. And please make as much haste as you can. It is rather late,
and I am anxious to get home before my father if possible."

My anxiety apparently communicated itself to Mr. Otway, for he
immediately swung his chair round to his desk, and, taking one or
two sheets of paper from the rack, began to write rapidly. In two
or three minutes he turned, and, handing me what he had written,
together with a blank sheet of paper and a pen and ink-bottle, took
a fresh sheet himself, and, without a word, began once more to
write. The draft which he had handed me was simply and concisely
worded as follows:—"I, Helen Vardon, of Stonebury, Maidstone, in
the county of Kent, spinster, hereby promise to marry Lewis Otway,
of the Beeches, Maidstone, in the county of Kent, attorney-at-law,
within fourteen days from this present date, in consideration of
his assuming the present liabilities of my father, William Henry
Vardon, in respect of the estate of James Collis-Hardy deceased,
this promise to be subject to the conditions set forth in a letter
written to me by the said Lewis Otway and dated the 2 of April,
1908.

"(signed) HELEN VARDON.

Maidstone, Kent.

21st April, 1908."

I read the draft through carefully, noting that it was not only
quite simple and lucid, but that it embodied the terms of our
agreement with scrupulous fairness and took over my father's
liabilities without any limit as to time; then I dipped the pen in
the ink and made a fair copy on the blank sheet which I signed, and
laid on the corner of the desk.

By the time I had finished my copy, Mr. Otway had completed the
first of the documents, which he now handed to me; and as I read
it, he took up the paper that I had written, and, having glanced
through it, placed it in a drawer and began once more to write. The
paper that he had given to me was in the form of a letter, and read
thus:

"Dear Miss Vardon,

"At your request I put on record the terms of the arrangement
which has been made between us to-day, and which are:

"i. That in consideration of my taking over your father's
liabilities in respect of the Collis-Hardy Estate, you agree to
marry me within fourteen days of this present date.

"2. That on the completion of the marriage ceremony, or at such
time thereafter as you may decide upon, I shall pay into your
father's bank the sum of five thousand pounds, or, if he prefers
it, give him a full discharge of all liabilities in respect of the
Collis-Hardy Estate aforesaid.

"3. Provided that if at any time prior to the said marriage your
father shall discharge the said liabilities, or any circumstances
shall arise by which the said payment or discharge by me shall
become unnecessary, then the agreement between you and me which is
herein recorded shall become void, and neither of us, the
contracting parties, shall have any claim upon the other.

"I am, dear Miss Vardon,

"Your obedient servant,

"LEWIS OTWAY.

"Maidstone, Kent.

"2 April, 1908."

Mr Otway glanced up from his desk as I folded the paper and
bestowed it in my purse, and asked: "Will that do? I think it
covers the terms of our arrangement."

"Thank you," I answered; "it will do quite well."

He made no rejoinder, but went on with the letter that be was
writing; and meanwhile I sat and watched him, with a strong
distaste of his appearance, dimly wondering at this strange
interview and at my own curious self- possession and mental
alertness. But behind these hazy reflections was a background of
haunting terror that had never quite faded even when I was putting
the utmost strain upon my wits; terror lest all this bargaining
should be useless after all; lest I should arrive home to find that
my help had come too late.

These disquieting thoughts were presently interrupted by Mr.
Otway, who, laying down his pen and swinging round in his revolving
chair, took up the letter that he had just written.

"This is what I have said to your father, Miss Vardon. I think
it will make his mind quite easy for the present, which is all we
want.

"'Dear Vardon,

"'Since my talk with you this afternoon, I have been thinking
over matters and considering whether it is not possible to give you
more time. On looking into the affairs of the trust more closely, I
think it can be done; in fact, I am sure it can, with some careful
management on my part. So you may take it from me that the demand,
which I felt compelled to make, is withdrawn for the time being.
When you are in a position to surrender the money, you had better
notify me; and in the meantime you have my assurance that no
further demand will be made without reasonable notice.

"'I hope this will relieve your natural anxiety, concerning
which I have been a little uncomfortable since I left you.

"'The Beeches.

2 April, 1908.'

Yours sincerely,

"'LEWIS OTWAY.

He handed me the letter when he had finished reading, and I
glanced through it quickly before returning it to him.

"I think that ought to relieve him of all anxiety," said he.

"Yes," I answered. "It will do admirably. And if you will kindly
seal it and let me have it, I will go at once and drop it in the
letter-box. It is most important that it should be in his hands as
soon as possible."

"Quite so," he agreed; "and I won't detain you further excepting
to point out that, by giving you this letter, I am putting myself
entirely in your hands. You will observe that this amounts to a
surrender of my claim on your father for the time being. He will,
of course, keep the letter, and could produce it in answer to any
sudden demand for the restitution of the money. So I am really
carrying out my part of the agreement in advance."

"Yes, I see that," I replied, "and I thank you most sincerely;
but," I added, rising and holding out my hand for the letter, "you
have my solemn promise to carry out my part. If you were better
acquainted with me, you would consider that enough."

"But I do, Miss Vardon," he rejoined, hastily; "I do. If I did
not trust you implicitly, I should not have written this letter.
However, I mustn't delay you. I will make all the necessary
arrangements and let you know when everything is ready. Will next
Thursday be too soon?"

At the mention of an actual date, and one so near, too,
something like a complete realisation of what I was doing flashed
into my mind and set my heart thumping painfully. But it had to be,
so why haggle for terms? Nor, indeed, since it must be, was there
any use in trying to put off the evil day. The urgent need of the
moment was to get this letter into my father's hands, if it were
not already too late.

"I must leave the arrangement of the affair to you, Mr. Otway,"
I murmured, shakily. "Do as you think best. And now I must really
go."

He shook my hand in a drily courteous fashion and let me out,
accompanying me down the drive to the outer gate, which he opened
for me with a ceremonious bow. I wished him a hurried "good-night,"
and, as soon as I was outside the gate, ran off in the direction of
home, holding the precious letter in the little pocket of my
cloak.










Chapter 4
The Eleventh Hour


As I drew near the neighbourhood of our house my fears grew so
that I was compelled by sheer breathlessness and the trembling of
my limbs to slacken my pace. I was sick with terror. In my mind,
pictures, vague and nebulous but unspeakably dreadful, rose like
the visions of a nightmare. I clutched the precious order of
release in my pocket and set my teeth, trying not to think of what
I might find at my journey's end.

At last I came in sight of the house. It was all dark save two
of the upper windows—those of the servants' bedrooms. The servants,
then, were going to bed as usual, for ours was an early household.
This seemed reassuring, but only to a slight degree; for even if—I
opened the gate softly—I do not know why, but some how I
instinctively avoided noise of any kind—and running up the garden
path, let myself in quietly with my latch-key. With one quick and
fearful glance around the darkened hall, I stole up to the
hat-stand. Apparently my father had not yet come home, for his
stick was not in the stand, and one of his hats was missing. I
looked at the tall clock and noted that it was not yet half-past
ten; I peered out through the open doorway, down the dark road, and
listened awhile for the sound of footsteps; then, slipping the
letter into the letter-box—which I could see contained no other
missives—I lit one of the candles from the hall table, and, having
peeped into the study, the book-room and the workshop, stole
silently up the stairs.

First, I went to my father's bedroom, and, by the glimmer of gas
that the maid had left burning, and the light of my candle,
inspected it narrowly. I looked over the trifles on the mantelpiece
and on the dressing-table, and even opened the little
medicine-cupboard to run my eye over the collection of bottles and
boxes, pausing from time to time that I might listen for footsteps,
strange or familiar, as Fate might decree. But pry as I would,
there was nothing unusual, nothing on which the most eager
suspicion might fasten. All the details of that room were familiar
to me, for it had been my daily task since my girlhood to look them
over and see that my father's orderly arrangements were not
disturbed by the servants; and everything was in its place, and
nothing new or strange or sinister had made its appearance.

When I had finished my inspection, I stole softly along the
corridor to my own bedroom, which was at the head of the stairs,
and, turning up the gas, but leaving the door ajar, began slowly to
undress, listening intently the while for any sounds that might
confirm or dispel my fears. The house was very quiet and still; so
quiet that the tinkle of the water, as I poured it out from the
ewer, struck with disturbing harshness on my ear, and even the
ticking of the little clock and my own slippered footfalls seemed
an impertinent intrusion into that expectant silence.

It was a few minutes past eleven when the sound of a latch-key
and the gentle closing of the hall door sent the blood tingling to
my very finger-tips. No footsteps had been audible on the garden
path, but this, in itself, was characteristic; for my father and I
were alike in that we both disliked noise and habitually moved
about softly, avoiding the slamming of doors or the production in
any way of jarring sounds.

I crept on tip-toe to the door and listened. A stick was
carefully put down in the hall-stand, and then I thought—but was
not quite sure— that I heard my father unlock the letter-box. A few
seconds later I caught a faint creak, which I recognised as
proceeding from the study door, and, after a short interval, the
creak was repeated and the door closed. Then the hall gas was
turned out and soft footfalls began to ascend the stairs.

"Is that you, Pater, dear? " I asked.

"Is it I, indeed, O! wicked and disobedient child and likewise
minx!" was the welcome answer. "Didn't I tell you to go to
bed?"

"Yes, you did; and I am going. But I thought I would like to see
you safely home from your roysterings."

"Mures rathi!" he exclaimed, as he came into the light from my
open door. "It is poor old Queen Anne who has been keeping you out
of your little nest. I know you."

Here he gave a gentle tug at one of the tails into which I had
plaited my hair, and, having kissed me on the tip of my nose,
continued:

"And you look as tired as the proverbial dog—which is the only
kind of dog that ever does get tired. Now go to bed and sleep like
a young dormouse. Good-night, Jimmy, dear."

With the aid of the convenient tail, he drew my face to his and
kissed me again; then he went off along the corridor singing very
softly, but just audibly to me:

"Her father he makes cabbage nets And in the streets does cry
'em; Her mother she sells laces long—"

Here a rapid diminuendo indicated the closing of the door, and
the silence that had been so agreeably broken once again settled
down upon the house. Still, I stood at the open door, looking out
into the darkness. Had my father seen the letter? He had seemed
very cheerful. But then, he would have seemed very cheerful if he
had been walking to the scaffold or the stake. That was his nature.
Yet his gaiety had appeared to me more genuine than that which he
had exhibited earlier in the evening. However, there was no need to
speculate; the question could easily be set at rest. Taking the
match-box from my candlestick, I stole silently down the stairs,
steadying myself by the hand-rail, and groped my way across the
hall until I reached the door. Then I struck a match, and by its
light, peered through the wire grating into the letter-box.

It was empty. The letter had been taken out.

I blew out the match, and, having dropped it into the salver on
the table, crept back up the stairs to my room. Closing the door
silently, I made my final preparations, turned out the light and
crept into bed, feeling in the sudden ecstasy of relief that I
could now shake off all care and bury the anxieties and alarms of
this dreadful day in slumber.

My father was saved! No haunting fear of imminent tragedy, no
dread of impending ruin and disgrace, remained to murder sleep or
mingle it with frightful visions. My father was saved. At the
eleventh hour I had made my bid for his life and liberty; and the
eleventh hour had not been too late.
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