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THE STREETS OF ASCALON

CHAPTER 1

It being rent day, and Saturday, the staff of the
¢ Irish Legation,” with the exception of Westguard,
began to migrate uptown for the monthly conference,
returning one by one from that mysterious financial
jungle popularly known as “ Downtown.” As for
Westguard, he had been in his apartment all day as
usual. He worked where he resided.

A little before five o’clock John Desmond Lacy,
Jr., came in, went directly to his rooms on the top floor,
fished out a check-book, and tried to persuade himself
that he had a pleasing balance at the bank—not because
he was likely to have any balance either there or in his
youthful brain, but because he had to have one some-
where. God being good to the Irish he found he had
not overdrawn his account.

Roger O’Hara knocked on his door, later, and re-
ceiving no response called out: “ Are-you in there,
Jack?”

“ No,” said Lacy, scratching away with his pen in
passionate hopes of discovering a still bigger balance.

“ Sportin’ your oak, old Skeezicks?” inquired
O’Hara, affectionately, delivering a kick at the door.

“ Le¢t me alone, you wild Irishman!” shouted Lacy.
“If I can’t dig out an extra hundred somewhere the
State Superintendent is likely to sport my oak for
keeps!”
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THE STREETS OF ASCALON

A big, lumbering, broad-shouldered young fellow .
was coming up the stairs behind O’Hara, a blank book
and some papers tucked under his arm, and O’Hara
nodded to him and opened Mr. Lacy’s door without fur-
ther parleying.

“ Here’s Westguard, now,” he said; “ and as we
can’t shoot landlords in the close season we’ll have
to make arrangements to pay for bed and board,
Jack.”

Lacy glanced up from the sheet of figures hefore
him, then waved his guests to seats and lighted a
cigarette.

“ Hooray,” he remarked to Westguard; “I can
draw you a check, Karl, and live to tell the tale.”
And he rose and gave his place at the desk to the man
addressed, who seated himself heavily, as though
tired.

‘ Before we go over the accounts,” he began, “I
want to say a word or two »”

“ Hadn’t you better wait till Quarren comes in? * in-
terrupted O’Hara, smoking and stretching out his long
legs.

“No; I want to talk to you two fellows first. And
I’ll tell you at once what’s the matter: Quarren’s check
came back marked ¢ no funds.” This is the third time;
and one of us ought to talk to him.”

“It’s only a slip,” said Lacy—*“it’s the tendency
in him that considers the lilies of the field »?

“ It isn’t square,” said Westguard doggedly.

“ Nonsense, Karl, Rix means to be square

“ That’s all right, too, but he isn’t succeeding. It
humiliates me ; it hurts like hell to have to call his atten-
tion to such oversights.”

”
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“Oh, he’s the gay tra-la-la,” said O’Hara, indul-
gently; “do you think he bothers his elegant noddle
about such trifles as checks? Besides he’s almx#? as
Irish as I am—God bless his mother and damn all land-
lords, Lester Caldera included.”

“ What does Quarren do with all his money, then? ”
mused Lacy—* soaking the public in Tappan-Zee
Park and sitting up so close and snug to the rich and

at!”

“It’s his business,” said Westguard, “ to see that
any check he draws is properly covered. Overdrafts
may be funny in a woman, and in novels, but once is
too often for any man. And this makes three times
for Rix.”

“ Ah, thin, lave the poor la-ad be! ye could-blooded
Sassenach!” said Lacy, pretending to the brogue.
“ Phwat the divil!—’tis the cashier ye should blame
whin Rix tells him to pay, an’ he refuses to projuice
the long-green wad!”

But Westguard, unsmiling, consulted his memo-
randa, then, holding up his sheet of figures:

¢ There’s a quorum here,” he said. “ Rix can read
this over when he comes in, if he likes. Here’s the situa-
tion.” And he read off the items of liabilities and as-
sets, showing exactly, and to a penny, how the house
had been run for the past month.

Everything was there, rent, servants’ wages, re-
pairs, provisions, bills for heating and lighting, extras,
incidentals — all disbursements and receipts; then,
pausing for comments, and hearing none, he closed the
ledger with a sharp slap.

“ The roof’s leakin’,” observed O’Hara without par-
ticular interest.
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“ Write to the landlord,” said Lacy—* the stingy
millionaire.”

“ He won't fix it,” returned the other. “ Did you
ever hear of Lester Caldera spendin’ a cent? ”

“ On himself, yes.”

“ That’s not spendin’; it all goes inside or outside
of him somewhere.” He stretched his legs, crossed them,
sucked on his empty pipe, and looked around at West-
guard, who was still fussing over the figures.

“ Are you goin’ to the Wycherlys’, Karl? ”

“I think so.”

“ What costume? ”

“None of your business,” retorted Westguard
Ppleasantly.

“I’m going as the family Banshee,” observed Lacy.
“ Did you ever hear me screech, Karl? ” And, pointing
his nose skyward and rufling up his auburn hair he
emitted a yell so unendurable that it brought West-
guard to his feet, protesting.

“ Shut up!” he said. “ Do you want to have this
house pinched, you crazy Milesian? »

“ Get out of my rooms if you don’t like it,” said
Lacy. “If I'm going to a masked dance as a Banshee
I’ve got to practice screaming, haven’t I? ”

“1,” said O’Hara, “ am goin’ as a bingle.”

“ What’s a bingle? ”

“ Nobody knows. Neither do I; and it’s killin’ me -
to think up a costume. . . . Dick Quarren’s goin’,
isn’t he? ”

“ Does he ever miss anything? ” said Lacy.

“ He’s missing most of his life,” said Westguard so
sharply that the others opened their eyes.

A flush had settled under Westguard’s cheek-bones ;
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he was still jotting down figures with a flat silver pen-
cil, but presently he looked up.

“It’s the cold and uncomplimentary truth about
Ricky,” he said. “ That set he runs with is making an
utter fool of him.”

“ That set,” repeated Lacy, grinning. “ Why, we
all have wealthy relatives in it—wealthy, charming,
and respectable—h’m!”

“ Which is why we’re at liberty to curse it out,”
observed O’Hara, complacently. “ We all know what
it is. Karl is right. If a man is goin’ to make any-
thin’ of himself he can’t run with that expensive pack.
One may venture to visit the kennels now and then, and
look over the new litters—perhaps do a little huntin’
once in a while—just enough—so that the M. F. H.
recognises your coat tails when you come a cropper-
But nix for wire or water! Me for the gate, please.
Ah, do you think a man can stand what the papers call
¢ the realm of society ’ very long? ”

“ Rix is doing well.”

Westguard said: * They’ve gradually been getting
a strangle-hold on him. Women are crazy about that
sort of man—with his good looks and good humour and
his infernally easy way of obliging a hundred people
at once. . . . Look back a few years! Before he joined
that whipper-snapper junior club he was full of decent
ambition, full of go, unspoiled, fresh from college and
as promising a youngster as anybody ever met. Where
is his ambition now? What future has he?—except
possibly to marry a million at forty-five and settle
down with a comfortable grunt in the trough. It’s
coming, I tell you. Look what he was four years ago—
a boy with clear eyes and a clear skin, frank, clean set,

5
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THE STREETS OF ASCALON

clean minded. Look at him now—sallow, wiry, un-
profitably wise, rangé, disillusioned—oh, hell! they’ve
mauled him to a shadow of a rag!”

Lacy lighted another cigarette and winked at
O’Hara. “Karl’s off again,” he said. “ Now we’re
going to get the Bible and the Sword for fair!”

“ Doesn’t everybody need them both!” said West-
guard, smiling. Then his heavy features altered: “1I
care a good deal for Dick Quarren,” he said. “ That’s
why his loose and careless financial methods make me
mad—that’s why this loose and careless transformation
of a decent, sincere, innocent boy into an experienced,
easy-going, cynical man makes me tired. I’ve got to
stand for it, I suppose, but I don’t want to. He’s a
gifted, clever, lovable fellow, but he hasn’t any money
and any right to leisure, and these people are turning
him into one of those dancing things that leads cotil-
lions and arranges tableaux, and plays social diplomat
and forgets secrets and has his pockets full of boudoir
keys-——good Lord! I hate to say it, but they’re making
a tame cat of him—they’re using him ignobly, I tell you
—and that’s the truth—if he had a friend with courage
enough to tell him! I’ve tried, but I can’t talk this
way to him.” :

There was a silence: then O’Hara crossed one lank
lex over the other, gingerly, and contemplated his left
shoe.

“ Karl,” he said, “ character never really changes;
it only develops. What’s born in the cradle is lowered
into the grave, as some Russian guy said. You’re a
writer, and you know what I say is true.”

“ Granted. But Quarren’s character isn’t develop-
ing; it’s being stifled, strangled. He could have been
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a professional man—a lawyer, and a brilliant one—or
an engineer, or a physician—any old thing. He’s in
real estate—if you can call it that. All right; why
doesn’t he do something in it? T’ll tell you why,” he
added, angrily answering his own question ; * these silly
women are turning Quarren’s ambition into laziness,
his ideals into mockery, his convictions into cyni-
cism i

He stopped short. The door opened, and Quarren
sauntered in.

¢ Couldn’t help hearing part of your sermon, Karl,”
he said laughing. * Go ahead; I don’t mind the Bible
and the Sword—it’s good for Jack Lacy, too—and that
scoundrel O’Hara. Hit us again, old Ironsides. We’re
no good.” And he sat down on the edge of Lacy’s bed,
and presently stretched out on it, gracefully, arms
under his blond head.

“ You’ve been catchin’ it, Ricky,” said O’Hara with
a grin. “ Karl says that fashionable society is a bally
wampire a-gorgin’ of hisself at the expense of bright
young men like you. What’s the come-back to that,
sonny? ”

“ Thanks old fellow,” said Quarren laughing and
slightly lifting his head to look across at Westguard.
“ Go ahead and talk hell and brimstone. A fight is the
only free luxury in the Irish Legation. I’ll swat you
with a pillow when I get mad enough.”

Westguard bent his heavy head and looked down at
the yellow check on the table.

“ Rix,” he said, “ I've got to tell you that you have
forgotten to make a deposit at your bank.”

“Oh, Lord!” exclaimed Quarren with weary but
amiable vexation — “that is the third time. What
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are you fellows going to do? Put me out of the
Legation? ”

“ Why the devil are you so careless?” growled
Westguard.

“I honestly don’t know. I didn’t suppose I was
so short. I thought I had a balance.” u

“ Rot! The minute a man begins to think he has
a balance he knows damn well that he hasn’t! I don’t
care, Rix—but, take it from me, you’ll have a mortify-
ing experience one of these days.”

“I guess that’s right,” said Quarren with a kind
of careless contrition. I never seem to be more than a
lap or two ahead of old lady Ruin. And I break the
speed-laws, too.” .

“ No youngster ever beat that old woman in a foot-
race,” observed Lacy. * Pay up and give her enough
car-fare to travel the other way; that’s your only
chance, Ricky.”

“Oh, certainly. No fellow need be in debt if he
pays up, you Hibernian idiot!”

“Do you want some money?” asked Westguard
bluntly.

“ Sure, Karl, oodles of it! But not from you, old
chap.”

“You know you can have it from me, too, don’t
you?” said O’Hara. _

Quarren nodded cordially: ¢ I’ll get it; no fear. I’'m
terribly sorry about that check. But it will be all right
to-morrow, Karl.”

Lecy thought to himself with a grin: “ He’ll kill
somebody at Auction to square himself—that’s what
Ricky means to do. God be good to the wealthy this
winter night!”

8
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O’Hara, lank, carefully scrubbed, carefully turned
out as one of his own hunters, stood up with a yawn
and glanced at his watch.

 Didn’t somebody say somebody was comin’ in to
tea? ” he asked generally.

“My cousin, Mrs. Wycherly,” said Westguard—
“ and a friend of hers—I’ve forgotten »

¢ Mrs. Leeds,” observed Lacy. ‘ And she is reputed
to be a radiant peach. Did any of you fellows ever
meet her in the old days? ”

Nobody there had ever seen her.

“Did Mrs. Wycherly say she is a looker? ” asked
O’Hara, sceptically.

Westguard shrugged: “ You know what to expect
when one woman tells you that another woman is good-
looking. Probably she has a face that would kill a
caterpillar.” |

Quarren laughed lazily from the bed:

“ I hear she’s pretty. She’s come out of the West.
You know, of course, who she was.”

““ Reggie Leeds’s wife,” said O’Hara, slowly.

There was a silence. Perhaps the men were think-
ing of the late Reginald Leeds, and of the deep damna-
tion of his taking off.

“ Have you never seen her? ” asked Lacy.

“ Nobody ever has. She’s never before been here,”
said Quarren, yawning.

“ Then come down and set the kettle on, Ricky.
She may be the peachiest kind of a peach in a special
crate directed to your address and marked ¢ Perishable!
Rush! With care!’> So we’ll have to be very careful in
rushing her——"

“ Oh, for Heaven’s sake stop that lady-patter,”

9
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protested O’Hara, linking his arm in Lacy’s and
sauntering toward the door. “ That sort of con-
versation is Ricky’s line of tea-talk. You’ll reduce
him to a pitiable silence if you take away his only
asset.”

Westguard gathered up his papers, pausing a mo-
ment at the doorway:

“ Coming? ” he asked briefly of Quarren who was
laughing. ‘

¢ Certainly he’s coming,” said Lacy returning and
attempting to drag him from the bed. “ Come on, you
tea-cup-rattling, macaroon-crunching, caste-smitten,
fashion-bitten Arbiter Elegantiarum!”

They fought for a moment, then Lacy staggered
back under repeated wallops from one of his own pil-
lows, and presently retired to his bath-room to brush
his thick red hair. This hair was his pride and sorrow:
it defied him in a brilliant cowlick until plastered flat
with water. However, well soaked, his hair darkened to
what he considered a chestnut colour. And that made
him very proud.

When he had soaked and subdued his ruddy locks
he came out to where Westguard still stood.

“ Are you coming, Rix?” demanded the latter
again.

“ Not unless you particularly want me,” returned
Quarren, yawning amiably. “I could take a nap if
that red-headed Mick would get out of here.”

Westguard said: “ Suit yourself,” and followed
Lacy and O’Hara down the stairs.

The two latter young fellows turned aside into
O’Hara’s apartments to further remake a killing and
deadly toilet. Westguard continued on to the first

10
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floor which he inhabited, and where he found a Japanese
servant already preparing the tea paraphernalia. A
few minutes later Mrs. Wycherly arrived with Mrs.
Leeds.

All women, experienced or otherwise, never quite
lose their curiosity concerning a bachelor’s quarters.
The haunts of men interest woman, fascinating the mar-
ried as well as the unwedded. Deep in their gentle
souls they know that the most luxurious masculine
abode could easily be made twice as comfortable by the
kindly advice of any woman. Toleration, curiosity,
sympathy are the emotions which stir feminine hearts
when inspecting the solitary lair of the human male.

¢ So these are the new rooms,” said Molly Wycherly,
patronisingly, after O’Hara and Lacy had appeared
and everybody had been presented to everybody else.
¢ Strelsa, do look at those early Edwards prints! It’s
utterly impossible to find any of them now for sale any-
where.”

Strelsa Leéds looked up at the Botticelli Madonna
and at Madame Royale; and the three men looked at
her as though hynotised.

So this was Reginald Leeds’s wife—this distracting-
ly pretty woman—even yet scarcely more than a girl—
with her delicate colour and vivid lips and unspoiled
eyes—dark eyes—a kind of purplish gray, very purely
and exquisitely shaped. But in their grayish-violet
depths there was murder. And the assassination of
Lacy and O’Hara had already been accomplished.

Her hat, gown, gloves, furs were black—as though
the tragic shadow of two ycars ago still fell across her
slender body.

She looked around at the room; Molly Wycherly,

11
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pouring tea, nodded to Westguard, and he handed the
cup to Mrs. Leeds. ,

She said, smilingly: “ And—do you three unpro-
tected men live in this big house all by yourselves?

 There are four of us in the Legation,” said Lacy,
‘“ and several servants to beat off the suffragettes who
become enamoured of us.”

“ The—legation? ” she repeated, amused at the
term.
“ Qur friends call this house the Irish Legation,” he
explained. “ We’re all Irish by descent except West-
guard who’s a Sassenach—and Dick Quarren, who is
only half Irish.’

“ And who is Dick Quarren?” she asked inno-
cently.

“ Oh, Strelsa!” cautioned Molly Wycherly—* you
really mustn’t argue yourself unknown.”

“But I am unknown,” insisted the girl, laughing
and looking at the men in turn with an engaging can-
dour that bowled them over again, one by one. “1I dor’t
know who Mr. Quarren is, so why not admit it? Is he
such a very wonderful personage, Mr. Lacy? ”

“ Not at all, Mrs. Leeds. He and I share the top
floor of the Legation. We are, as a matter of record,
the two financial wrecks of this establishment, so natur-
ally we go to the garret. Poverty is my only distinc-
tion ; Mr. Quarren, however, also leads the grand march
at Lyric Hall now and then I believe——"

¢ What is Lyric Hall? Ought I to know?”

Everybody was laughing, and Molly Wycherly
said:

“ Richard Quarren, known variously as Rix, Ricky,
and Dick Quarren, is an exceedingly popular and indis-

12
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pensable young man in this town. You’ll meet him,
Strelsa, and probably adore him. We all do.”

“ Must I wait very long? ” asked Strelsa, laughing.
“I’d like to have the adoration begin.”

Lacy said to O’Hara: “ Go up and pull that pitiable
dub off the bed, Roger. The lady wishes to inspect
him.’Q

“ That’s not very civil of Rix,” said Mrs. Wycherly;
“but I fancy I know why he requires slumber.” She
added, glancing around mischievously at the three men
who were all looking languishingly at Mrs. Leeds:
“He’ll be sorry when you three gentlemen describe
Strelsa to him. I can prophesy that much.”

-4 ¢ Certainly,” said Lacy, airily; ¢ we’re all at Mrs.
Leeds’s feet! Even the blind bat of Drumgool could see
that! So why deny it?”

“You’re not denying it, Mr. Lacy,” said Strelsa,
laughing. “ But I realise perfectly that I am in the
Irish Legation. So I shall carefully salt everything you
say to me.”

“If you think I’ve kissed the blessed pebble you
ought to listen to that other bankrupt upstairs,” said
Lacy.

“ As far as pretty speeches are concerned you seem
to be perfectly solvent,” said Strelsa gaily, looking
around her at the various adornments of this masculine
abode. “I wonder where you dine,” she added with
curiosity unabashed.

“ We’ve a fine dining-room below,” he said proudly,
“haven’t we, Roger? And as soon as Dick Quarren
and I are sufficiently solvent to warrant it, the Lega-
tion is going to give a series of brilliant banquets;
will you come, Mrs. Leeds? ”

13
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““When you are solvent, perhaps,” said Strelsa,
smiling.

“ Westguard and I will give you a banquet at an
‘hour’s notice,” said O’Hara, eagerly. *“ Will you ac-
cept?”

“Such overwhelming offers of hospitality!” she
protested. “I had believed the contrary about New
Yorkers. You see I’'ve just emerged from the West,
and I don’t really know what to think of such bewilder-
ing cordiality.”

“ Karl,” said Mrs. Wycherly, “are you going to
show us over the house? If you are we must hurry, as
Strelsa and I are to decorate the Calderas’ box this
evening, and it takes me an hour to paint my face.””
She turned a fresh, winsome countenance to Westguard,
who laughed, rose, and took his pretty cousin by the
hand.

Under triple escort Mrs. Wycherly ‘and Mrs. Leeds
examined the Legation from kitchen to garret—
and Strelsa, inadvertently glancing in at a room
just as Westguard started to close the door, caught
sight of a recumbent shape on a bed—just a glimpse
of a blond, symmetrical head and a well-coupled
figure, graceful even in the careless relaxation of
sleep.

Westguard asked her pardon: ¢ That’s Quarren.
He was probably up till daylight.”

“ He was,” said Molly Wycherly ; “ and by the same
token so was I. Thank you so much, Karl. . . . Thank
you, Mr. O’Hara—and you, too, Jack ! ”—offering her
hand—*“ We’ve had a splendid party. . . . Strelsa, we
really ought to go at once——"

“ Will you come again?”

14
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“ We will come again if you ask us,” said Strelsa;

“ we’re perfectly fascinated by the Legation.”

“ And its personnel? ” hinted Lacy. “ Do you like
us, Mrs. Leeds? ”

“ I’ve only seen three of you,” parried Strelsa, much
amused.

“We refuse to commit ourselves,” said Molly.
“ Good-bye. I suppose you all are coming to my house-
warming.”

They all looked at Mrs. Leeds and said that they
were coming—said so fervently.

Molly laughed: she had no envy in her make-up,
perhaps because she was too pretty herself.

¢ Oh, yes,” she said, replying to their unasked ques-
tions, “ Mrs. Leeds will be there—and I plainly see my
miserable fate. But what can a wretched woman expect
from the Irish? Not constancy. Strelsa, take warn-
ing. They loved me once!” ’

After Westguard had put them in their limousine,
he came back to find Quarren in his sitting-room, wear-
ing a dressing-gown, and Lacy madly detailing to him
the charms of Strelsa Leeds:

“Take it from me, Dicky, she’s some queen!
You didn’t miss a thing but the prettiest woman in
town! And there’s a something about her—a kind of a
sort of a something——"

“ You appear to be in love, dear friend,” observed
Quarren kindly.

“] am. So’s every man here who met her. We
don’t deny it! We glory in our fall! What was that
costume of hers, Karl? Mourning? ”

“ Fancy a glorious creature like her wearin’ black
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>
for that nasty little cad,” observed O’Hara dis-
gustedly. .
“It’s probably fashion, not grief,” remarked West-
guard.

“I guess it’s nix for the weeps,” said O’Hara—
“after all she probably went through with Reggie
Leeds, I fancy she had no tears left over.”

“I want to talk,” cried Lacy; “I want to tell Rix
what he missed. I'd got as far as her gown, I
think »

“ Go on,™ smiled Quarren.

“ Anyway,” said Lacy, ‘she wore a sort of mourn-
ing as far as her veil went, and her furs and gown and
gloves were black, and her purse was gun-metal and
black opals—rather brisk? Yes?—And all the dingles
on her were gun-metal—everything black and sober—
and that ruddy gold head—and—those eyes!—a kind
of a purple-gray, Ricky, slanting a little, with long
black lashes—I noticed ’em—and her lips were very
vivid—not paint, but a kind of noticeably healthy
scarlet—and that straight nose—and the fresh fragrant
youth of her »

¢ For Heaven’s sake, Jack: »

“Sure. I’m through with ’em all. I’m wise to the
sex. That was merely a word picture. I’m talking like
a writer, that’s all. That’s how you boobs talk, isn’t
it, Karl?”

“ Always,” said Westguard gravely.

“Me for Mrs. Leeds,” remarked O’Hara frankly.
“I’d ask her to marry me on the drop of a hat.”

“ Well, I’ll drop no hat for you! > said Lacy. “ And
there’ll be plenty of lunatics in this town who’ll go
madder than you or me before they forget Mrs. Leeds.
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Wait! Town is going to sit up and take notice when
this new planet swims into its social ken. How’s that
epigram, Karl? ” ‘

Westguard said thoughtfully: ¢ There’ll be no-
toriety, too, I'm afraid. If nobody knows her
everybody knows about that wretched boy she mar-
ried.”

Quarren added: ‘I have always understood that
the girl did not want to marry him. It was her mother’s
doings.”

O’Hara scowled. “1I also have heard that the
mother engineered it. . . . What was Mrs. Leeds’s
name? I forget i
_ “ Strelsa Lanark,” said Quarren who never forgot
anything.

“ Ugh,” grunted Westguard. “ Fancy a mother
throwing her daughter at the head of a boy like Reggie
Leeds —as vicious and unclean a little whelp as ever—
Oh, what’s the use?—and de mortius nihil—et cetera,
cock-a-doodle-do! ”

“ That poor girl had two entire years of him,” ob-
served Lacy. ¢ She doesn’t look more than twenty
now—and he’s been in—been dead two years. Good
Heavens! What a child she' must have been when she
married him!”

Westguard nodded: “ She had two years of him—
and I suppose he seldom drew a perfectly sober breath.
. . . He dragged her all over the world with him—she
standing for his rotten behaviour, trying to play the
game with the cards hopelessly stacked against her.
Vincent Wier met them in Naples; Mallison ran across
them in Egypt; so did Lydon in Vienna. They said it
was heartbreaking to see her trying to keep up appear-
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ances—trying to smile under his nagging or his drunken
insults in public places. Lydon told me that she be-
haved like a brick—stuck to Reggie, tried to shield him,
excuse him, make something out of the miserable pup
who was doing his best to drag her to his own level and
deprave her. But I guess she was too young or too un-
happy or something, because there’s no depravity in the
girl who was here a few minutes ago. I'll swear to
that.”

After a moment Lacy said: “ Well, he got his at
last!”

“ What was comin’ to him,” added O’Hara, with
satisfaction.

Lacy added, curiously: “ How can a man misbehave
when he has such a woman for a wife? ”

“I wonder,” observed Quarren, “ how many solid
citizens read the account in the papers and remained
scared longer than six weeks?”

“ Lord help the wives of men,” growled Westguard.
... “If any of you fellows are dressing for dinner
you’d better be about it. . . . Wait a moment, Rix!>’
—as Quarren, the last to leave, was already passing the
threshold.

The young fellow turned, smiling: the others went
on ; Westguard stood silent for a moment, then:

“ You’re about the only man I care for very much,”
he said bluntly. “If I am continually giving you the
Bible and the Sword it’s the best I have to give.”

Quarren replied laughingly.

“ Don’t worry, old fellow. I take what you say all
right. And I really mean to cut out a lot of fussing
and begin to hustle. . . . Only, isn’t it a wise thing to
keep next to possible clients? ”
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“ The people you train with don’t buy lots in Tap-
pan-Zee Park.” ]

“ But I may induce them to go into more fashion-
able enterprises »

“ Not they! The eagle yells on every dollar they
finger. If there’s any bleeding to be done they’ll do it,
my son.”

“ Lester Caldera has already asked me about acre-
age in Westchester.”

“ Did he do more than ask?”

[ No.”

“ Did you charge him for the consultation? ”

“ Of course not.”

“ Then he got your professional opinion for noth-
b4

ing.

“ But he, or others, may try to assemble several
farms i

“ Why don’t they then?—instead of dragging you
about at their heels from house to house, from card-
room to hall-room, from café to opera, from one week-
end to the next !—robbing you of time, of leisure, of op-
portunity, of ambition—spoiling you—making a bally
monkey of you! You’re always in some fat woman’s
opera box or on some fat man’s yacht or coach, or doing
some damn thing—with your name figuring in every-
thing from Newport to Hot Springs—and—and how
can you ever turn into anything except a tame cat!”

Quarren’s face reddened slightly.

“I’d be perfectly willing to sit in an office all day
and all night if anybody would give me any business.
But what’s the use of chewing pencils and watching
traffic on Forty-second Street? ”

“ Then go into another business!”
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“I haven’t any money.”

“T’ll lend it to you!”

“I can’t risk your money, Karl. I’'m too uncertain
of myself. If anybody else offered to stake me I'd try
the gamble.” . . . He looked up at Westguard,
ashamed, troubled, and showing it like a boy. “I’'m
afraid I don’t amount to anything, Karl. I'm afraid
I’m no good except in the kind of thing I seem to have
a talent for.”

“ Fetching and carrying for the fashionable and
wealthy,” sneered Westguard.

Quarren’s face flushed again: “I suppose that’s it.”

Westguard glared at him: “ I wish I could shake it
out of you!”

“T guess the poison’s there,” said Quarren in a low
voice. ¢ The worst of it is I like it—except when I
understand your contempt.”

“You like to fetch and carry and go about with
your pocket full of boudoir keys!”

“ People give me as much as I give them.”

“ They don’t!” said the other angrily. * They’ve
taken a decent fellow and put him in livery!”

Quarren bit his lip as the blood leaped to his face.

“Don’t talk that way, Karl,” he said quietly.
“ Even you have no business to take that tone with
me.”

There was a silence. After a few moments West-
guard came over and held out his hand. Quarren took
it, looked at him.

“T tell you,” he said, * there’s nothing to me. It’s
your kindness, Karl, that sees in me possibilitics that
never were.”

“ They’re there. I’ll do my duty almost to the
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point of breaking our friendship. But—I’ll have to
stop short of that point.”

A quick smile came over Quarren’s face, gay, affec-
tionate:

“You couldn’t do that, Karl. . . . And don’t
worry. I’ll cut out a lot of frills and try to do things
that are worth while. I mean it, really. Don’t worry,
old fellow.”

“ All right,” said Westguard, smiling.



CHAPTER II

A masgep dance, which for so long has been out of
fashion in the world that pretends to it, was the ex-
periment selected by Molly Wycherly for the warming
up of her new house on Park Avenue.

The snowy avenue for blocks was a mass of motors
and carriages; a platoon of police took charge of the
vehicular mess. Outside of the storm-coated lines the
penniless world of shreds and patches craned a thou-
sand necks as the glittering costumes passed from
brougham and limousine under the awnings into the
great house.

Already in the new ball-room, along the edges of the
whirl, masqueraders in tumultuous throngs were crowd-
ing forward to watch the dancers or drifting into the
eddies and set-backs where ranks of overloaded gilt
chairs creaked under jewelled dowagers, and where
rickety old beaux impersonated tinselled courtiers on
wavering but devoted legs.

Aloft in their rococo sky gallery a popular orchestra
fiddled frenziedly ; the great curtains of living green set_
with thousands of gardenias swayed in the air currents
like Chinese tapestries; a harmonious tumult swept the
big new ball-room from end to end—a composite up-
roar in which were mingled the rushing noise of silk,
clatter of sole and heel, laughter and cries of capering
maskers gathered from the four quarters of fashionable
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Gath to grace the opening of the House of Wycherly.
They were all there, dowager, matron, débutante, old
beaux, young gallant, dancing, laughing, coquetting,
flirting. Young eyes mocked the masked eyes that
wooed them; adolescence tormented maturity; the
toothless ogled the toothsome. Unmasking alone could
set right this topsy-turvy world of carnival.

A sinuous Harlequin, his skin-tight lozenge-pat-
terned dress shimmering like the red and gold skin of a
Malay snake, came weaving his way through the edges
of the maelstrom, his eyes under the black half-mask
glittering maliciously at the victims of his lathe-sword.
With it he recklessly slapped whatever tempted him,
patting gently the rounded arms and shoulders of
nymph and shepherdess, using more vigour on the
plump contours of fat and elderly courtiers, spinning
on the points of his pump-toes, his limber lathe-sword
curved in both hands above his head, leaping lithely
over & chair here and there, and landing always as
lightly as a cat on silent feet—a wiry, symmetrical fig-
ure under the rakish bi-corne, instinct with mischief and
grace infernal.

Encountering a burly masker dressed like one of
Cromwell’s ponderous Ironsides, he hit him a re-
sounding whack over his aluminum cuirass, and whis-
pered:

“ That Ironside rig doesn’t conceal you: it reveals
you, Karl! Out with your Bible and your Sword and
preach the wrath to come!”

“JIt will come all right,” said Westguard. “ Do
you know how many hundred thousand dollars are
wasted here to-night? . . . And yesterday a woman
died of hunger in Carmine Street. Don’t worry about
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the wrath of God as long as people die of cold and
hunger in the streets of Ascalon.”

“ That’s not as bad as dying of inanition—which
would happen to the majority here if they didm’t
have things like this to amuse ’em. For decency’s
sake, Karl, pity the perplexities of the rich for a
change!”

Westguard grunted something under his casque;
then, adjusting his aluminum mask:

“ Are you having a good time, Dicky? I suppose
you are.”

“Oh, I'm gay enough,” returned the Harlequin air-
ily—* but there’s never much genuine gaiety among
the overfed.” And he slapped a passing gallant with
his wooden sword, spun around on his toes, bent over
gracefully and stood on his hands, legs twinkling above
him in the air. Then, with a bound he was on his
nimble feet again, and, linking his arm in the arm of the
Cromwellian trooper, strolled along the ranks of fan-
ning dowagers, glancing amiably into their masked
faces.

“ Same old battle-line,” he observed to his com-
panion— their jewels give them away. Same old
tiaras, same old ladies—all fat, all fifty, all fanning
away like the damned. Your aunt has on about a ton
of emeralds. I think she does it for the purpose of
banting, don’t you, Kar »

The uproar drowned his voice: Westguard, colossal
in his armour, gazed gloomily around at the gorgeous
spectacle for which his cousin Molly Wycherly was re-
sponsible.

“It’s monkey-shines like this that breed anarch-
ists,” he growled. “Did you notice that rubbering
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crowd outside the police lines in the snow? Molly and
Jim ought to see it.”

“Oh, cut it out, Karl,” retorted the Harlequin
gaily ; ¢ there’ll be rich and poor in the world as long as
the bally old show runs—there’ll be reserved seats and
gallery seats and standing room only, and ninety-nine
per cent. of the world cooling its shabby heels outside.”

“I don’t care to discuss the problem with you,”
observed Westguard. After a moment he added: “ I’'m
going to dance once or twice and get out. . . . I sup-
pose you’ll flit about doing the agreeable and fashion-
aple until daylight.”

“1 suppose so,” said the Harlequin, tranquilly.
“ Why not? Also you ought to find material here for
one of your novels.”

“ A man doesn’t have to hunt for material. It’s in
his bed-room when he wakes ; it’s all around him all day
long. There’s no more here’than there is outside in the
snow; and no less. . . . But dancing all night isn’t
going to help your business, Ricky.”

“ It won’t hurt any business I’m likely to do.”

“ Isn’t your Tappan-Zee Park panning out?”

“ Fizzling out. Nobody’s bought any building
sites.”

“ Why not?”

“ How the deuce do I know, Karl! I don’t want to
talk business, here——"’

He ceased speaking as three or four white masked
Bacchantes in fluttering raiment came dancing by to
the wild music of Philemon and Baucis. Shaking their
be-ribboned tambourines, flowery garlands and lynx-
skins flying from their shoulders, they sped away on
fleet little feet, hotly pursued by adorers.

25



THE STREETS OF ASCALON

“ Come on,” said the Harlequin briskly; “ I think
one of those skylarkers ought to prove amusing! Shall
I catch you one?”

But he found no encouragement in the swift court-
ship he attempted; for the Bacchantes, loudly protest-
ing at his interference, banged him over his head
and shoulders with their resounding tambourines and
" danced aws= unheeding his blandishments.

“ Flapypers,” observed a painted and powdered
clown whose voice betrayed him as O’Hara; “ this

town is overstocked with fudge-fed broilers. They’re
always playin’ about under foot, spoilin’ your huntin’;
and if you touch ’em they ki-yi no end.”

“1 suppose you’re looking for Mrs. Leeds,” said
‘Westguard, smiling.

- %I fancy every man here is doin’ the same thing,”
replied the clown. * What’s her costume? Do you
know, Ironsides? ”

“J wouldn’t tell you if I did,” said Westguard
frankly.

The Harlequin shrugged.

“ This world,” he remarked, “is principally en-
cumbered with women, and naturally a man supposes
the choite is unlimited. But as you live to drift
from girl to girl you’ll discover that there are just
two kinds; the kind you can kiss and the kind you
can’t. So finally you marry the latter. Does Mrs.
Leeds flirt? ” )

“Will a fish swim?” rejoined the clown. “ You
bet she will flirt. Haven’t you met her? ”

“I? No,” said the Harlequin carelessly. Which
secretly amused both Westguard and O’Hara, for it had
been whispered about that the new beauty not only had
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taken no pains to meet Quarren, but had pointedly
ignored an opportunity when the choice lay with her,
remarking that dancing men were one of the social ne-
cessities which everybody took for granted—like flowers
and champagne. And the comment had been carried
straight to Quarren, who had laughed at the time—and
had never forgotten it, nor the apparently causeless
contempt that evidently had inspired it.

The clown brandished his bunch of toy balloons,
and gazed about him: 4

¢ Anybody who likes can go and tell Mrs. Leeds
that I'm her declared suitor. I don’t care who knows it.
I’m foolish about her. She’s different from any woman
I ever saw. And if I don’t find her pretty soon I’ll
smash every balloon over your head, Ricky!”

The Harlequin laughed. “ Women,” he said, * are
cut out in various and amusing patterns like animal
crackers, but the fundamental paste never varies, and
the same pastry cook seasoned it.”

“ That’s a sickly and degenerate sentiment,” ob-
served Westguard.

“ You might say that about the unfledged,” added
O’Hara—* like those kittenish Bacchantes. Winifred
Miller and the youngest Vernon girl were two of those
Flappers, I think. But there’s no real jollity among
the satiated,” he added despondently. “ A mask, a
hungry stomach, and empty pockets are the proper in-
gredients for gaiety—take it from me, Karl.” And he
wandered off, beating everybody with his bunch of toy
balloons.

Quarren leaped to the seat of a chair and squatted
there dgawing his shimmering legs up under him like a
great jewelled spider.
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“ Bet you ten that the voluminous domino yonder
envelops my aunt, Mrs. Sprowl,” whispered West-
guard.

“You’re betting on a certainty and a fat ankle.”

“Sure. I’ve seen her ankles going upstairs too
often. . . . What the devil is the old lady wearing
under that domino? ”

“ Wait till you see her later,” said Quarren, de-
lightedly. ¢ She has come as Brunhilda.”

“ I don’t want to see three hundred pounds of rela-
tive as Brunhilda,” growled Westguard.

“ You will, to-morrow. She’s given her photograph
to a Herald man.”

¢ What did you let her do it for? ” demanded West-
guard wrathfully.

“ Could I help it? ”

“ You could have stopped her. She thinks your
opinion 18 the last lisp in fashionable art problems.”

“ There are some things you can’t tell a woman,”
said Quarren. “ One of ’em concerns her weight.”

“ Are you afraid of Mrs. Sprowl? ”

The Harlequin laughed:

¢ Where would I be if I incurred your aunt’s dis-
pleasure, dear friend? ”

“Out of the monkey house for good I suppose,”
admitted Westguard. “ Lord, Ricky, what a lot you
have had to swallow for the sake of staying put among
these people!”

Quarren sat meditating under his mask, cross-
legged, twirling his sword, the crash of the floor orches-
tra dinning in his close-set ears.

“ Yes,” he said without resentment, ¢ I’ve endured
my share. That’s one reason why I don’t want to let
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several years of humiliation go for nothing. I’ve earned
whatever place I have. And I mean to keep it.”

Westguard turned on him half angrily, hesitated,
then remained silent. What was the use? If Quarren
had not been guilty of actually fawning, toadying,
currying favour, he had certainly permitted himself to
be rudely used. He had learned very thoroughly his
art in the school of the courtier—learned how and
when to be blind, silent, deaf ; how to offer, how to yield,
when and how to demand and exact. Which, to West-
guard, meant the prostitution of intelligence. And he
loathed the game like a man who is free to play it if he
cares to. Of those who are denied participation, few
really hate it.

But he said nothing more; and the Harlequm, in-
dolently stretching his glittering limbs, dropped a light
hand on Westguard’s cuirassed shoulder:

“ Don’t be forever spoiling things for me, Karl. I
really do enjoy the game as it lies.”

“ It does lie—that is the trouble, Rix.”

“1.can’t afford to criticise it. . . . Listen; I'm a
mediocre man; I’d never count among real men. I.
count in the set which I amuse and which accepts me.
Let me enjoy it, can’t you? ”

An aged dandy, masked, painted, wizened, and
dressed like Henri II, tottered by with a young girl on
his arm, his shrill, falsetto giggle piercing the racket
around them.

“ Do you wish to live to be like that? ” asked West-
guard sharply.

“ Oh, I'll die long before that,” said Quarren cheer-
fully, and leaped lightly to his feet. I shall now ac-
complish a little dancing,” he said, pointing with his
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wooden sword at the tossing throng. “ Venus send me
a pretty married woman who really loves her hus-
band. . . . By Bacchus! Those dancers are going it!
Come on, Karl. Leave us foot it!”

Many maskers were throwing confetti now: multi-
tinted serpents shot out across the clamorous gulf ;
bunches of roses flung high, rising in swift arcs of
flight, crossed and recrossed. All along the edges of the
dance, like froth and autumn leaves cast up from a
whirlpool, fluffy feminine derelicts and gorgeous mas-
culine escorts were flung pell-mell out of the maelstrom
and left stranded or drifting breathless among the eddies
setting in toward the supper-room.

Suddenly, as the Harlequin bent forward to plunge
into the crush, the very centre of the whirlpool parted,
and out of it floated a fluttering, jingling, dazzling
figure all gold—slender, bare-armed and bare of throat
and shoulders, auriferous, scintillating from crown to
ankle—for her sleeveless tabard was cloth-of-gold, and
her mask was gold; so were her jewelled shoes and the
gemmed fillet that bound her locks; and her thick hair
- clustering against her cheeks had the lustre of precious
metal.

Jingling, fluttering, gems clashing musically, the
Byzantine dancer, besieged by adorers, deftly evaded
their pressing gallantries—evaded the Harlequin, too,
with laughing mockery, skilfully disengaging herself
from the throng of suitors stumbling around her,
crowded and buffeted on every side.

After her like a flash sped Harlequin: for an instant,
just ahead of him, she appeared in plain sight, glim-
mering brightly against the green and swaying tap-
estry of living leaves and flowers, then even as her
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pursuers looked at her, she vanished before their very
eyes.

They ran about distractedly hunting for her, Turk,
Drum Major, Indian Chief, and €harles the First, then
reluctantly gave up the quest and drifted off to seek for
another ideal. All women are ideal under the piquant
promise of the mask.

A pretty shepherdess, lingering near, whispered
close to Quarren’s shoulder behind her fan:

¢ Check to you, Harlequin! That golden dancer
was the only girl in town who hasn’t taken any pains
to meet you!”

He turned his head, warily, divining Molly Wych-
erly under the disguise, realising, too, that she recog-
nised him.

“You’ll never find her now,” laughed the shep-
herdess. “ Besides she does not care a rap about meet-
ing a mere Harlequin. It’s refreshing to see you so
thoroughly snubbed once in a while.” And she danced
gaily away, arms akimbo, her garlanded crook over her
shoulder ; and her taunting laughter floated back to him
where he stood irresolute, wondering how the golden
dancer could have so completely vanished.

Suddenly he recollected going over the house before
its completion with Jim Wycherly, who had been his
own architect, and the memory of a certain peculiarity
in the construction of the ball-room flashed into his
mind. The only possible explanation for her disap-
pearance was that somebody had pointed out to her the
low door behind the third pillar, and she was now in
the gilded swallow’s-nest aloft.

It was a whim of Wycherly—this concealed stair—
he recalled it perfectly now—and, parting the living
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tapestry of blossoms, he laid his hand on the ivory and
gilded paneling, pressing the heart of one carved rose
after another, until with a click! a tiny door swung in-
ward, revealing a narrow spiral of stairs, lighted rosily
by electricity.

He stepped inside, closed the door, and listened, then
mounted noiselessly. Half way up he caught the aroma
of a cigarette; and, a second later he stepped out onto
a tiny latticed balcony, completely screened.

The golden dancer, who evidently had been gazing
down on the carnival scene below from behind the lat-
tice, whirled aréund to confront him in a little flurry
of cigarette smoke.

For a moment they faced each other, then:

“ How did you know where to find me, Harlequin? »

“I’d have died if I hadn’t found you, fairest, love-
liest: »

“ That is no answer! Answer me!”

“Why did you flee? ” he asked. * Answer that,
first.”

She glanced at her cigarette and shrugged her
shoulders:

“ You see why I fled, don’t you? Now answer me.”

The Harlequin presented the hilt of his sword
which was set with a tiny mirror.

“You see why I fled after you,” he said, *don’t
you?”

¢ All the same,” she insisted, smilingly, “ I have been
informed on excellent authority that I am the only one,
except the family, who knows of this balcony. And
here comes a Harlequin blundering in! You are not
Mr. Wycherly; and you’re certainly not Molly.”

¢ Alas! My ultimate ends are not as shapely.”
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“Then who are you?” She added, laughing:
¢ They’re shapely enough, too.”

“I am only a poor wandering, love-smitten Harle-
quin—" he said, “ scorned, despised, and mocked by
beaut ?

“ Love-smitten?  she repeated.

¢ Can you doubt it, now?”

She laughed gaily and leaned back against the bal-
cony’s velvet rail:

“You lose no time in declaring yourself, do you,
Harlequin?—that is, if you are hinting that I have
smitten you with the pretty passion.”

“ Through and through, beautiful dancer: »

“ How do you know that I am beautiful under this
mask? ?

“ I know many things. That’s my compensation for
being only a poor mountebank of a Harlequin—magic
penetration—the clairvoyance of radium.”

“Did you expect to find me at the top of those
cork-screw stairs? >

[43 I did.”

({3 Why? ”»

“ Inference. Every toad hides a jewel in its head.
So I argued that somewhere in the ugliness of darkest
Philistia a gem must be hidden; and I’ve searched for
years—up and down throughout the haunts of men
from Gath to Ascalon. And—behold! My quest is
ended at your pretty feet!-—Rose-Diamond of the
World!”

He sank lithely on one knee ; she laughed deliciously,
looking down at his masked face.

“ Who are you, Harlequin?—whose wits and legs
seem to be equally supple and symmetrical?
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“ Tell it not in Gath; Publish it not in the streets
of Ascalon; I am that man for whom you were destined
before either you or I were born. Are you frightened? »

The Byzantine dancer laughed and shook her head
till all the golden metal on her was set chiming.

He said, still on one knee at her feet:

* Exquisite phantom of an Empire dead, from what
emblazoned sarcophagus have you danced forth across
our modern oceans to bewitch the Philistia of to-day?
Who clothed you in scarlet delicately? Who put orna-
ments of gold upon your apparel »

“You court me with Scripture as smoothly as
Heaven’s great Enemy,” she said—* and to your own
ends, as does he. Are you leagued with him, O agile
and intrusive Harlequin, to steal away my peace of
mind? ”

Lithely, silently he leaped up to the balustrade and,
gathering his ankles under him, squatted there, cross-
legged, peering sideways at her through the slanting
eye-holes.

“If that screen behind you gives way,” she warned

him, “ you will have accomplished your last harlequin-

ade.”

He glanced coolly over his shoulder:

“ How far is it to the floor below, do you suppose?

“ Far enough to make a good harlequin out of a live
one,” she said. . . . “Please be careful; I really mean
it.”

“ Child,” he said solemnly, “ do you suppose that I
mind falling a hundred feet or so on my head? I've
alrcady fallen infinitely farther than that this evening.”

“ And it didn’t kill you? > she exclaimed, clasping
her hands, dramatically.
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“No. Because our destiny must first be accom-
plished before I die.”

19 Ours? »”

“ Yours and mine, pretty dancer! I’ve already ful-
filled my destiny by falling in love with you at first
sight. That was a long fall, wasn’t it? ”

“Very., Am I to fulfl mine in a similar
manner?

“You are.”

“ Will it—kill me, do you think? ”

“I don’t think so. Try it.” :

“ Will it hurt?—this terrible fall? And how far
must I descend to fall in love with you? *

“ Sometimes falling in love does hurt,” he said
gravely, “ when the fall is a long one.”

“ Is this to be a long one?”

“You may think so.”

“ Then I decline to tumble. Please go somewhere
about your business, Master Harlequin. I’'m inclined
to like you.” -

“ Dancer, my life’s business is wherever you happen
to be.”

“ Why are you so sure?”

“ Magic;” he said seriously. “1I deal in it.”

“ Wonderful! Your accomplishments overwhelm
me. Perhaps, through the aid of magic, you can even
tell me who I am!”

“T think I can.”

“Is that another threat of magic?”

“It’s a bet, too, if you like.”

 Are you offering to bet me that, before I unmask,
you will be able to discover who I am?”

“Yes. Will you make it a wager?”
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She stood, silent, irresolute, cautious but curious;
then:

“Do you mean that you can find out who I am?
Now? Here in this balcony? ”

¢ Certainly.”

“ That is sheer nonsense,” she said with decision.
“ I’ll bet you anything you like.”

“ What stakes?”

“ Why there’s nothing to bet except the usual, is
there? ”

“ You mean flowers, gloves, stockings, bon-bons?

€ Yes.”

The Harlequin, smiling at her askance, drew from
the hilt of his lathe-sword a fresh cigarette, lighted it,
looked across at the level chandelier, and sent a ring of
smoke toward the twinkling wilderness of prisms hang-
ing in mid-air.

“ Let’s be original or perish,” he said. “ I’ll bet you
a day out of my life against a day out of yours that I
discover who you are in ten minutes.”

“1 won’t accept such a silly wager! What would
you do with me for a day? ”

The Harlequin bent his masked head. Over his body
the lozenges,of scarlet and gold slid crinkling as though
with suppressed and serpentine mirth.

“ What are you laughing at?” she demanded half
vexed, half amused.

“Your fears, pretty dancer.”

“1 am not afraid!”

“Very well. Prove it! I have offered to bet you
a day out of my life that I’ll tell you who you are. Are
you afraid to wager a day out of yours that I can’t do
it? ”
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She shook her head so that the burnished locks
clustered against her cheeks, and all over her slim figure
the jingling gold rang melodiously.

“ I haven’t long to live,” she observed. “ A day out
of life is too much to risk.”

“ Why don’t you think that you have long to
live? ”

“I haven’t. I know it.”

“ How do you know? ”

“] just know. . . . Besides, I don’t wish to live
very long.”

* You don’t wish to live long? ”

“ Only as long as I’'m young enough to be forgetful.
Old age is a horror—in some cases. I don’t desire ever
to be forty. After forty they say one lives on memory,
I don’t wish to.”

Through the slits of his mask his curious eyes
watched her steadily.

“ You’re not yet twenty-four,” he said.

“ Not quite. That is a good guess, Harlequin.”

¢ And you don’t want to live to be old? ”

¢ No, I don’t wish to.”

¢ But you are rather keen on living while you’re
young.”

“ I’ve never thought much about it. If I live, it’s
all right; if I die, I don’t think I’ll mind it. . . . I’'m
sure I shouldn’t.”

Her cigarette had gone out. She tossed it aside and
daintily consented to exchange cigarettes with him,
offering her little gold case.

“You’re carefully inspecting my initials, aren’t
you?” she observed, amused. “ But that monogram
will not help you, Master Harlequin.”
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 Marriage alters only the final initial. Are you, by
any unhappy chance——"’

“ That’s for you to find out! I didn’t say I was!
I believe you are making me tell you things!”

She threw back the lustrous hair that shadowed
her cheeks and leaned forward, her shadowed eyes fixed
intently upon him through the apertures of her golden
mask.

“I’m beginning to wonder uneasily who you may
be, Monsieur Harlequin! You alarm me a little.”

“ Aha!” he said. “I’ve told you I deal in magic!
That you don’t know who I am, even after that con-
fession, makes me reasonably certain who you are.”

“ You’re trying to scare me,” she said, disdainfully.

“I'll do it, yet.”

“1 wonder.”

“ You’ll wonder more than ever in a few moments.
. . - m going to tell you who you are. But first of
all I want you to fix the forfeit »

“ Why—I don’t know. . . . What do you want of
me? ” she asked, mockingly.

“ Whatever you care to risk.”

“ Then you’ll have to name it. Because I don’t
particularly care to offer you anything. . . . And
please hasten—I’ll be missed presently »

“ Won’t you bet one day out of your life? ”

“No, I won’t. I told you I wouldr’t.”

“ Then—one hour. Just a single hour? ”

“ An hour?”

“Yes, sixty minutes, payable on demand: If I win,
you will place at my disposal one entire hour out of
your life. Will you dare that much, pretty dancer? ”

She laughed, looked up at him; then readjusting
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her mask, she nodded disdainfully. ¢ Because,” she
observed, ¢ it is quite impossible for you ever to guess
who I am. So do your very worst.”

He sprang from the balustrade, landing lightly, his
left hand spread over his heart, his bi-corne flourished
in the other. )

“You are Strelsa Leeds!” he said in a low voice.

The golden dancer straightened up to her full
height, astounded, and a bright flood of colour stained
her cheeks under the mask’s curved edge.

“It—it is impossible that you should know—"" she
began, exasperated. “ How could you? Only one per-
son knew what I was to wear to-night! I came by my-
self with my maid. It—it is magic! It is infernal—
abominable magic »

She checked herself, still standing very straight, the
gorgeous, blossom-woven cloth-of-gold rippling; the
jewels shooting light from the fillet that bound her
hair.

After a silence:

“How did you know?” she asked, striving to
smile through the flushed chagrin. “It is perfectly
horrid of you—anyhow »

Curiosity checked her again; she stood gazing at
him in silence, striving to pierce the eye-slits of that
black skin-mask—trying to interpret the expression of
the mischievous mobile mouth below it—or, perhaps
the malice was all in those slanting slits behind which
two strange eyes sparkled steadily out at her from the
shadow.

 Strelsa Leeds,” he repeated, and flourished one
hand in graceful emphasis as she coloured hotly again.
And he saw the teeth catch at her under lip.
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“It is outrageous,” she declared.  Tell me in-
stantly who you are!”

“ First,” he insisted, mischievously, “I claim the
forfeit.”

“ The—the forfeit!” she faltered.

“ Did you not lose your wager? >

She nodded reluctantly, searching the disguised
features before her in vain for a clew to his identity.
Then, a trifle uneasily:

“Yes, of course I lost my wager. But—I did not
clearly understand what you meant by an hour out of
my life.”

“It is to be an hour at my disposal,” he explained
with another grotesque bow. “I think that was the
wager? ”

113 Y_yes.”

“ Unless,” he remarked carelessly, “ you desire the
—ah—oprivilege and indisputable prerogative of your
delightful sex.”

“The privilege of my sex? What is that?” she
asked, dangerously polite.

““ Why, to change your divine mind—repudiate the
obligation »

“ Harlequin! ”

“ Madame? ” with an elaborate and wriggling bow.

“I pay what I owe—always. . . . dlways! Do
you understand? ”

The Harlequin bowed again in arabesques, very low,
yet with a singular and almost devilish grace:

“ Madame concedes that the poor Harlequin has
won his wager? ”

“Yes, I do—and you don’t appear to be particu-
larly humble, either.”
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“ Madame insists on paying? > he inquired suavely.

“Yes, of course I do!” she said, uneasily. “I
promised you an hour out of my life. Am I to pay it
now? ”

“You pay by the minute—one minute a day for
sixty days. I am going to take the first minute now.
Perhaps 1 may ask for the other fifty-nine, also.”

(4 HOW? ?»

¢ Shall I show you how? ”

“ Very well.”

“ A magic pass or two, first,” he said gaily, crook-
ing one spangled knee and spinning around. Then he
whipped out his lathe-sword, held it above his head,
coolly passed a glittering arm around her waist, and
looked down into her flushed face.

“You will have to count out the sixty seconds,” he
said. “ I shall be otherwise occupied, and I can’t trust
myself to do two things at once.”

“ What are you about to do? Sink through a trap-
door with me? ”

“I am about to salute you with the magic kiss,
After that you’ll be my Columbine forever.”

“ That is not included in tke bet! Is it? * she asked
in real consternation.

“I may do as I please with my hour, may I not?”

“ Was it the bet that you were to be at liberty to—
to kiss me? ”

“ 1 control absolutely an hour out of your life, do
I not? I may use it as I please. You had better count
out sixty seconds.”

She looked down, biting her lip, and touched one
hand against her cheeks, alternately, as though to cool
them with the snowy contact.
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He waited in silence for her reply. )

“ Very well,” she said resolutely, *“if you elect to
use the first minute of your hour as frivolously as that,
I must submit, I suppose.”

And she began to count aloud, rapidly: ¢ One, two,
three, four, five, six, seven, eight, ni i

Her face was averted; he could see the tip of one
small ear all aflame. Presently she ventured a swift
glance around at him and saw that he was laughing.

“Ten, eleven, twelve,” she counted nervously, still
watching him;  thirteen, fourteen, fifteen—" panic
threatened her; she doubled both hands in the effort of
self-control and timed her counting as though the rapid
beating of the tempo could hasten her immunity—
‘ sixteen, seventeen, eighteen, nineteen, twenty, one,
two, three——

“Play fair!” he exclaimed.

“I am trying to. Can’t I say it that way up to
ten, and then say thirty?”

“ Oh, certainly. DI’ve still half a minute. You’d
better hurry! I may begin at any moment.”

“ Four—five—six—seven—m-m-m—thirty ! ” she
cried, and the swift numbers fled from her lips fairly
stumbling over one another, tumbling the sequence of
hurrying numerals into one breathless gasp of:
({3 Forty! ”

His arm slid away from her waist ; he stepped back-
ward, and stood, watching her, one finger crooked, sup-
porting his chin, the ironical smile hovering ever on
his lips.

“ Fifty!” she counted excitedly, her hands beating
time to the counting; “—fifty-one—two—three—four
—m-m-m—sixty ! ”>—and she whirled around to face
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him with an impulsively triumphant gesture which ter-
minated in a swift curtsey, arms flung wide apart.

“ Voila! > she said, breathlessly, ¢ I’ve paid my bet!
Am I not a good sport, Harlequin? Own that I am
and I will forgive your outrageous impudence!”

“You are a most excellent sport, madame!” he
conceded, grinning.

Relief from the tension cooled her cheeks; she
laughed bewitchingly and looked at him, exultant, un-
afraid.

“1I frightened you well with my desperate counting,
didn’t I? You completely forgot to do—anything,
didn’t you? Voyons! Admit it!”

“ You completely terrorized me,” he admitted.

 Besides,” she said, “ while I was so busily counting
the seconds aloud you couldn’t very well have kissed me,
could you? That was strategy. You couldn’t have
managed it, could you? ”

“ Not very easily.”

¢ 1 really did nonplus you, didn’t I? ” she insisted,
aware of his amusement.

“Oh, entirely,” he said. “I became an abject
idiot.”

She stood breathing more evenly now, the pretty
colour coming and going in her checks. Considering
him, looking alternately at his masked eyes and at his
expressive lips where a kind of silent and infernal mirth
still flickered, a sudden doubt assailed her. And pres-
ently, with a dainty shrug, she turned and glanced
down through the gilt lattice toward the floor below.

“ 1 suppose,” she said, tauntingly, *“ you hope I'll
believe that you refrained from kissing me out of some
belated consideration for decency. But I know per-

43



THE STREETS OF ASCALON

fectly well that I perplexed you, and confused you and
intimidated you.”

“ This is, of course, the true solution of my motives
"in_not kissing you.”

She turned toward him:

“ What motive? ”

“ My motive for not kissing you. My only motive
was consideration for you, and for the sacred conven-
tions of Sainte Grundy.”

“I believe,” she said scornfully, * you are really
trying to make me think that you could have done it,
and didn’t!”

“You are too clever to believe me a martyr to prin-
ciple, madame !”’

She looked at him, stamped her foot till the bangles
clashed. -

*“ Why didn’t you kiss me, then?—if you wish to
=poil my victory? »

“ You yourself have told me why.”

“ Am I wrong? Could you—didn’t I surprise you
—in fact, paralyse you—with astonishment? ”

He laughed delighted; and she stamped her ring-
ing foot again.

“1 see,” she said; “ I am supposed to be doubly in
your debt, now. I’d rather you had kissed me and we
were quits!” :

“ It isn’t too late you know.”

“Tt is too late. It’s all over.”

“ Madame, I have fifty-nine other minutes in which
to meet your kindly expressed wishes. Did you for-
get?”

“ What!” she exclaimed, aghast.

 One hour less one minute is still coming to me.”
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¢ Am I—have I—is this ridiculous performance go-
ing to happen again? ” she asked, appalled.

“ Fifty-nine times,” he laughed, doubling one span-
gled leg under the other and whirling on his toe till
he resembled a kaleidoscopic teetotum. Then he drew
his sword, cut right and left, slapped it back into its
sheath, and bowed his wriggling bow, one hand over
his heart.

“ Don’t look so troubled, madame,” he said. “I
release you from your debt. You need never pay me
what you owe me.”

Up went her small head, fiercely, under its flashing
hair:

“ Thank you. I pay my debts!” she said crisply.

“ You decline to accept your release?

“Yes, I dot—from you!”

“ You’ll see this thing through !—if it takes all win-
ter?”

“Of course;” trying to smile, and not succeeding.

He touched her arm and pointed out across the hot,
perfumed gulf to the gilded clock on high:

“ You have seen it through! It is now one minute
to midnight. We have been here exactly one hour,
lacking a minute, since our bet was on. . . . And
I’ve wanted to kiss you all the while.”

Confused, she looked at the clock under its elaborate
azure and ormolu foliations, then turned toward him,
still uncertain of her immunity.

, “Do you mean that you have really used the hour
as you saw fit? ”” she asked. “ Have I done my part
honestly?P—Like a good sportsman? Have I really?”

He bowed, laughingly:

¢ 1 cheerfully concede it. You are a good sport.”
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“ And—all that time—” she began—*“all that
time——"

“I had my chances—sixty of them.”

“ And didn’t take them? ”

“ Only wanted to—but didn’t.”

“You think that I

“ A woman never forgets a man who has kissed her.
1 took the rather hopeless chance that you might re-
member me without that. But it’s a long shot. I ex-
pect that you’ll forget me.” ‘

“Do you want me to remember you?” she asked,
curiously.

“Yes. But you won’t.”

“ How do you know? ”

“ 1 know—from the expression of your mouth, per-
haps. You are too pretty, too popular to remember a
poor Harlequin.”

“ But you never have seen my face? Have you? ”

[{3 No.’,

“Then why do you continually say that I am
pretty?”

“I can divine what you must be.”

“ Then—how—why did you refrain from—” She
laughed lightly, and looked up at him, mockingly.
¢ Really, Harlequin, you are funny. Do you realise
it?”

She laughed again and the slight flush came back
into her cheeks.

“ But you’re nice, anyway. . . . Perhaps if you
had seen my face you might have let me go unkissed all
the quicker. ... . Masks cover horfible surprises. . .
And, then again, if you had seen it, perhaps you might
never have let me go at all!” she added, audaciously.
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In the gilded balcony opposite, the orchestra had
now ceased playing; the whirl and noise of the dancers
filled the immense momentary quiet. Then soft chimes
from the great clock sounded midnight amid cries of,
“ Unmask ! masks off, everybody !

" The Harlequin turned and drawing the black vizard

from his face, bent low and saluted her hand; and she,
responding gaily with a curtsey, looked up into the
features of an utter stranger.

She stood silent a moment, the surprised smile
stamped on her lips; then, in her turn, she slipped the
mask from her eyes.

“ Voila! ” she cried. * C’est moi!”

After a moment he said, half to himself;

“J knew well enough that you must be unusual.
But I hadn’t any idea—any—idea »

“ Then—you are not disappointed in me, mon-
sieur?’

“ My only regret is that I had my hour, and wasted
it. Those hours never sound twice for wandering harle-
quins.”

“ Poor Harlequin!” she said saucily—*“I’m sorry,
but even your magic can’t recall a vanished hour!
Poor, poor Harlequin! You were too generous to
me!”

“ And now you are going to forget me,” he said.
¢ That is to be my reward.”

“ Why—I don’t think—I don’t expect to forget
you. IsupposeI am likely to know you some day. . . .
Who are you, please? Somebody very grand in New
York?” .

“ My name is Quarren.”

There was a silence; she glanced down at the ball-
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room floor through the lattice screen, then slowly turred
around to look at him again.

““ Have you ever heard of me?” he asked, smxlmg.

13 Yes.”

“ Are you disappointed? ”

“Y-es. Pleasantly. . . . Isupposed you to be—
different.”

He laughed:

““ Has the world been knocking me very dreadfully
to you, Mrs. Leeds? ”

“No. . . . One’s impressions form without any
reason—and vaguely—from—nothing in particular.
—I thought you were a very different sort of man.—
I am glad you are not.”

“ That is charming of you.”

“It’s honest. I had no desire to meet the type of
man I supposed you to be. Am I too frank?”

“ No, indeed,” he said, laughing, “ but I’'m horribly
afraid that I really am the kind of man you imagined
me.”

“ You are not.”

“ How do you know? ”

“ No,” she said, shaking her pretty head, * you
can’t be.”

He said, quoting her own words amiably: “I’'m
merely one of the necessary incidents of any social en-
vironment—Ilike flowers and champagne——"

¢ Mr. Quarren!”

In her distress she laid an impulsive hand on his
sleeve; he lifted it, laid it across the back of his own
hand, and bowing, saluted it lightly, gaily.

“T am not offended,” he said; “—I am what you
supposed me.”
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‘ Please don’t say it! You are not. I didn’t know
you; I was—prejudiced »

“ You’ll find me out sooner or later,” he said laugh-
ing, “ so I might as well admit that your cap fitted me.”

“It doesn’t fit!” she retorted; “I was a perfect
fool to say that!”

“ As long as you like me,” he returned, * does it
make any difference what I am?

“ Of course it does! I’m not likely to find a man
agreeable unless he’s worth noticing.”

13 Am I? ”»

“ Oh, gentle angler, I refuse to nibble. Be con-
tent that an hour out of my life has sped very swiftly
in your company!”

She turned and laid her hand on the little gilt door.
He opened it for her.

“ You’ve been very nice to me,” she said. “I won’t
forget you.”

“You’ll certainly forget me for that very reason.
If I hadn’t been nice I’d have been the exception. And
you would have remembered.”

She said with an odd smile:

“ Do you suppose that pleasant things have been
so common in my life that only the unpleasant episode
makes any impression on my memory? ”

“To really remember me as I want you to, you
ought to have had something unpardonable to forgive
me"’

“ Perhaps I have!” she said, daringly; and slipped
past him and down the narrow stairs, her loup-mask
fluttering from her elbow.

At the foot of the stairs she turned, looking back
at him over her bare shoulder:
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“I’ve mortally offended at least three important
men by hiding up there with you. That is conceding
something to your attractions, isn’t it? ”

“ Everything. Will you let me find you some supper
—and let the mortally offended suitors sit and whistle
a bit longer? >

“ Poor suitors—they’ve probably been performing
heel-tattoos for an hour. . . . Very well, then—I feel
unusually shameless to-night—and I’ll go with you.
But don’t be disagreeable to me if a neglected and
glowering young man rushes up and drags me away by
the back hair.” :

“ Who for example? ”

“ Barent Van Dyne, for instance.”

“ Oh, we’ll side-step that youthful Knickerbocker,”
said Quarren, gaily. “ Leave it to me, Mrs. Leeds.”

“To behave so outrageously to Mr. Van Dyne is
peculiarly horrid and wicked of me,” she said. * But
you don’t realise that—and—the fact remains that you
did not take your forfeit. And I’ve a lot to make up
for that, haven’t I?” she added so naively that they
both gave way to laughter unrestrained.

The light touch of her arm on his, now guiding him
amid the noisy, rollicking throngs, now yielding to his
guidance, ceased as he threaded a way through the crush
to a corner, and seated her at a table for two.

In a few moments he came back with all kinds of
delectable things; went for more, returned laden,
shamelessly pulled several palms between them and the
noisy outer world, and seated himself beside her.

With napkin and plate on the low table beside her,
she permitted him to serve her. As he filled her cham-
pagne glass she lifted it and looked across it at him:
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“ How did you discover my identity? ” she asked.
“ I’'m devoured by curiosity.”

¢ Shall I tell you?”

“ Please.”

“ I’ll take a tumble in your estimation if I tell you.”

“1 don’t think you will. Try it anyway.”

“ Very well then. Somebody told me.”

¢ And you let me bet with you! And you bet on a
certainty! >

“1 did.”

“ Oh!” she exclaimed reproachfully, “is that good
sportsmanship, Mr. Quarren? ”

“No; very bad. And that was why I didn’t take
the forfeit. Now you understand.”

She sat considering him, the champagne breaking in
her glass.

“Yes, I do understand now. A good sportsman
couldn’t take a forfeit which he won betting on a cer-
tainty. . . . That wasn’t a real wager, was it?”

% No, it wasn’t.”

“If it had been, I—I don’t suppose you’d have let
me go.”

“ Indeed not!”

They laughed, watching each other, curiously.

“ Which ought to teach me never again to make any
such highly original and sporting wagers,” she said.
“ Anyway, you were perfectly nice about it. Of course
you couldn’t very well have been otherwise. Tell me,
did you really suppose me to be attractive? You
couldn’t judge. How could you—under that mask?”

“ Do you think that your mouth could have pos-
sibly belonged to any other kind of a face except your
own? > he said coolly.
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“Js my mouth unusual?”

19 very.”

“ How is it unusual?”

“1 haven’t analysed the matter, but it is somehow
so indescribable that 1 guessed very easily what the
other features must be.”

‘ Oh, flattery! Ob, impudence! Do you remember
when Falstaff said that the lion could always recognise
the true prince? Shame on you, Mr. Quarren. You
are not only a very adroit flatterer but a perfectly good
sportsman after all—and the most gifted tormentor
I ever knew in all my life. And I like you fine!” She
laughed, and made a quick little gesture, partly ar-
rested as he met her more than half way, touching
the rim of his glass to hers. “To our friendship,”
he said.

“ Our friendship,” she repeated, gaily, ¢ if the gods
speed it.”

“ —And—its consequences,” he added. ‘ Don’t
forget those.”

“ What are they likely to be? ”

“Who knows? That’s the gamble! But let us
recognise all kinds of possibilities, and drink to’them,
too. Shall we?”

“ What do you mean by the consequences of friend-
ship? ” she repeated, hesitating.

“ That is the interesting thing about a new friend-
ship,” he explained. * Nobody can cver predict what
the consequences are to be. Are you afraid to drink to
the sporting chances, hazards, accidents, and possibil-
ities of our new friendship, Mrs. Leeds? That is a per-
fectly good sporting proposition.”

She considered him, interested, her eyes full of smil-
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ing curiosity, perfectly conscious of the swift challenge
of his lifted glass.

After a few seconds’ hesitation she struck the ring-
ing rim of her glass against his:

“ To our new friendship, Monsieur Harlequin! > she
said lightly—* with every sporting chance, worldly
hazard, and heavenly possibility in it!*

For the first time the smile faded from his face, and
something in his altered features arrested her glass at
her very lips.

“ How suddenly serious you seem,” she said. “ Have
I said anything? ”

He drained his glass ; after a second she tasted hers,
looked at him, finished it, still watching him.

“ Really,” she said; * you made me feel for a mo-
ment as though you and I were performing a solemn
ritee. That was a new phase of you to me—that ex-
ceedingly sudden and youthful gravity.”

He remained silent. Into his mind, just for a sec-
ond, and while in the act of setting the glass to his lips,
there had flashed a flicker of pale clairvoyance. It
seemed to illumine something within him which he had
never believed in—another self.

For that single instant he caught a glimpse of it,
then it faded like a spark in a confused dream.

He raised his head and looked gravely across at
Strelsa Leeds; and level-eyed, smiling, inquisitive, she
returned his gaze.

Could this brief contact with her have evoked in
him a far-buried something which had never before given
sign of existence? And could it have been anything re-
sembling aspiration that had glimmered so palely out
of an ordered and sordid commonplace personality
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which, with all its talent for frivolity, he had accepted
as his own?

Without reason a slight flush came into his cheeks.

“ Why do you regard me so owlishly? * she asked,
amused. “I repeat that you made me feel as though
we were performing a sort of solemn rite when we drank
our toast.”

“ You couldn’t feel that way with such a thoroughly
frivolous man as I am. Could you?”

“ I’'m rather frivolous myself,” she admitted, laugh-
ing. “I really can’t imagine why you made me feel so
serious—or why you looked as though you were. I’ve
no talent for solemnity. Have you? ” '

%1 don’t think so,” he said. “ What a terrible din
everybody is making! How hot and stifling it is here
—with all those cloying gardenias. . . . A man said,
this evening, that this sort of thing makes for an-
archy. . . . It’s rather beastly of me to sit here criti-
cising my host’s magnificence. . . . Do you know—it’s
curious, too—but I wish that, for the next hour or two,
you and I were somewhere alone under a good wide sky
—where there was no noise. It’s an odd idea, isn’t it,
Mrs. Leeds. And probably you don’t share it with
me.”

She remained silent, thoughtful, her violet-gray
eyes humorously considering him.

“How do you know I don’t?” she said at last.
“I’m not enamoured of noise, either.”

“ There’s another thing,” he went on, smiling—
“it’s rather curious, too—but somehow I’ve a sort of
a vague idea that I’ve a lot of things to talk to you
about. It's odd, isn’t it? »

“Well you know,” she reminded him, “you couldn’t
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very well have a lot of things to talk to me about con-
sidering the fact that we’ve known each other only an
hour or so.”

¢ It doesn’t seem logical. . . . And yet, there’s that
inexplicable sensation of being on the verge of fairly
bursting into millions of words for your benefit—words
which all my life have been bottled up in me, accumulat-
ing, waiting for this opportunity.”

They both were laughing, yet already a slight ten-
sion threatened both—had menaced them, vaguely, from
the very first. It seemed to impend ever so slightly, like
a margin of faintest shadow edging sunlight; yet it was
- always there.

¢ 1 haven’t time for millions of words this evening,”
she said. “ Won’t some remain fresh and sparkling and
epigrammatic until—until »

“ To-morrow? They’ll possibly keep that long.”

“I didn’t say to-morrow.”

(13 I did-9’

“I’'m perfectly aware of the subtle suggestion and
subtler flattery, Mr. Quarren.”

“ Then, may I see you to-morrow? ”

“ Utterly impossible—pitiably hopeless. You see
I am frank about the heart-rending disappointment it
is to me—and must be to you. But after I am awake I
am in the hands of Mrs. Lannis. And there’s no room
for you in that pretty cradle.”

“ The next day, then?”

“ We’re going to Florida for three weeks.”

“You?”

“ Molly and Jim and 1.”

“ Palm Beach? ”

“ Ultimately.”
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“ And then?”

“Oh! Have you the effrontery to tell me to my
face that you’ll be in the same mind about me three
weeks hence? ”

“I have.”

“ Do you expect me to believe you? ”

“1 don’t know—what to expect—of you, of my-
sclf,” he said so quietly that she looked up quickly.

“ Mr. Quarren! Are you a sentimental man? I had
mentally absolved you from that preconception of
mine—among other apparently unmerited ideas concern-
ing you.”

“I suppose you’ll arise and flee if I tell you that
you’re different from other women,” he said.

“ You wouldn’t be such an idiot as to tell me that,
would you? »

“I might be. I’m just beginning to realise my ca-
pacity for imbecility. You’re different in this way any-
how ; no woman ever before induced me to pull a solemn
countenance.”

“I don’t induce you! I ask you not to.”

“1 try not to; but, somehow, there’s something so
—so0 real about you »?

““ Are you accustomed to foregather with the dis-
embodied? ” ’

“I’m beginning to think that my world is rather
thickly populated with ghosts—phantoms of a more
real world.”

He looked at her soberly; she had thought him
younger than he now seemed. A slight irritation si-
lenced her for a moment, then, impatiently:

“ You speak cynically and I dislike it. What rea-
son have you to express world-weary sentiments ?—you
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who are young, who probably have never known real
sorrow, deep unhappiness! I have little patience with
a morbid view of anything, Mr. Quarren. I merely warn
you—in the event of your ever desiring to obtain my
good graces.”

“ 1 do desire them.”

“ Then be yourself.”

“I don’t know what I am. I thought I knew.
Your advent has disorganised both my complacency
and my resignation.”

“ What do you mean?”

“ Must I answer? ”

“ Of course!” she said, laughing.

¢ Then—the Harlequin who followed you up those
stairs, never came down again.”

“ Oh!” she said, unenlightened.

“ I’m wondering who it was who came down out of
that balcony in the wake of the golden dancer,” he
added.

“You and I-—you very absurd young man. What
are you trying to say?”

¢ I—wonder,” he said, smiling, * what I am trying
to say.”



CHAPTER 1III

StnsHINE illuminated the rose-silk curtains of Mrs.
Leeds’s bedroom with parallel slats of light and cast
a frail and tremulous net of gold across her bed. The
sparrows in the Japanese ivy seemed to be unusually
boisterous, and their persistent metallic chatter dis-
turbed Strelsa who presently unclosed her gray eyes
upon her own reflected features in the wall-glass
opposite.

Face still flushed with slumber, she lay there con-

sidering her mirrored features with humorous, slecpy
eyes; then she sat up, stretched her arms, yawned,
patted her red lips with her palm, pressed her knuckles
over her eyelids, and presently slipped out of bed. Her
bath was ready; so was her maid.

A little later, cross-legged on the bed once more,
she sat sipping her chocolate and studying the morning
papers with an interest and satisfaction unjaded.

Coupled with the naive curiosity of a kitten re-
mained her unspoiled capacity for pleasure, and the
interest of a child in a world unfolding daily in a se-
quence of miracles under her intent and delighted eyes.

Bare of throat and arm and shoulder, the lustrous
hair shadowing her face, she now appeared unexpectedly
frail, even thin, as though the fuller curves of the mould
in which she was being formed had not yet been filled
up.
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/ /7

Fully dressed, gown and furs lent to her something .
of a youthful maturity which was entirely deceptive; ~ !
for here, in bed, the golden daylight revealed childish i
contours accented so delicately that they seemed almost '?

~.5

sexless. And ;%'her intent gray eyes and in her un-
2 developed mind,was all that completed the bodily and
' mental harmony—jyouth unawakened as yet except to * .
a confused memory of pain—and the dreamy and ~
. ) 2% 2
passionless unconscjouspess ;6f an unusually late ado- ¢
- - -

7 lescence. ot -

- At twenty-four Strelsa still looked upon her morn- <
ing chocolate with a healthy appetite; and the excite- \;\\
ment of seeing her own name and picture in the daily
press had as yet lost none of its delightful thrill.

All the morning papers reported the Wycherlys® <
house-warming with cloying detail. And she adored it.
What paragraphs particularly concerned herself, her
capable maid had enclosed in inky brackets. These
Strelsa read first of all, warm with pleasure at every
stereotyped tribute to her loveliness.

The comments she perused were of all sorts, even
the ungrammatical sort, but she read them all with
profound interest, and loved every one, even the most
fulsome. For life, and its kinder experience, was just
beginning for her after a shabby childhood, a lonely
girlhood, and a marriage unspeakable, the memory of
which already had become to her as vaguely poignant
as the dull recollection of a nightmare.

So her appetite for kindness, even the newspaper
variety, was keen and not at all discriminating; and the
reaction from two years’ solitude—two years of en-
durance, of shrinking from public comment—had de-
veloped in her a fierce longing for pleasure . and for
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play-fellows. Her fellow-men had responded with an-
enthusiasm which still surprised her delightfully at
moments.

The clever Swedish maid now removed the four-
legged tray from her knees; Strelsa, propped on her
pillows, was still intent on her newspapers, satisfying
a natural curiosity concerning what the world thought
about her costume of the night before, her beauty,
herself, and the people she knew. At last, agreeably
satiated, she lowered the newspaper and lay back,
dreamy-eyed, faintly smiling, lost in pleasant retro-
spection.

Had she really appeared as charming last night as
these exceedingly kind New York newspapers pre-
tended? Did this jolly world really consider her so
beautiful? She wished to believe it. She tried to. Per-
haps it was really true—because all these daily para-
graphs, which had begun with her advent into certain
New York sets, must really have been founded on some-
thing unusual about her.

And it could not be her fortune which continued to
inspire such journalistic loyalty and devotion, because
she had none—scarcely enough money in fact to man-
age with, dress with, pay her servants, and maintain her
pretty little house in the East Eighties.

It could not be her wit; she had no more than the
average American girl.> Nor was there anything else
in her—neither her cultivation, attainments, nor tal-
ents—to entitle her to distinction. So apparently it
must be her beauty that evoked paragraphs which had
already made her a fashion in the metropolis—was
making her a cult—even perhaps a notoriety.
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Because those people who had personally known
Reginald Leeds, were exceedingly curious concerning
this young girl who had been a nobody, as far as New
York was concerned, until her name became legally
coupled with the name of one of the richest and most
dissipated scions of an old and honourable New York
family. |

The public which had read with characteristic eager-
ness all about the miserable finish of Reginald Leeds,
found its abominable curiosity piqued by his youthful
widow’s appearance in town.

It is the newspapers’ business to give the public
what it wants—at least that appears to be the popular
impression; and so they gave the public all it wanted
about Strelsa Leeds, in daily chunks. And then some.
Which, in the beginning, she shrank from, horrified,
frightened, astonished—because, in the beginning,
every mention of her name was coupled with a glossary
in full explanation of who she was, entailing a condensed
review of a sordid story which, for two years, she had
striven to obliterate from her mind. But these post-
mortems lasted only a week or so. Except for a spo-
radic eruption of the case in a provincial paper now and
then, which somebody always thoughtfully sent to her,
the press finally let the tragedy alone, contenting its
intellectual public with daily chronicles of young Mrs.
Leeds’s social activities.

A million boarding houses throughout the land,
read about her beauty with avidity ; and fat old women
in soiled pink wrappers began to mention her intimately
to each other as ¢ Strelsa Leeds ”—the first hall-mark of
social fame—and there was loud discussion, in a million
hurble homes, about the fashionable men who were pay-
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ing her marked attention; and the chances she had for
bagging earls and dukes were maintained and com-
bated, below stairs and above, with an eagerness, envy,
and back-stairs knowledge truly and profoundly demo-
cratic.

Her morning mail had begun to assume almost fash-
ionable proportions, but she could not yet reconcile her-
self to the idea of even such a clever maid as her own
assuming power of social secretary. So she still read
and answered all her letters—or rather neglected to
notice the majority, which invested her with a kind of
awe to some and made others furious and unwillingly
respectful.

Letters,” bills, notes, invitations, advertisements
were scattered over the bedclothes as she lay there,
thinking over the pleasures and excitement of last
night’s folly—thinking of Quarren, among others, and
of the swift intimacy that had sprung up between
them—like a witch-flower over night—thinking of her
imprudence, and of the cold displeasure of Barent Van
Dyne who, toward daylight, had found her almost nose
to nose with Quarren, absorbed in exchanging with that
young man ideas and perfectly futile notions about
cverything on top, inside, and underncath the habitable
globe. A

She blushed as she remembered her flimsy excuses to
Van Dyne—she had the grace to blush over that mem-
ory—and how any of the dignity incident to the occa-
sion had been all Van Dyne’s—and how, as she took
his irreproachable arm and parted ccremoniously with
Quarren, she had imprudently extended her hand behind
her as her escort bore her away—a childish impulse—
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the innocent coquetry of a village belle—she flushed
again at the recollection—and at the memory of Quar-
ren’s lips on her finger-tips—and how her hand had
closed on the gardenia he ‘pressed into it

She turned her head on the pillow; the flower she
had taken from him lay beside her on her night table,
limp, discoloured, malodorous; and she picked it up,
daintily, and flung it into the fireplace.

At the same moment the telephone rang downstairs
in the library. Presently her maid knocked, announc-
ing Mr. Quarren on the wire.

“I’m not at home,” said Strelsa, surprised, or
rather trying to feel a certain astonishment. What
really surprised her was that she felt none.

Her maid was already closing the door behind her
when Strelsa said:

“Wait a moment, Freda.” And, after thinking,
she smiled to herself and added: “ You may set my
transmitter on the table beside me, and hang up the
receiver in the library. . . . Be sure to hang it up at
once.”

Then, sitting up in bed, she unhooked the receiver
and set it to her ear.

“ Mr. Quarren,” she began coldly, and without pre-
liminary amenities, “ have you any possible excuse for
awaking me at such an unearthly hour as mid-day?”

“ Good Lord,” he exclaimed contritely, “did I do
that? »

She had no more passion for the exact truth than
the average woman, and she quibbled:

“ Do you think I would say so if it were not true? ”
she demanded.

“ No, of course no

”»
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“Well, then!” An indignant pause. ‘ But,” she
added honestly, “ I was not exactly what you might call
asleep, although it pra.ctically amounts to the same
thing. I was reposing. . . . Are you feeling qmbe fit
this morning? * she added demurely

“I'd be all right if I could see you

“You can’t! What an idea!”

“ Why not? What are you going to do? ”

“ There’s no particular reason why I should detail
my daily duties, obligations, and engagements to you;
is there?—But I’m an unusually kind-hearted person,
and not easily offended by people’s inquisitiveness. So
T'll overlook your bad manners. First, then, I am
lunching at the Province Club, then I am going to a
matinée at the Casino, afterward dropping in for tea
at the Sprowls, dining at the Calderas, going to the
Opera with the Vernons, and afterward, with them, to
a dance at the Van Dynes. . . . So, will you kindly
inform me where you enter the scene? ”

She could hear him laugh aver the telephone.

¢ What are you doing just now? ” he asked.

“I am seated upon my innocent nocturnal couch,
draped in exceedingly intimate attire, conversing over
the telephone with the original Paul Pry.”

“ Could anything induce you to array yourself more
conventionally, receive me, and let me take you to your
luncheon at the Province Club? ”

“ But I don’t wish to see you.”

“Is that perfectly true?”

“ Perfectly. I’ve just thrown your gardenia into
the fireplace. Doesn’t that prove it?”

“Oh, no. Because it’s too early, yet, for either of
us to treasure such things »
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“ What horrid impertinence ! ”

“Isn’t it! But your heavenly gift of humour will
transform my impudence into a harmless and diverting
sincerity. Please let me see you, Mrs. Leeds—just for
a few moments.”

[ Why? ”

“ Because you are going South and there are three
restless weeks ahead of me——"

This time he could hear her clear, far laughter:

“ What has my going to Florida to do with your
restlessness? ”

“ Your very question irrevocably links cause and
effect

“ Don’t be absurd, Mr. Quarren!”

* Absurdity is the badge of all our Guild

“ What Guild do you belong to? ”

“ The associated order of ardent suitors

“ Mr. Quarren! You are becoming ridiculous; do
you know it? ”

“ No, I don’t realise it, but they say all the rest of
the world considers suitors ridiculous »

“ Do you expect me to listen to such nonsense at
such an hour in the morning? ”

“It’s half past twelve; and my weak solution of
nonsense is suitable to the time of day »

“Am I to understand that the solution becomes
stronger as the day advances? ”

“ Exactly; the solution becomes so concentrated
and powerful that traces of common-sense begin to
appear——”

I didn’t notice any last mght »

“ Van Dyne interfered.”

“ Poor Mr. Van Dyne. If you’d been civil to him
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——

he might have asked you to the dance to-night—if I
had suggested it. But you were horridly rude.”

“I? Rude?”

- “ You’re not going to be rude enough to say it was

I who behaved badly to him, are you? Oh, the shock-
ing vanity of man! No doubt you are thinking that
it was I who, serpent-like, whispered temptation into
your innocent ear, and drew you away into a corner,
and shoved palms in front of us, and brought silver .
and fine linen, and rare fruits and sparkling wines; and
paid shameless court with an intelligent weather-eye
always on the watch for a flouted and justly indignant
cavalier!”

“Yes,” he said, “ you did all those things. And
now you’re trying to evade the results.”

“ What are the results?”

“ A partly demented young man clamouring to see
you at high-noon while the cold cruel cause of his
lunacy looks on and laughs.”

“I’'m afraid that young man must continue to
clamour,” she said, immensely amused at the picture he
drew. “ How far away is he at this moment? »

“In the Legation, a blithering wreck.”

“ Why not in his office frantically immersed in vast
business enterprises and cataclysmic speculations? ”

“I’m rather afraid that if business immerses him
too completely he will be found drowned some day.”

“You promised—said that you were going to be-
gin a vigorous campaign,” she reminded him reproach-
fully. “I asked it of you; and you agreed.”

“ 1 am beginning life anew—or trying to—by seek-
ing the perennial source of daily spiritual and mun-
dane inspiration »
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“ Why won’t you be serious? ”

“I am. Were you not the source of my new in-
spiration? Last night did something or other to me—
I am not yet perfectly sure what it was. I want to see
you to be sure—if only for a—moment—merely to
satisfy myself that you are real ?

“ Will one moment be enough? ”

¢ Certainly.”

¢ One second—or half a one? ”

“ Plenty.”.

“ VYery well—if you promise not to expect or ask
for more than that »

¢ That is terribly nice of you!”

“ It is, overwhelmingly. But really I don’t know
whether I am nice or merely weak-minded. Because I’ve
lingered here gossiping so long with you that I’ve
simply got to fly like a mad creature about my dress-
ing. Good-bye——"

 Shall I come up immediately? ”

“ Of course not! I expect to be dressing for hours
and hours—figuratively speaking. . . . Perhaps you
might start in ten minutes if you are coming in a taxi.”

“You are an angel »

“ That is not telephone vernacular. . . . And per-
haps you had better be prompt, because Mrs. Lannis is
coming for me—that is, if you have anything to—to
say—that »

She flushed up, annoyed at her own stupidity, then
felt grateful to him as he answered lightly:

“ Of course; she might misunderstand our informal-
ity. Shall I see you in half an hour? ”

“If I can manage it,” she said.

She managed it, somehow. At first, really indiffer-
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ent, and not very much amused, the talk with him had
gradually aroused in her the same interest and pleasur-
able curiosity that she had experienced in exchanging
badinage with him the night before. Now she really
wanted to see him, and she took enough trouble about
it to set her deft maid flying about her offices.

First a fragrant precursor of his advent arrived in
the shape of a great bunch of winter violets; and her
maid fastened them to her black fox muff. Then the
distant door-bell sounded; and in an extraordinarily
short space of time, wearing her pretty fur hat, her
boa, and carrying a muff that matched both, with his
violets pinned to it, she entered the dim drawing-room,
halting just beyond the threshold.

“ Are you not ashamed,” she said, severely, * to
come battering at my door at this hour of the day? ”

“ Abjectly.”

They exchanged a brief handshake; she seated her-
self on the arm of a sofa; he stood before the unlighted
fireplace, looking at her with a half smiling half curi-
ous air which made her laugh outright.

“Bien! C’est moi, monsieur,” she said. “ Me
voici! C’est moi-méme!”

“ 1 believe you are real after all,” he admitted.

“Do I seem different? ”

“ Yes—and no.”

“ How am I different? ”

“ Well, somehow, last night, I got the notion that
you were younger, thinner—agd not very real »

¢ Are you presuming to criticise my appearance
last night? ” she asked with mock indignation. * Be-
cause if you are, I proudly refer you to the enlightened
metropolitan morning press.”
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“ 1 read all about you,” he said, smiling.

“I am glad you did. You will doubtless now be
inclined to treat me with the respect due to my years
and experience.”

1 believe,” he said, “ that your gown and hat and
furs make a charming difference——""

“ How perfectly horrid of you! I thought you
admired my costume last night!”

“ Oh, Lord,” he said—*‘ you were sufficiently charm-
ing last night. But now, in your fluffy furs, you seem
rather taller—less slender perhaps—and tremendously
fetching—— _

“ Say that my clothes improve me, and that in real-
ity I'm a horrid, thin little beast!” she exclaimed,
laughing. “I know I am, but I haven’t finished grow-
ing yet. Really that’s the truth, Mr. Quarren. Would
you believe that I have grown an inch since last
spring? ”

“ 1 believe it,” he said, “ but would you mind stop-
ping now? You are exactly right.”

“ You know I’m thin and flat as a board!”

*“ You'’re perfect!”

“It’s too late to say that to me——"

“ It is too early to say more.”

“ Let’s don’t talk about myself, please.”

“ It has become the only subject in the world that
interests me——" ’

¢ Please, Mr. Quarren! Are you actually attempt-
ing to be silly at this hour of the day? The wise inan-
ities of midnight sound perilously flat in the sunshine—
flatter than the flattest champagne, which no bread-
crumbs can galvanise into a single bubble. Tell me,
why did you wish to see me this morning. I mean the
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real reason? Was it merely to find out whether I was
weak-minded enough to receive you? »

He looked at her, smiling:

~ “I wanted to see whether you were as real and
genuine and wholesome and unspoiled and—and friendly
as I thought you were last night.”

“Am I? ”

“ More so.”

“ Are you so sure about my friendliness? »

“ I want to believe in it,” he said. “ It means a lot
to me already.”

¢ Believe in it then, you very badly spoiled young
man,” she said, stretching out her hand to him
impulsively. “I do like you.. . . And now I think
you had better go — unless you want to see Mrs.
Lannis.”

Retaining her hand for a second he said:

“ Before you leave town will you let me ask you a
question? ” «

“I am leaving to-morrow. You’ll have to ask it
now.”

Their hands fell apart; he seemed doubtful, and
she awaited his question, smilingly. And as he made no
" sign of asking she said:

“ You have my permission to ask it. Isit a very im-
pertinent question? i

113 very.”

“ How impertinent is it? ” she inquired curiously.

“ Unpardonably personal.”

After a silence she laughed.

 Last night,” she said, “ you told me that I would
probably forget you unless I had something unpardon-
able to forgive you. Isn’t this a good opportunity to

70




THE STREETS OF ASCALON

leave your unpardonable imprint upon my insulted
memory? ”

*“ Excellent,” he said. “ This is my outrageous
question : are you engaged to be married? ”

For a full minute she remained silent in her intense
displeasure. After the first swift glance of surprise her
gray eyes had dropped, and she sat on the gilded arm
of the sofa, studying the floor covering—an ancient
Saraband rug, with the inevitable and monotonous
river-loop symbol covering its gld-rose ground in un-
interesting repetition. After a while she lifted her head
and met his gaze, quietly.

“I am trying to believe that you did not mean to
be offensive,” she said. ‘ And now that I have a shadow
of a reason to pardon you, I shall probably do so, ulti-
mately.”

“But you won’t answer me?” he said, red-
dening.

“ Of course not. Are we on any such footing of in-
timacy—even of friendship, Mr. Quarren?

“No. But you are going away—and my reason
for speaking—"" He checked himself; his reasons
were impossible; there was no extenuation to be found
in them, no adequate explanation for them, or for his
attitude toward this young girl which had crystallised
over night—over a sleepless, thrilling night—dazzling
him with its wonder and its truth and its purity in the
clean rays of the morning sun.

-She watched his expression as it changed, troubled,
uncertain how to regard him, now.

“ It isn’t very much like you, to ask me such a ques-
tion,” she said. :

¢ Before I met you, you thought me one kind of a
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man ; after I met you, you thought me another. Have
I turned out to be a third kind?

[13 N_no.,’

“ Would I turn into the first kind if I ask you again
to answer my question? ”

She gave him a swift, expressionless glance:

“I want to like you; I’'m trying to, Mr. Quarren.
Won’t you let me? ”

“I want to have the right to like you, too—per-
haps more than you will care to have me——"

“ Please don’t speak that way—I don’t know what
you mean, anyway »”

“That is why I asked you the question—to find
out whether I had a right to »?

“ Right!” she repeated. “ What right? What do
you mean? What have you misinterpreted in me that
has given you any rights as far as I am concerned?
Did you misunderstand our few hours of masked ac-
quaintance—a few moments of perfectly innocent im-
prudence?—my overlooking certain conventions and
listening to you at the telephone this morning—my re-
ceiving you here at this silly hour? What has given
you any right to say anything to me, Mr. Quarren—
to hint of the passibility of anything serious—for the
future—ot at any time whatever?”

“T have no right,” he said, wincing.

“Indeed you have not!” she rejoined warmly,
flushed and affronted. “I am glad that is perfectly
clear to you.”

“ No right at all,” he repeated—* except the per-
sonal privilege of recognising what is cleanest and
sweetest and most admirable and most unspoiled in life;
the right to care for it without knowing exactly why—
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the desire to be part of it—as have all men who are
awakened out of trivial dreams when such a woman as
you crosses their limited and foolish horizon.”

She sat staring at him, struggling to comprehend
what he was saying, perfectly unable to believe, nor
even wishing to, yet painfully attentive to his every
word.

“ Mr. Quarren,” she said, “ I was hurt. I imagined
presumption where there was none. But I am afraid
you are romantic and impulsive to an amazing degree.
Yet, both romance and impulse have a place and a
reason, not undxgmﬁed in human intercourse.””—She
felt rather superior in turning this phrase, and looked
on him a little more kindly

¢ If the compliment which you have left me to mfer
is purely a romantic one, it is nevertheless unwarranted
—and, forgive me, unacceptable. The trouble is

She paused to recover her wits and her breath; but
he took the latter away again as he said:

“I am in love with you; that is the trouble, Mrs.
Leeds. And I really have no business to say so until
I amount to something.”

“ You have no business to say so anyway after one
single evening’s acquaintance!” she retorted hotly.

¢ Oh, that! If love were a matter of time and con-
vention—Ilike five o’clock tea'!—but it isn’t, you know.
It isn’t the brevity of our acquaintance that worries
me; it’s what I am—and what you are—and—and the
long, long road I have to travel before I am worth your
lightest consideration—I never was in love before. For-
give my crudeness. I’m only conscious of the—hope-
lessness of it all.”

Breathless, confused, incredulous, she sat there
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staring at him—listening to and watching this tall,
quiet, cool young fellow who was telling her such in-
comprehensible things in a manner that began to fas-
cinate her. With an effort she collected herself, shook
off the almost eerie interest that was already beginning
to obsess her, and stood up, flushed but composed.

“ Shall we not say any more about it? ” she said
quietly. “ Because there is nothing more to say, Mr.
Quarren—except—thank you for—for feeling so
amiably toward me—for believing me more than I really
am. . . . And I would like to have your friendship still,
if I may »

“You have it.”

“ Even yet?”

“Why not? . . . It’s selfish of me to say it—but I
wish you—could have saved me,” he said almost care-
lessly.

“ From what, Mr. Quarren?” 1T really do not un-
derstand you.”

“ From being what I am—the sort of man you first
divined me to be.”

“ What do you mean by ‘saving’ you?” she asked,
coldly. ‘

“I don’t know!—giving me a glimmer of hope I
suppose—something to strive for.”

“ One saves one’s self,” she said.

He turned an altered face toward her: and she
looked at him intently.

“T guess you are right,” he said with a short laugh.
¢“If there is anything worth saving, one saves one’s
self.”

“T think that is true,” she said. . . . “ And——~if my
friendship—if you really care for it »
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He met her gaze:

I honestly don’t know. I’ve been carried off my
feet by you, completely. A man, under such conditions,
doesn’t know anything—not even enough to hold his
tongue—as you may have noticed. I am in love with
you. AsI am to-day, my love for you would do you no
good—I don’t know whether yours would do me any
good—or your friendship, either. It ought to if I
amounted to anything ; but I don’t—and I don’t know.”

“I wish you would not speak so bitterly—
please——"

“ All right. It wasn’t bitterness; it was just whine.
... Tl go, now. You will comprehend, after you
think it over, that there is at least nothing of imperti-
nence in my loving you—only a blind unreason—a
deadly fear lest the other man in me, suddenly revealed,
vanish before I could understand him. Because when
I saw you, life’s meaning broke out suddenly—like a
star—and that’s another stale simile. But one has to
climb very far before one can touch even the nearest of
the stars. . . . So forgive my one lucid interval. . . .
I shall probably never have another. . . . May I take
you to your carriage? ”

“ Mrs. Lannis is calling for me.”

“ Then—I1 will take my leave—and the tatters of

my reputation—any song can buy it, now »
¢ Mr. Quarren!”
[{3 Yes? »

“ I don’t want you to go—like this. I want you to
go away knowing in your heart that you have been very
—nice—agreeable—to a young girl who hasn’t perhaps
had as much experience as you think: »

¢ Thank God,” he said, smiling.
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“T want you to like me, always,” she said. “ Will
yO\l? »

“ I promise,” he replied so blithely that for a mo-
ment his light irony deceived her. Then something in
his eyes left her silent, concerned, unresponsive—only
her heart seemed to repeat persistently in childish re-
iteration, the endless question, Why? Why? Why?
And she heard it but found no answer where love was
not, and had never been.

¢ I—am sorry,” she said in a low voice. “I—I try
to understand you—but I don’t seem to. . . . I am so
very sorry that you—care for me.”

He took her gloved hand, and she let him.

“I guess I’'m nothing but a harlequin after all,” he
said, “ and they’re legitimate objects for pity. Good-
bye, Mrs. Leeds. You’ve been very patient and sweet
with a blithering lunatic. . . . I’'ve committed only
another harlequinade of a brand-new sort. But the
fall from that balcony would have been less de-
structive.”

She looked at him out of her gray eyes.

“ One thing,” she said, with a tremulous smile, “ you
may be certain that I am not going to forget you very
easily.” .

“ Another thing,” he said, “I shallenever forget
you as long as I live; and—jyou have my violets, I see.
Are they to follow the gardenia? ”

“ Only when their time comes,” she said, trying to
laugh.

So he wished her a happy trip and sojourn in the
South, and went away into the city—downtown, by the
way to drop into an office chair in an empty office and
listen to the click of a typewriter in the outer room, and

76

AN



THE STREETS OF ASCALON

— —

sit there hour after hour with his chin in his hand star-
ing at nothing out of the clear blue eyes of a boy.

And she went away to her luncheon at the Province
Club with Susanne Lannis who wished her to meet some
of the governors—very grand ladies—upon whose good
will depended Strelsa’s election to the most aristocratic,
comfortable, wisely managed, and thriftiest of all
metropolitan clubs.

After luncheon she, with Mrs. Lannis and Chrysos
Lacy—a pretty red-haired edition of her brother—
went to see * Sumurun.”

And after they had tea at the redoubtable Mrs.
Sprowl’s, where there were more footmen than guests,
more magnificence than comfort, and more wickedness
in the gossip than lemon in the tea or Irish in the more
popular high-ball.

The old lady, fat, pink, enormous, looked about her
out of her little glittering green eyes with a pleased con-
viction that everybody on earth was mortally afraid of
her. And everybody, who happened to be anybody in
New York, was exactly that—with a few eccentric ex-
ceptions like her nephew, Karl Westguard, and half a
dozen heavily upholstered matrons whose social altitude
left them nothing to be afraid of except lack of defer-
ence and death.

Mrs. Sprowl had a fat, wheezy, and misleading
laugh; and it took time for Strelsa to understand that
there was anything really venomous in the old lady;
but the gossip there that afternoon, and the wheezy
delight in driving a last nail into the coffin of some mori-
bund reputation, made plain to her why her hostess was
held in such respectful terror.

The talk finally swerved from Molly Wycherly’s
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ball to the Irish Legation, and Mrs. Sprowl leaned to-
ward Strelsa, and panted behind her fan:

“ A perfect scandal, child. The suppers those
yeung men give there! Orgies, I understand! No pretty
actress in town is kept sighing long for invitations.
Even ”—she whispered the name of a lovely and re-
spectable prima-donna with a perfectly good husband
and progeny—and nodded so violently that it set her
coughing.

“ Oh,” cried Strelsa, distressed, *“surely you have
been misinformed! ”

“ Not in the least,” wheezed the old lady. ¢ She is
no better than the rest of ’em! And I sent for my
nephew Karl, and I brought him up roundly. ‘Karl!’
said I, ¢ what the devil do you mean! Do you want
that husband of hers dragging you all into court?’
And, do you know, my dear, he appeared perfectly as-
tounded—said it wasn’t so—just as you said a moment
ago. But I can put two'and two together, yet; I’m not
too old and witless to do that! And I warrant you I
gave him a tongue trouncing which he won’t forget.

. Probably he retailed it to that O’Hara man, and
to young Quarren, too. If he did it won’t hurt ’em,
either.”

She was speaking now so generally that everybody
heard her, and Cyrille Caldera said:

“ Ricky is certainly innocuous, anyway.”

 Oh, is he!” said Mrs. Sprowl with another wheezy
laugh. “I fancy I know that boy. Did you say ‘harm-
less,” Susanne? Well, you ought to know, of
course——"

Cyrille Caldera blushed brightly although her affair
with Quarren had been of the most innocent description.

8













i Ll VoK
|+ GooIC LIBRARY

ASTOR, LENOX

TILDEN FOUNBATIONS




THE, STREETS OF ASCALON

 There’s probably as much ground for indicting
Ricky as there is for indicting me,” she protested.
“ He’s merely a nice, useful boy

“ Rather vapid, don’t you think?* observed a thin
young woman in sables and an abundance of front
teeth.

“ Who expects anything serious from Ricky? He
possesses good manners, and a sweet alacrity,” said
Chrysos Lacy, “ and that’s a rare combination.”

“ He’s clever enough to be wicked, anyway,” said
Mrs. Sprowl. “Don’t tell me that every one of his
sentimental affairs have been perfectly harmless.”

" “Has he had many?” asked Strelsa before she
meant to.

“ Thousands, child. There was Betty Clyde—
whose husband must have been an idiot—and Cynthia
Challis—she married Prince Sarnoff, you remem-
ber____”

“ The Sarnoffs are coming in February,” observed
Chrysos Lacy.

“ I wonder if the Prmce has had a tub since he left,”
said Mrs. Sprowl. “ How on earth Cynthia can endure
that dried up yellow Tartar——"’

“ Cynthia was in love with Ricky I think,” said
Susanne Lannis.

% Most girls are when they come out, but their
mothers won’t let ’em marry him. Poor Ricky.”

“ Poor Ricky,” sighed Chrysos; “ he is so nice, and
nobody is likely to marry him.”

“Why?” asked Strelsa.

“ Because he’s—why he’s just Ricky. He has no
money, you know. Didn’t you know it?”

“ No,” said Strelsa.

”
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“That’s the trouble—partly. Then there’s no
social advantage for any girl in this set marrying him.
He’ll have to take a lame duck or go out of his circle
for a wife. And that means good-bye Ricky—unless
he marries a lame duck.”

“ Some unattractive person of uncertain age and a
million,” explained Mrs. Lannis as Strelsa turned to
her, perplexed.

“ Ricky,” said the lady with abundant teeth, “is a
lightweight.”

¢ The lightness, I think, is in his heels,” said Strelsa.
 He’s intelligent otherwise I fancy.”

“ Yes, but not intellectual.”

I think you are possibly mistaken.”

The profusely dentate lady looked sharply at
Strelsa; Susanne Lannis laughed.

“ Are you his champion, Strelsa? I thought you
had met him last night for the first time.”

“ Mrs. Leeds is probably going the way of all
women when they first meet Dicky Quarren,” observed
Mrs. Sprowl with malicious satisfaction. ¢ But you
must hurry and get over it, child, before Sir Charles
Mallison arrives.” At which sally everybody laughed.

Strelsa’s colour was high, but she merely smiled,
not only at the coupling of her name with Quarren’s
but at the hint of the British officer’s arrival.

Major Sir Charles Mallison had been over before,
why, nobody knew, because he was one of the wealthiest
bachelors in England. Now it was understood that he
was coming again; and a great many well-meaning
people saw that agreeable gentleman’s fate in the new
beauty, Strelsa Leeds; and did not hesitate to tell her
so with the freedom of fashionable banter.
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“ Yes,” sighed Chrysos Lacy, sentimentally, * when
you see Sir Charles you’ll forget Ricky.”

“ Doubtless,” said Strelsa, still laughing. * But tell
me, Mrs. Sprowl, why does everybody wish to marry
me to somebody? I’m very happy.”

“It’s our feminine sense of fitness and proportion
that protests. In the eternal balance of things material
you ought to be as wealthy as you are pretty.”

“I have enough—almost

“ Ah! the ¢ almost’ betrays the canker feeding on
that damask cheek ! ” laughed Mrs. Lannis. “ No, you
must marry millions, Strelsa—you’ll need them.”

“You are mistaken. I have enough. I’d like to be
happy for a while.” :

The naive inference concerning the mcompa.tlblhty
of marriage and happiness made them laugh again, for-
getting perhaps the tragic shadow of the past which
had unconsciously evoked it.

After Strelsa and Mrs. Lannis had gone, a pair of *
old cats dropped in, one in ermine, the other in sea-
otter; and the inevitable discussion of Strelsa Leeds
began with a brutality and frankness paralleled only in
kennel parlance.

To a criticism of the girl’s slenderness of physique
Mrs. Sprowl laughed loud and long.

“That’s what’s setting all the men crazy. The
world’s as full of curves as I am; plumpness to the
verge of redundancy is supposed to be popular among
men; a well-filled stocking behind the footlights sets
the gaby agape. But your man of the world has other
tastes.”

“ Jaded tastes,” said somebody.

“ Maybe they’re jaded and vicious—but they’re
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his. And maybe that girl has a body and limbs which
" are little more accented than a boy’s. But it’s the last
shriek among people who know.”

“Not such a late one, either,” said somebody.
““ Who was the French sculptor who did the Merode?

“ Before that Lippo fixed the type,” observed some-
body else.

“ Personally,” remarked a third, “I don’t fancy
pipe-stems. Mrs. Leeds needs padding—to suit my
notions.”

“Wait a year,” said Mrs. Sprowl, significantly.
“ The beauty of that girl will be scandalous when she
fills out a little more. . . . If she only had the wits to
match what she is going to be!—But there’s a streak
of something silly in her—I suspect latent sentiment—
which is likely to finish her if she doesn’t look sharp.
Fancy her taking up the cudgels for Ricky, now!—a
boy whose wits would be of no earthly account except
" in doing what he is doing. And he’s apparently per-
suaded that little minx that he’s intellectual! I’ll have
to talk to Ricky.”

“You’d better talk to your nephew, too,” said
somebody, laughing.

“Who? Karl!” exclaimed the old lady, her little
green eyes mere sparks in the broad expanse of face.
“ Let me catch him mooning around that girl! Let me-
catch Ricky philandering in earnest! I’ve made up my

. mind about Strelsa Leeds, and ”—she glared around
her, fanning vigorously—* I think nobody is likely to
interfere. A

That evening, at the opera, Westguard came into
her box, and she laid down the law of limits to him so
82




THE STREETS OF ASCALON

decisively that, taken aback, astonished and chagrined,
he found nothing to say for the moment.

When he did recover his voice and temper he in-
formed her very decidedly that he’d follow his own
fancy as far as any woman waf concerned. '

But she only laughed derisively and sent him off to
bring Quarren who had entered the Vernons’ box and
was bending over Strelsa’s shoulders.’

When Quarren obeyed, which he did not do with
the alacrity she had taught him, she informed him with
a brevity almost contemptuous that his conduct with
Strelsa at the Wycherlys had displeased her.

He said, surprised: “ Why does it concern you?
Mrs. Wycherly is standing sponsor for Mrs.
Leeds——”

I shall relieve Molly Wycherly of any responsibil-
ity,” said the old lady. “I like that girl. Can Molly
do as much as I can for her? »

He remained silent, disturbed, looking out across
the glitter at Strelsa.

Men crowded the Vernons’ box, arriving in shoals
and departing with very bad grace when it became nec-
essary to give place to new arrivals.

“ Do you see? ” said the old lady, tendering him her
opera glass.

“ What? ” he asked sullenly.

“ A new planet. Use your telescope, Rix—and also
amass a little common-sense. Yonder sits a future
duchess, or a countess, if I care to start things for her.
Which I shan’t—in that direction.”

“There are no poor duchesses or countesses, of
course,” he remarked with an unpleasant laugh.

Mrs. Sprowl looked at him. ironically.
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“I understand the Earl of Dankmere, perfectly,”
she said—* also other people, including young, and
sulky boys. So if you clearly understand my wishes,
and the girl doesn’t make a fool of herself over you or
any other callow ineliyible, her future will give me
something agreeable to occupy me.”

The blood stung his face as he stood up—a tall
graceful figure among the others in the box—a clean-
cut, wholesome boy to all appearances, with that easy
‘and amiable presence which is not distinction but which
sometimes is even more agreeable.

Lips compressed, the flush still hot on his face, he
stood silent, tasting all the bitterness that his career
" had stored up for him—sick with contempt for a self
that could accept and swallow such things. For he had
been well schooled, but scarcely to that contemptible
point. '

“ Of course,” he said, pleasantly, “ you understand
that I shall do as I please.”

Mrs. Sprowl laughed:

“I’ll see to that, too, Ricky.”

Chrysos Lacy leaned forward and began to talk to
him, and his training reacted mechanically, for he
seemed at once to become his gay and engaging self.

He did not return to the Vernons’ box nor did he
see Strelsa again before she went South.

The next night a note was delivered to him, written
from the Wycherlys’ car, * Wind-Flower.”

“ My pEAR MR. QUARREN:

“Why did you not come back to say good-bye?
You spoke of doing so. I’'m afraid Chrysos Lacy is
responsible.
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% The dance at the Van Dynes was very jolly. I am
exceedingly sorry you were not there. Thank you for
the flowers and bon-bons that were delivered to me in
my state-room. My violets are not yet entirely faded,
so they have not yet joined your gardenia in the limbo
of useless things.

“ Mr. Westguard came to the train. He is nice.

“Mr. O’'Hara and Chrysos and Jack Lacy were
there, so in spite of your conspicuous absence the Lega-
tion maintained its gay reputation and covered itself
with immortal blarney.

¢ This letter was started as a note to thank you for
your gifts, but it is becoming a serial as Molly and Jim
and I sit here watching the North Carolina landscape
fly past our windows like streaks of brown lightened
only by the occasional delicious and sunny green of
some long-leafed pine.

“ There’s nothing to see from horizon to horizon
except the monotonous repetition of mules and niggers
and evil-looking cypress swamps and a few razor-backs
and a buzzard flying very high in the blue.

¢ Thank you again for my flowers. . . . I wonder if
you understand that my instinct is to be friends with you?

“It was from the very beginning.

¢ And please don’t be absurd enough to think that I
am going to forget you—or our jolly escapade at the
Wycherly ball. You behaved very handsomely once.
I know I can count on your kindness to me.

“ Good-bye, and many many thanks—as Jack Lacy
sa.ys— f’r the manny booggy-rides, an’ th’ goom-candy,
an’ the boonches av malagy grrapes ’!

¢ Sincerely your friend,
‘“ StreLsa LEeeps.”
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That same day Sir Charles Mallison arrived in New
York and went directly to Mrs. Sprowl’s house. Their
interview was rather brief but loudly cordial on the old
lady’s part:

“ How’s my sister and Foxy? ” she asked—meaning
Sir Renard and Lady Spinney.

Sir Charles regretted he had not seen them.

“ And you?”

“ Quite fit, thanks.” And he gravely trusted that
her own health was satisfactory.

“ You haven’t changed your mind? ” she asked with
a smile which the profane might consider more like a
grin. '
Sir Charles said he had not, and a healthy colour
showed under the tan.

“ All these years,” commented the old lady, ironically.

“ Four,” said Sir Charles.

“Was it four years agq when .you saw her in
Egypt?” ‘

“ Four years—last month—the tenth.”

“ And never saw her again? ”

¢ Never.”

Mrs. Sprowl shook with asthmatic mirth:

“ Such story-book constancy! Why didn’t you ask
your friend the late Sirdar to have Leeds pitched into
the Nile. It would have saved you those four years’
waiting? You know you haven’t many years to waste,
Sir Charles.”

“I’m forty-five,” he said, colouring painfully.

“ Four years gone to hell,” said the old lady with
that delicate candour which sometimes characterised
her. . . . “ And now what do you propoese to do with
the rest of ’em? Dawdle away your time? ”
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“ Face my fate,” he admitted touching his mous-
tache and fearfully embarrassed.

“ Well, if you’re in a hurry, you’ll have to go dewn
South to face it. She’s at Palm Beach for the next
three weeks.”

¢ Thank you,” he said.

She looked up at him, her little opaque green eyes
a trifle softened.

“I am trying to get you the prettiest woman in
America,” she said. “ I’'m ready to fight off everybody
else—beat ’em to death,” she added, her eyes snapping,
then suddenly kind again—* because, Sir Charles, I like
you. And for no other reason on earth!”

Which was not the exact truth. It was for another
man’s sake she was kind to him. And the other man
had been dead many years.

Sir Charles thanked her, awkwardly, and fell silent
again, pulling his moustache.

“ Is—Mrs. Leeds—well? ” he ventured, at length,
reddening again. .

“ Perfectly. She’s a bit wiry just now—thin—
leggy, y’ know. Some fanciers prefer ’em weedy. But
she’ll plump up. I know the breed.”

He shrank from her loud voice and the vulgarity of
her comments, and she was aware of it and didn’t care
a rap. There were plenty of noble ladies as vulgar as
she, and more so—and anyway it was not this well-built,
sober-faced man of forty-five whom she was serving with
aH the craft and insolence and brutality and generosity
that was in her—it was the son of a dead man who had
been much to her. How much nobody in these days
gossiped about any longer, for it was a long time ago,
a long, long time ago that she had made her curtsey to
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a young queen and a prince consort. And Sir Charles’s
father had died at Majuba Hill.

“ There’s a wretched little knock-kneed peer on the
cards,” she observed ; ¢ Dankmere. He seems to think
she has money or something. If he comes over here,
as my sister writes, I’ll set him straighter than his own
legs. And I’ve written Foxy to tell him so.”

“ Dankmere is a very good chap,” said Sir Charles,
terribly embarrassed.

“But not good enough. His level is the Quartier
d’Europe. He’ll find it; no fear. . . . When do you go
South? »

“ To-morrow,” he said, so honestly that she grinned
again.

“Then I'll give you a letter to Molly Wycherly.
Her husband is Jim Wycherly—one of your sort—
eternally lumbering after something to kill. He has a
bungalow on some lagoon where he murders ducks, and
no doubt he’ll go there. But his wife will be stopping
at Palm Beach. I’ll send you a letter to her in the
morning.”

“ Many thanks,” said Sir Charles, shyly.




CHAPTER 1V

SteRELSA remained South longer than she had ex-
pected to remain, and at the end of the third week Quar-
ren wrote her.

“Dear Mgs. LeEps:

“ Will you accept from me a‘copy of Karl’s new
book? And are youevercomingback? You aremissing
an unusually diverting winter ; the opera is exceptional,
there are some really interesting plays in town and
several new and amusing people—Prince and Princess
Sarnoff for example; and the Earl of Dankmere, an
anxious, and perplexed little man, sadly hard up, and
simple-minded enough to say so; which amuses every-
body immensely.

“He’s pathetically original ; plebeian on his mother’s
side; very good-natured ; nothing at all of a sportsman;
and painfully short of both intellect and cash—a funny,
harmless, distracted little man who runs about asking
everybody the best and quickest methods of amassing a
comfortable fortune in America. And I must say that
people have jollied him rather cruelly.

“ The Sarnoffs on the other hand are modest and
nice people—the Prince is a yellow, dried-up Asiatic
who is making a collection of parasites—a shrewd,
kindly, and clever little scientist. His wife is a charm-
ing girl, intellectual but deliciously feminine. She was
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Cynthia Challis before her marriage, and always a most
attractive and engaging personality. They dined with
us at the Legation on Thursday.

“ Afterward there was a dance at Mrs. Sprowl’s. I
led from one end, Lester Caldera from the other. One or
two newspapers criticised the decorations and favours
as vulgarly expensive; spoke of a ‘monkey figure —
purely imaginary—which they said I introduced into
the cotillion, and that the favours were marmosets !—
who probably were the intellectual peers of anybody
present.

“The old lady is in a terrific temper. I'm afraid
some poor scribblers are going to catch it. I thought
it very funny.

“ Speaking of scribblers and temper reminds me that
Karl Westguard’s new book is stirring up a toy tem-
pest. He has succeeded in offending a dozen people
who pretend to recognise themselves or their relatives
among the various characters. I don’t know whether
the novel is really any good, or not. We, who know Karl
so intimately, find it hard to realise that perhaps he
may be a writer of some importance.

“ There appears to be considerable excitement about
this new book. People seem inclined to discuss it at
dinners ; Karl’s publishers are delighted. Karl, on the
contrary, is not at all flattered by the kind of a success
that menaces him. He is mad all through, but not as
mad as his redoubtable aunt, who tells everybody that
he’s a scribbling lunatic who doesn’t know what he’s
writing, and that she washes her fat and gem-laden
hands of him henceforth.

“ Poor Karl! He’s already thirty-seven ; he’s written
fifteen books, no one of which, he tells me, ever before
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stirred up anybody’s interest. But this newest novel,
¢ The Real Thing,’ has already gone into three editions
in two weeks—whatever that actually means—and still
the re-orders are pouring in, and his publishers are
madly booming it, and several indignant people are
threatening Karl with the law of libel, and Karl is partly
furious, partly amused, and entirely astonished at the
whole affair.

 Because you see, the people who think they recog-
nise portraits of themselves or their friends in several of
the unattractive characters in the story—are as usual, in
error. Karl’s people are always purely and syntheti-
cally composite. Besides everybody who knows Karl
Westguard ought to know that he’s too decent a fellow,
and too good a workman to use models stupidly. Any-
body can copy; anybody can reproduce the obvious.
Even photographers are artists in these days. Good
work is a synthesis founded on truth, and carried logi-
cally to a conclusion.

“ But it’s useless to try to convince the Philistines.
Once possessed with the idea that they or their friends
are ‘ meant,” as they say, Archimedes’s lever could not
pry them loose from their agreeably painful obsession.

“Then there are other sorts of humans who are
already bothering Karl. This species recognise in
every ‘ hero’ or ¢ heroine’ a minute mental and physi-
cal analysis of themselves and their own particular,
specific, and petty emotions. Proud, happy, flattered,
they permit nobody to mistake the supposed tribute
which they are entirely self-persuaded that the novelist
has offered to them.

“ And these phases of ‘The Real Thing’ are fretting
and mortifying Karl to the verge of distraction. He
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awakes to find himself not famous but notorious—not
criticised for his workmanship, good or bad, but
gabbled about because some ludicrous old Uncle Foozle
pretends to discover a similarity between Karl’s episodes
and characters and certain doings of which Uncle F. is
personally cognisant.

“ The great resource of stupidity is and has always
been the anagram; and as stupidity is almost invariably
suspicious, the hunt for hidden meanings preoccupies
the majority of mankind.

 Because I have ventured to send you Karl’s new
book is no reason why I also should have presumed to
write you a treatise in several volumes.

“ But I miss you, oddly enough—miss everything I
never had of you—your opinions on what interests us
both; the delightful discussions of things important,
which have never taken place between us. It’s odd,
isn’t it, Mrs. Leeds, that I miss, long for, and even re-
member so much that has never been?

“ Molly Wycherly wrote to Mrs. Lannis that you
were having a gay time in Florida; that Sir Charles
Mallison had joined your party; that you’d had lunch-
eons and dinners given you at the Club, at the Inlet,
at the Wiers’s place, ¢ Coquina Castle’; and that Jim
and Sir Charles had bravely slain many ducks. Which
is certainly glory enough to go round. In a friendly
little note to me you were good enough to ask what I am
doing, and to emphasise your request for an answer by
underlining your request.

“ Proud and flattered by your generous interest I
hasten to inform you that I am leading the same use-
ful, serious, profitable, purposeful, ambitious, and en-
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nobling life which I was leading when I first met you.
Such a laudable existence makes for one’s self-respect;
and, happy in that consciousness, undisturbed by jour-
nalistic accusations concerning marmosets and vulgar-
ity, I concentrate my entire intellectual efforts upon
keeping my job, which is to remain deaf, dumb, and
blind, and at the same time be ornamental, resourceful,
good-tempered, and amusing to those who are not in-
variably all of these things at the same time.

“Is it too much to expect another note from you?
¢ Sincerely yours,

“ RicHARD STANLEY- QUARREN.”

She answered him on the fourth week of her ab-
sence.

“My pEAR MBR. QUARREN:

“Your letter interested me, but there was all through
it an undertone of cynicism which rang false—almost a
dissonance to an ear which has heard you strike a truer
chord.

“I do not like what you say of yourself, or of your
life. I have talked very seriously with Molly, who adores
you; and she evidently thinks you capable of achieving
anything you care to undertake. Which is my own
opinion—based on twenty-four hours of acquaintance.

“I have read Mr. Westguard’s novel. Everybody
here is reading it. I’d like to talk to you about it, some
day. Mr. Westguard’s intense bitterness confuses me a
little, and seems almost to paralyse any critical judg-
ment I may possess. A crusade in fiction has always
seemed to me but a sterile effort. To do a thing is fine;
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to talk about it in fiction a far less admirable perform-
ance—like the small bay, safe in the window, who defies
his enemy with out-thrust tongue.

“ When I was young—a somewhat lonely child, with
only a very few books to companion me—I pored over
Carlyle’s ‘French Revolution,’ and hated Philip Egalité.
But that youthful hatred was a little modified because
Egalité did actually become personally active. If he
had only talked, my hatred would have become con-
tempt for a renegade who did not possess the courage
of his convictions. But he voted death to his own caste,
facing the tribunal. He talked, but he also acted.

“I do not mean this as a parallel between Mr. West-
guard and the sanguinary French iconoclast. Mr.
Westguard, also, has the courage of his convictions;
he lives, I understand, the life which he considers a
proper one. It is the life which he preaches in ¢ The
Real Thing >—a somewhat solemn, self-respecting, self-
supporting existence, devoted to self-development ; a life
of upright thinking, and the fulfilment of duty, civil
and religious, incident to dignified citizenship. Such a
life may be a blameless one; I don’t know.

¢ Also it might even be admirable within its limits if
Mr. Westguard did not also appoint himself critie, dis-
ciplinarian, and prophet of that particular section of
society into which accident of birth has dumped him.

‘ Probably there is no section of human society that
does not need a wholesome scourging now and then, but
somehow, it seems to me, that it could be done less
bitterly and with better grace than Mr. Westguard does
it in his book. The lash, swung from within, and ap-
plied with judgment and discrimination, ought to do
a more thorough and convincing piece of work than a
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knout allied with the clubs of the proletariat, hitting
at every head in sight.

“ Let the prophets and sybils, the augurs and ora-
cles of the Hoi polloi address themselves to them;
and let ours talk to us, not about us to the world
at large.

“ A renegade from either side makes an unholy alli-
ance, and, with his first shout from the public pulpit,
tightens the master knot which he is trying to untie to
the glory of God and for the sake of peace and good
will on earth. And the result is Donnybrook Fair.

“ I hate to speak this way to you of your friend, and
about a man I like and, in a measure, really respect.
But this is what I think. And my inclination is to tell
you the truth, always.

“ Concerning the artistic value of Mr. Westguard’s
literary performance, I know little. The simplicity of
his language recommends the pages to me. The book
is easy to read. Perhaps therein lies his art; I do not
know.

“Now, as I am in an unaccountably serious mood
amid all the frivolity of this semi-tropical place, may
I not say to you something about yourself? How are
you going to silence me?

“ Well, then; you seem to reason illogically. You
make little of yourself, yet you offer me your friend-
ship, by implication, every time you write to me. You
seek my society mentally. Do you really believe that
my mind is so easily satisfied with intellectual rubbish,
or that I am flattered by letters from a nobody?

“ What do you suppose there is attractive about
you, Mr. Quarren—if you really do amount to as little
as you pretend? I’ve seen handsomer men, monsieur,
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wealthier men, more intelligent men; men more experi-
enced, men of far greater talents and attainments.

“ Why do you suppose that I sit here in the South-
ern sunshine writing to you when there are dozens of men
perfectly ready to amuse me?—and qualified to do it,
too!

“For the sake of your beauxr-yeux? Non pas!

“ But there is a something which the world recog-
nises as a subtle and nameless sympathy. And it
stretches an invisible filament between you and the girl
who is writing to you.

“ That tie is not founded on sentiment; I think you
know that. And, of things spiritual, you and I have
never yet spoken. ' '

¢ Therefore I conclude that the tie must be purely
intellectual ; that mind calls to mind and finds content-
ment in the far response.

“ So, when you pretend to me that you are of no in-
tellectual account, you pay me a scurvy compliment.
Quod erat demonstrandum.

“With this gentle reproof I seal my long, long letter,
and go where the jasmine twineth and the orchestra
playeth; for it is tea-time, my friend, and the Park of
Peacocks is all a-glitter with plumage. Soft eyes look
wealth to eyes that ask again; and all is brazen as a
dinner bell!

%O friend! do you know that since I have been here
I might have attained to fortune, had I cared to select
any one of several generous gentlemen who have been
good enough to thrust that commodity at me?

“To be asked to marry a man no longer distresses
me. I am all over the romantic idea of being sorry for
wealthy amateurs who make me a plain business propo-
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sition, offering to invest a fortune in my good looks. To
amateurs, connoisseurs, and collectors, there is no such
thing as a fixed market value to anything. An object
of art is worth what it can be bought for. I don’t yet
know how much I am worth. I may yet find out.

“ There are nice men here, odious men, harmless
men, colourless men, worthy men, and the ever-present
fool. He is really the happiest, I suppose.

 Then, all in a class by himself, is an Englishman,
one Sir Charles Mallison. I don’t know what to tell
you about him except that I feel exceedingly safe and
comfortable when I am with him.

“He says very little; I say even less. But it is agree-
able to be with him.

“ He is middle-aged, and, I imagine, very wise. Per-
haps his reticence makes me think so. He and Mr.
Wycherly shoot ducks on the lagoon—and politics into
each other.

“I must go. You are not here to persuade me to
stay and talk nonsense to you against my better judg-
ment. You’re quite helpless, you see. So I'm off.

“ Will you write to me again?

“ StreLsa LEeEeps.”

A week after Quarren had answered her letter
O’Hara called his attention to a paragraph in a morn-
ing paper which hinted at an engagement between Sir
Charles Mallison and Mrs. Leeds.

Next day’s paper denied it on excellent authority;
so, naturally, the world at large believed the contrary.

Southern news also revealed the interesting item
that the yacht, Yulan, belonging to Mrs. Sprowl’s
hatchet-faced nephew, Langly Sprowl, had sailed from
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Miami for the West Indies with the owner and Mrs.
Leeds and Sir Charles Mallison among the guests.

The Yulan had not as fragrant a reputation as
its exotic name might signify, respectable parties being
in the minority aboard her, but Langly Sprowl was
Langly Sprowl, and few people declined any invitation
of his.

He was rather a remarkable young man, thin as a
blade, with a voracious appetite and no morals. Nor
did he care whether anybody else had any. What he
wanted he went after with a cold and unsensitive direct-
ness that no newspapers had been courageous enough
to characterise. He wouldn’t have cared if they had.

Among other things that he had wanted, recently,
was another man’s wife. The other man being of his
own caste made no difference to him; he simply forced
him to let his wife divorce him; which, it was under-
stood, that pretty young matron was now doing as
rapidly as the laws of Nevada allowed.

Meanwhile Langly Sprowl had met Strelsa Leeds.

The sailing of the Yulan for the West Indies be-
came the topic of dinner and dance gossip ; and Quarren
heard every interpretation that curiosity and malice
could put upon the episode.

He had been feeling rather cheerful that day; a mis-
guided man from Jersey City had suddenly developed a
mania for a country home. Quarren personally con-
ducted him all over Tappan-Zee Park on the Hudson,
through mud and slush in a skidding touring car, with
the result that the man had become a pioneer and had
promised to purchase a building site.

So Quarren came back to the Legation that after-
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noon feeling almost buoyant, and discovered Westguard
in all kinds of temper, smoking a huge faience pipe
which he always did when angry, and which had become
known as “ The Weather-breeder.”

“Jetzt geht das Wetter los!” quoted Quarren,
dropping into a seat by the fire. “ Where is this par-
ticular area of low depression centred, Karl? ”

“Over my damn book. The papers insist it’s a
livre-a-clef; and I am certain the thing is selling on that
account! I tell you it’s humiliating. I’ve done my best
as honestly as I know how, and not one critic even men-
tions the philosophy of the thing; all they notice is the
mere story and the supposed resemblance between my
characters and living people! I’'m cursed if I ever——"

¢ Oh, shut up !” said Quarren tranquilly. * If you’re
a novelist you write to amuse people, and you ought to
be thankful that you’ve succeeded.”

“ Confound it!” roared Westguard, “ I write to in-
struct people! not to keep ’em from yawning!”

“ Then you’ve made a jolly fluke of it, that’s all—
because you have accidentally written a corking good
story—good enough and interesting enough to make
people stand for the cold chunks of philosophical ad-
monition with which you’ve spread your sandwich—
thinly, Heaven be praised!”

“1 write,” said Westguard, furious, “ because I’ve
a message to deliv »

“ Help!” moaned Quarren. ‘ You write because
it’s in you to do it; because you’ve nothing more inter-
esting to do; and because it enables you to make a de-
cent and honourable living!” '

“ Do those reasons prevent my having a message to
deliver? ” roared Westguard.
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“ No, they exist in spite of it. You’d write anyway,
whether or not you believed you had a message to de-
liver. You’ve written some fifteen novels, and fifteen
times you have smothered your story with your mes-
sage. This time, by accident, the story got its second
breath, and romped home, with ¢ Message ’ a bad second,
and that selling plater, ¢Philosophy,’ left at the
pos »

“Go on!—you irreverent tout!” growled West-
guard; “I want my novels read, of course. Any author
does. But I wish to Heaven somebody would try to in-
terpret the important lessons which I »

 Oh, preciousness and splash! Tell your story as
well as you can, and if it’s well done there’ll be latent
lessons enough in it.”

 Are you perhaps instructing me in my own profes-
sion? ” asked the other, smiling.

“ Heaven knows I’'m not venturing

“ Heaven knows you are! Also there is something
in what you say—” He sat smoking, thoughtfully,
eyes narrowing in the fire—*“if I only could manage
that!—to arrest the public’s attention by the rather
cheap medium of the story, and then, cleverly, shoot a
few moral pills into ’em. . . . That’s one way, of
course——"’

¢ Like the drums of the Salvation Army.”

Westguard looked around at him, suspiciously, but
Quarren seemed to be serious enough.

I suppose it doesn’t matter much how a fellow col-
lects an audience, so that he does collect one.”

“ Exactly,” nodded Quarren. ¢ Get your people,
then keep ’em interested and unsuspecting while you
inject ’em full of thinks.”
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Westguard smoked and pondered ; but presently his
lips became stern and compressed.

“I don’t intend to trifle with my convictions or
make any truce or any compromise with ’em,” he an-
nounced. “I’m afraid that this last story of mine ran
away with me.”

‘It sure did, old Ironsides. Heaven protected her
own this time. And in ¢ The Real Thing’ you have
ridden farther out among the people with your Bible
and your Sword than you ever have penetrated by
brandishing both from the immemorial but immobile
battlements of righteousness. Truth is a citadel, old
fellow ; but its garrison should be raiders, not defenders.
And they should ride far afield to carry its message.
For few journey to that far citadel; you must go to
them. And does it make any difference what vehicle
you employ in the cause of Truth—so that the message
arrives somewhere before your vehicle breaks down of
its own heaviness? Novel or poem, sermon or holy writ
—it’s all one, Karl, so that they get there with their
burden.”

Westguard sat silent a moment, then thumped the
table, emphatically.

“If I had your wasted talents,” he said, “ I could
write anything!” '

[{3 Rot! ”»

“ As you please. You use your ability rottenly—
that’s true enough.”

¢ My ability,” mimicked Quarren.

“Yes, your many, many talents, Rix. God knows
why He gave them to you; I don’t—for you use them
ignobly, when you do not utterly neglect them »

“I've a light and superficial talent for entertaining
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people ; I’ve nimble legs, and possess a low order of in-
telligence known as ¢ tact.” What more have I? > -

“You’re the best amateur actor in New York, for
example.”

“ An amateur,” sneered Quarren. ¢ That is to say,
a man who has the inclinations, but neither the courage,
the self-respect, nor the ambition of the professional.
. « . Well, I admit that. I lack something—courage,
I think. I prefer what is easy. And I’m doing it.”

“ What’s your reward?” said Westguard bluntly.

“Reward? Oh, I don’t know. The inner temple.
I have the run of the premises. People like me, trust
me, depend upon me more or less. The intrigues and
politics of my little world amuse me; now and then I
act as ambassador, as envoy of peace, as herald, as secret
diplomatic agent. . . . Reward? Oh, yes—you didn’t
suppose that my real-estate operations clothed and fed
me, did you, Karl? ”

“ What does?” .

¢ Diplomacy,” explained Quarren gaily. “A suc-
cessful embassy is rewarded. How? Why, now and
then a pretty woman’s husband makes an investment
for me at his own risk ; now and then, when my office is
successfully accomplished, I have my fee as social attor-
ney or arbiter elegantiarum. . . . There are, perhaps,
fewer separations and divorces on account of me; fewer
scandals.

“J] am sometimes called into consultation, in ex-
tremis; I listen, I advise—sometimes I plan and execute;
even take the initiative and interfere—as when a fool-
ish boy at the Cataract Club, last week, locked himself
into the bath-room with an automatic revolver and a
case of half-drunken fright. I had to be very careful;
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I expected to hear that drumming fusillade at any
moment. ‘

“But I talked to him, through the keyhole: and
at last he opened the door—to take a shot at me,
first.”

Quarren shrugged and lighted a cigarette.

¢ Of course,” he added, “ his father was only too
glad to pay his debts. But boys don’t always see things
in their true proportions. Neither do women.”

Westguard, silent, scowling, pulled at his pipe for
a while, then:

“ Why should you play surgeon and nurse in such
a loathsome hospital? ”

“ Somebody must. I seem better fitted to do it than
the next man.”

“ Yes,” said Westguard with a wry face, “I fancy
somebody must do unpleasant things—even among the
lepers of Molokai. But I'd prefer real lepers.”

“The social sort are sometimes sicker,” laughed
Quarren.

“1 don’t agree with you. . . . By the way, it’s all
off between my aunt and me.”

“I’m sorry, Karl »

“I’'m not! I don’t want her money. She told me
to go to the devil, and I said something similar. Do
you know what she wants me to do?” he added an-
grily. “ Give up writing, live on an allowance from her,
and marry Chrysos Lacy! What do you think of that
for a cold-blooded and impertinent proposition! We
had a fearful family row,” he continued with satisfac-
tion—* my aunt bellowing so that her footmen actually
fled, and I doing the cool and haughty, and letting her
bellow her bally head off.”
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“You and she have exchanged civilities before,”
said Quarren, smiling.

“Yes, but this is really serious. I’'m damned if I
give up writing.”

 Or marry Chrysos Lacy?”

“ Or that, either. Do you think I want a red-headed
wife? And I’ve never spoken a dozen words to her,
either. And I'll pick out my own wife. What does my
aunt think I am? I wish I were in love with somebody’s
parlour-maid. B’jinks! I’d marry her, just to see my
aunt’s expression »

“ Oh, stop your fulminations,” said Quarren, laugh-
ing. “ That’s the way with you artistic people; you’re
a passionate pack of pups!”

“I’m not as passionate as my aunt!” retorted
Westguard wrathfully. “ Do you consider her artistic?
She’s a meddlesome, malicious, domineering, insolent,
evil old woman, and I told her so.”

Quarren managed to stifle his laughter for a moment,
but his sense of the ludicrous was keen, and the scene
his fancy evoked sent him off into mirth uncontrollable.

Westguard eyed him gloomily; ominous clouds
poured from ¢ The Weather-breeder.”

¢ Perhaps it’s funny,” he said, “ but she and I can-
not stand each other, and this time it’s all off for keeps.
I told her if she sent me another check I’d send it back.
That settles it, doesn’t it? ”

“ You’re foolish, Karl »

“ Never mind. If I can’t keep myself alive in an un-
trammelled and self-respecting exercise of my profes-
sion—" His voice ended in a gurgling growl. Then,
as though the recollections of his injuries at the hands
of his aunt still stung him, he reared up in his chair:
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“ Chrysos Lacy,” he roared, “is a sweet, innocent
girl—not a bale of fashionable merchandise! Besides,”
he added in a modified tone, “ I was rather taken by—
by Mrs. Leeds.”

Quarren slowly raised his eyes. ‘

“ 1 was,” insisted Westguard sulkily ; “ and I proved
myself an ass by saying so to my aunt. Why in
Heaven’s name I was idiot enough to go and tell her,
I don’t know. Perhaps I had a vague idea that she
would be so delighted that she’d give me several tons of
helpful advice.”

“ Did she? ”

“ Did she! She came back at me with Chrysos Lacy,
I tell you! And when I merely smiled and attempted to
waive away the suggestion, she flew into a passion, called
me down, cursed me out—you know her language isn’t
always in good taste—and then she ordered me to keep
away from Mrs. Leeds—as though I ever hung around
any woman’s skirts! I'm no Squire of Dames. I tell
you, Rix, I was mad clear through. So I told her that
I’d marry Mrs. Leeds the first chance I got »

“ Don’t talk about her that way,” remonstrated
Quarren pleasantly.

“ About who? My aunt?”

“1 didn’t mean your aunt?”

“Oh. About Mrs. Leeds. Why not? She’s the
most attractive woman I ever met »

“Very well. But don’t talk about marrying her—
as though you had merely to suggest it to her. You
know, after all, Mrs. Leeds may have ideas of her
own.”

“ Probably she has,” admitted Westguard, sulkily.
I don’t imagme she’d care for a man of my sort. Why
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do you suppose she went off on that cruise with Langly
Sprowl? ”

Quarren said, gravely: “ I have no idea what reasons
Mrs. Leeds has for doing anything.”

“You correspond.”

“ Who said so? ”

“ My aunt.”

Quarren flushed up, but said nothing.

Westguard, oblivious of his annoyance, and envel-
oped in a spreading cloud of tobacco, went on:

“ Of course if you don’t know, I don’t. But, by
the same token, my aunt was in a towering rage when
she heard that Langly had Mrs. Leeds aboard the
Yulan.”

“ What!” said the other, sharply.

“ She swore like a trooper, and called Langly all
kinds of impolite names. Said she’d trim him if he ever
tried any of his tricks around Mrs. Leeds

“ What tricks? What does she mean by tricks?

# Oh, I suppose she meant any of his blackguardly
phllandermg There isn’t a woman living on whom he
is afraid to try his hatchet-faced blandishments.”

Quarren dropped back into the depths of his arm-
chair. Presently his rigid muscles relaxed. He said
coolly:

“T don’t think Langly Sprowl is likely to misunder-
stand Mrs. Leeds.”

“ That depends,” said Westguard. “ He’s a rotten
specimen, even if he is my cousin. And he knows I think
s0.” .

A few minutes later O’Hara sauntered in. He had
been riding in the Park and his boots and spurs were
shockingly muddy.
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“ Who is this Sir Charles Mallison, anyway? ” he
asked, using the decanter and then squirting his glass
full of carbonic. “Is it true that he’s goin’ to marry
that charmin’ Mrs. Leeds? I’ll break his bally Sassen-
ach head for him! I'll——”

“The rumour was contradicted in this morning’s
paper,” said Quarren coldly. .

O’Hara drank pensively: “I see that Langly
Sprowl is messin’ about, too. Mrs. Ledwith had better
hurry up out there in Reno—or wherever she’s gettin’
her divorce. I saw Chet Ledwith ridin’ in the Park.
Dankmere was with him. Funny he doesn’t seem to lose
any caste by sellin’ his wife to Sprowl.”

“ The whole thing is a filthy mess,” growled West-
guard; “let it alone.”

“ Why don’t you make a novel about it? ” inquired
O’Hara.

¢ Because, you dub! I don’t use real episodes or liv-
ing people!” roared Westguard; “ newspapers and a
few chumps to the contrary!”

“So!—so-0!” said O’Hara, soothingly—* whoa
— steady, boy!” And he pretended to rub down
Westguard, hissing the while as do grooms when
currying.

“ Anybody who tells the truth about social condi-
tions in any section of human society is always regarded
as a liar,” said Westguard. “ Not that I have any
desire to do it, but if I should ever write a novel dealing
with social conditions in any fashionable set, I'd be dis-
believed.”

“You would be if you devoted your attention to
fashionable scandals only,” said Quarren.

“ Why? Aren’t there plenty of scandalous »
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“Plenty. But no more than in any other set or
coterie; not as many as there are among more ignorant
people. Virtue far outbalances vice among us: a novel,
properly proportioned, ought to show that. If it
doesn’t, it’s misleading.”

“ Supposing,” said Westguard, ‘ that I were in-
decent enough to show up my aunt in fiction. Nobody
would believe her possible.”

“I sometimes doubt her even now,” observed O’Hara,
grinning.

Quarren said: “ Count up the unpleasant characters
in your own social vicinity, Karl—just to prove to
yourself that there are really very few.”

“ There is Langly—and my aunt—and the Lester
Calderas—and the Ledwiths i

“Go on!”

Westguard laughed: “1T guess that ends the list,”
he said.

“It does. Also I dispute the list,” said Quarren.

¢ Cyrille Caldera is a pippin,” remarked O’Hars,
sentimentally.

“ What about Mary Ledwith? Is anybody here in-
clined to sit in judgment? ”

“1,” said Westguard grimly.

(3 Why? ”

“ Divorce is a dirty business.”

“Oh. You’d rather she put up with Chester?—the
sort of man who was weak enough to let her go? ”

[ Yes ! ”»

“Get out, you old Roundhead!” said Quarred,
laughing. He rose, laid his hand lightly on West-
guard’s shoulder in passing, and went upstairs to his
room, where he wrote a long letter to Strelsa; and then
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destroyed it. Then he lay down, covering his boyish
head with his arms.

When Lacy came in he saw him lying on the bed,
and thought he was asleep.



CHAPTER V

Towarp the end of March Strelsa, with the Wych-
erlys, returned to New York, dead tired. She had been
flattered, run after, courted from Palm Beach to
Havana; the perpetual social activity, the unbroken
fever of change and excitement had already made firmer
the soft lineaments of the girl’s features, had slightly
altered the expression of the mouth.

By daylight the fatigues of pleasure were faintly
visible—that unmistakable imprint which may perhaps
leave the eyes clear and calm, but which edges the hard-
ened contour of the cheek under them with deeper violet
shadow.

Not that hers was as yet the battered beauty of
exhaustion ; she had merely lived every minute to the
full all winter long, and had overtaxed her capacity;
and the fire had consumed something of her freshness.

Not yet inured, not yet crystallised to that ex-
perienced hardness which withstands the fierce flame of
living too fast in a world where every minute is de-
manded and where sleep becomes a forgotten art, the
girl was completely tired out, and while she herself did
not realise it, her features showed it.

But nervous exhaustion alone could not account for
the subtle change in her expression. Eyes and lips were
still sweet, even in repose, but there was now a jaded
charm about them—something unspoiled had dis-
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appeared from them—something of that fearlessness
which vanishes after too close and too constant contact
with the world of men.

Evidently her mind was quite as weary as her body,
though even to herself she had not admitted fatigue;
and a tired mind no longer defends itself. Hers had
not; and the defence had been, day by day, impercep-
tibly weakening. So that things to which once she had
been able at will to close her mind, and, mentally deaf,
let pass unheard, she had heard, and had even thought
about. And the effort to defend her ears and mind be-
came less vigorous, less instinctive—partly through
sheer weariness.

The wisdom of woman and of man, and of what is
called the world, the girl was now learning—uncon-
sciously in the beginning and then with a kind of
shamed indifference—but the creation of an artificial
interest in anything is a subtle matter; and the ceaseless
repetition of things unworthy at last awake that ignoble
curiosity always latent in man. Because intelligence
was born with it; and unwearied intelligence alone com-
pletely suppresses it.

At first she had kept her head fairly level in the
whirlwind of adulation. To glimpses of laxity she
closed her eyes. Sir Charles was always refreshing to
her; but she could see little more of him than of other
men—1less than she saw of Langly Sprowl, however that
happened—and it probably happened through the clev-
erness of Langly Sprowl.

Again and again she found herself with him sep-
arated from the others—sometimes alone with him on
deck—and never quite understood how it came about
so constantly.
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As for Sprowl he made love to her from the first;
and he was a trim, carefully groomed and volubly ani-
mated young man, full of information, and with a rest-
less, ceaseless range of intelligence which at first dazzled
with its false brilliancy.

But it was only a kind of flash-light intelligence. It
seemed to miss, occasionally; some cog, some screw
somewhere was either absent or badly adjusted or over-
strained.

At first Strelsa found the young fellow fascinating.
He had been everywhere and had seen everything; his
mind was kaleidoscopic; his thought shifted, flashed,
jerked, leaped like erratic lightning from one subject to
another—from Japanese aeroplanes to a scheme for fill-
ing in the East River; from a plan to reconcile church
and state in France to an idea for indefinitely prolong-
ing human life. He had written several books about all
kinds of things. Nobody read them.

The first time he spoke to her of love was on a mag-
nificent star-set night off Martinique; and she coolly
reminded him of the gossip connecting him with a pretty
woman in Reno. She could not have done it a month
ago.
He denied it so pleasantly, so frankly, that, aston-
ished, she could scarcely choose but believe him.

After that he made ardent, headlong love to her at
every opportunity, with a flighty recklessness which be-
gan by amusing her. At first, also, she found whole-
some laughter a good defence; but there was an under-
current of intelligent, relentless vigour in his attack
which presently sobered her. And she vaguely realised
that he was a man who knew what he wanted. A talk
with Molly Wycherly sobered her still more; and she
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avoided him as politely as she could. But, being her
host, it was impossible to keep clear of him. Besides
there was about him a certain unwholesome fascination,
even for her. No matter how bad a man’s record may
be, few women doubt their ability to make it a better
one.

“You little goose,” said Molly Wycherly, * every-
body knows the kind of man he is. Could anything be
more brazen than his attentions to you while Mary Led-
with is in Reno? ”

“ He says that her being there has nothing to do
with him.”

¢ Then he lies,” said Molly, shrugging her shoulders.

“ He doesn’t speak as though he were trying to de-
ceive anybody, Molly. He is perfectly frank to me. I
can’t believe that scandal. Besides he is quite open and
manly about his unsavoury reputation; makes no ex-
cuses ; simply says that there’s good in every man, and
that there is always one woman in the world who can
bring it out »

“ Oh, mushy! What an out-of-date whine! He’s
bad all through I tell you »

“ No man is!” insisted Strelsa.

(13 W}]at? ”»

“ No man is. The great masters of fiction always
ascribe at least one virtue to their most infamous crea-
tions——"

“ Oh, Strelsa, you talk like a pan of fudge! I tell
you that Langly Sprowl is no good at all. I hope you
won’t have to marry him to find out.”

“ T don’t intend to. . . . How inconsistent you are,
Molly. You—and everybody else—believe him to be
the most magnificent match in »
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“ If position and wealth is all you care for, yes. I
didn’t suppose you’d come to that.”

Strelsa said candidly: “I care for both—I don’t
know how much.”

“ As much as that?”

“ No; not enough to marry him. And if he is what
you say, it’s hopeless of course. . . . I don’t think he
is. Be decent, Molly; everybody is very horrid about
him, and—and that is always a matter of sympathetic
interest to a generous woman. When the whole world
‘condemns a man it makes him interesting!”

“ That’s a piffling and emotional thing to say! He
may be attractive in an uncanny way, because he’s
agreeable to look at, amusing, and very dangerous
— a perfectly cold-blooded, and I think, slightly
unbalanced social marauder. Ard that’s the fact
about Langly Sprowl. And I wish we were on land,
the Yulan and her owner in—well, in the Erie Basin,
perhaps.”

Whether or not Strelsa believed these things, there
still remained in her that curious sense of fascination
in Sprowl’s presence, partly arising, no doubt, from an
instinctive sympathy for a young man so universally
damned ; partly, because she thought that perhaps he
really was damned. Therefore, deep in her heart she
felt that he must be dangerous; and there is, in that
one belicf, every element of unwholesome fascination.
And a mind fatigued is no longer wholesome.

Then, too, there was always Sir Charles Mallison
to turn to for a refreshing moral bath. Safety of soul
lay in his vicinity; she felt confidence in the world
wherever he traversed it. With him she relaxed and
rested ; there was repose for her in his silences; strength
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for her when he spoke; and a serene comradeship which
no hint of sentiment had ever vexed.

Perhaps only a few people realised how thoroughly
a single winter was equipping Strelsa for the part she
scemed destined to play in that narrow world with
which she was already identified; and few realised how
fast she was learning. Laxity of precept, easy morals,
loosgness of thought, idle and good-natured acquiescence
in sécial conditions where all standards seemed alike, all
idem“ely a matter of personal taste—this was the
atmosphere into which she had stepped from two years
of Western solitude after a nightmare of violence,
cruelty, and depravity unutterable. And naturally it
seemed heavenly to her; and each revelation inconsist-
ent with her own fastidious instincts left her less and
less surprised, less and less uneasy. And after a while
she began to assimilate all that she saw and heard.

A few unworldly instincts remained in her—grati-
tude for and quick response to any kindness offered from
anybody; an inclination to make friends with stray
wanderers into her circle, and to cultivate the socially
useless.

Taking four o’clock tea alone with Mrs. Sprowl the
afternoon of her return to town—an honour vouchsafed
to few—Strelsa was relating, at that masterful woman’s
request, her various exotic experiences. Mrs. Sprowl
had commanded her attendance early. There were rea-
sons. And now partly vexed, partly in unwilling ad-
miration, the old lady sat smiling and all the while
thinking to herself impatiently ; ¢ Baby! Fool! Little
ninny! Imbecile!” while she listened, fat bejewelled
hands folded, small green eyes shining in the expanse
of powdered and painted fat.
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After a while she could endure it no longer, and she
said with a wheeze of good-natured disdain:

“ It’s like a school-girl’s diary—all those rhapsodies
over volcanoes, palm trees, and the colour of the Span-
ish Main. Never mind geography, child; tell me about
the men!”

“ Men? ” repeated Strelsa, laughingly—* why there
were shoals and shoals of them, of every descrip-
tion!”

“T mean the one man? ” insisted Mrs. Sprowl en-
couragingly.

¢ Which, please?

“ Nonsense! There was one, I suppose.”

““ Oh, I don’t think so. . . . Your nephew, Langly,
was exceedingly amiable——"

“ He’s a plain beast,” said his aunt, bluntly. “I
didn’t mean him.”

“ He was very civil to me,” insisted Strelsa, colour-
ing.
 Probably he didn’t have a chance to be otherwise.
He’s a rotter, child. Ask anybody. I know perfectly
well what he’s been up to. I’m sorry you went on the
Yulan. He had no business to ask you—or any other

nice girl—or anybody at all until that Reno scandal

is officially made respectable. If it were not for his
money—" She stopped a moment, adding cynically—
“and if it were not for mine—certain people wouldn’t
be tolerated anywhere, I suppose. . . . How did you
like Sir Charles? ”

 Oh, he is charming!” she said warmly.

“You like him? ”

“1 almost adore him.”

“ Why not adore him entirely?
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Strelsa laughed frankly: ¢ He hasn’t asked me to,
for one reason. Besides »?

¢ No doubt he’ll do it.”

The girl shook her head, still smiling:

“You don’t understand at all. There isn’t the
slightest sentiment between us. He’s only thoroughly
nice and agreeable, and he and I are most companion-
able. I hope nobody will be silly enough to hint any-
thing of that sort to him. It would embarrass him
dreadfully.”

Mrs. Sprow!l’s smile was blandly tolerant:

“ The man’s in love with you. Didn’t you know
it? ”?

“ But you are mistaken, dear Mrs. Sprowl. If it
were true I would know it, I think.”

“ Nonsense! He told me so.”

¢ Oh,” said Strelsa in amazed consternation. She
added: “ If it is so I'd rather not speak of it, please.”

Mrs. Sprowl eyed her with shifty but keen intelli-
gence. “ Little idiot,” she thought; but her smile re-
mained bland and calmly patronising.

For a second or two longer she studied the girl
cautiously, trying to make up her mind whether there
was really any character in Strelsa’s soft beauty—any-
thing firmer than material fastidiousness; anything
more real than a natural and dainty reticence. Mrs.
Sprowl could ride rough-shod over such details. But
she was too wise to ride if there was any chance of a
check from higher sources.

“ If you married him it would be very gratifying to
me,” she said pleasantly. ¢ Come; let’s discuss the
matter like sensible women. Shall we? ”

Many people would not have disregarded such a
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wish. Strelsa flushed and lifted her purple-gray eyes
to mect the little green ones scanning her slyly.

“1 am sorry,” she said, “ but I couldn’t discuss such
a thing, you see. Don’t you see I can’t, dear Mrs.
Sprowl?

“Pooh! Rubbish! Anybody can discuss any-
thing,” rejoined the old lady with impersonal and bois-
terous informality. “I’m fond of you. Everybody
knows it. I’'m fond of Sir Charles. He’s a fine figure
of a man. You match him in everything, except wealth.
It’s an ideal marriage——"

¢ Please don’t!—I simply cannot

“Ideal,” repeated Mrs. Sprowl loudly—* an ideal
marriage——""

“ But when there is no love——"

“Plenty! Loads of it! He’s mad about you—
crazy ! »

“ I—meant—on my part

“ Good God!” shouted the old lady, beating the air
with pudgy hands—* isn’t it luck enough to have love
on one side? What does the present generation want!
I tell you it’s ideal, perfect. He’s a good man as men
go, and a devilish handsome——"

“I know—but »”

“ And he’s got money!” shouted the old lady—
“ plenty of it I tell you! And he has the entrée every-
where on the Continent—in England—everywhere !'—
which Dankmere has not!—if you’re considering that
little whelp!*

Stunned, shrinking from the dreadful asthmatic
noises in Mrs. Sprowl’s voice, Strelsa sat dumb, wincing
under the blows of sound, not knowing how to escape.

“I’'m fond of you!” shrieked the old lady—*1I can
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be of use to you and I want to be. That’s why I asked
you to tea! I want to make you happy—and Sir
Charles, too! What the devil do you suppose there is
in it for me except to oblige hi—you both? ”

¢ Th-thank you, but »

“T’ll bet a shilling that Molly Wycherly let you go
about with any little spindle-shanked pill who came
hanging around!—And I told her what were my
wishes »

“ Please—oh, please, Mrs. Sprowl »?

“Yes, I did! It’s a good match! I want you to
consider it !—I insist that »

“ Mrs. Sprowl!” exclaimed Strelsa, pink with con-
fusion and resentment, “I am obliged to you for the
interest you display, but it is a matter »

“ What!”

“1 am really—grateful—bu

“ Answer me, child. Has that cursed nephew of
mine made any impression on you? Answer me!”

“ Not the kind you evidently mean!” said Strelsa,
helplessly.

“Is there anybody else?

The outrageous question silenced the girl for a mo-
ment. Angry, she still tried to be gentle; tried to re-
member the age, and the excellent intentions of this
excited old lady ; and she answered in a low voice:

“1 care for no man in particular, unless it be Sir
Charles—and »”

“ And who?”

¢ Mr. Quarren, I think,” she said.

Mrs. Sprowl’s jowl grew purple with fury:

“You—has that boy had the impudence—damn
l"’m »

”
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Strelsa sprang to her feet.

“I really cannot remain—" she said with decision,
but the old lady only bawled:

“Sit down! Sit down!”

“I will not!”

 Sit down! >’ she roared in a passion. “ What the
devil »

Strelsa, a little pale, started to pass her—then
halted, astounded: for the old lady had burst into a
passion of choking gasps. Whether the terrible sounds
she made were due to impotent rage or asthma, Strelsa,
confused, shocked, embarrassed, but still angry, had no
notion ; and while Mrs. Sprowl coughed fatly, she stood
‘still, catching muffled fragments of reproaches directed
at people who flouted friendship; who had no considera-
tion for age, and no gratitude, no tenderness, no pity.

“I—I am grateful,” faltered Strelsa, *“ only I can-

”

not

“ I wanted to be a mother to you! I’ve tried to be,”
wheezed the old lady in a fresh paroxysm; and beat the
air.

For one swift instant the girl remembered what her
real mother had been to her; and her heart hardened.

“I care only for your friendship, Mrs. Sprowl; I
do not wish you to do anything for me; can we not be
friends on that basis? »

Mrs. Sprowl swabbed her inflamed eyes and peered
around the corner of the handkerchief.

“ Come here, my dear,” she said.

Strelsa went, slowly; and Mrs. Sprowl enveloped her
like a fleshy squid, panting.

“I only wanted to be good to you, Strelsa. I’'m
just an old fool I suppose i
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”

“ Oh, 'please don’t

“ That’s all I am, child, just a sentimental old fool.
The poor man’s adoration of you touched my heart—
and you do like him a little, don’t you? ”

“Very much. . .. Thank you for—for wishing
happiness to me. I really don’t mean to be ungrateful;
I have a horror of ingratitude. It’s only that—the idea
never occurred to me; and I am incapable of doing such
a thing for material reasons, unless—I also really cared
for a man »

“ Of course, child. Maybe you will care for him
some day. I won’t interfere any more. . . . Only—
don’t lose your heart to any of these young jackals
fawning around your skirts. Every set is full of ’em.
They’re nothing but the capering chorus in this comic
opera. . . . And—don’t be angry—but I am an older
and wiser woman than you, and I am fond of you, and
it’s my duty to tell you that any of the lesser breed—
take young Quarren for example—are of no real ac-
count, even in the society which they amuse.”

“ T would scarcely class Mr. Quarren with the sort
you mention »

“ Why not? He’s of no importance.”

“ Because he is kind, considerate, and unusually in-
telligent and interesting; and he is very capable of suc-
ceeding in whatever he undertakes,” said Strelsa, slowly.

“ Ricky is a nice boy ; but what does he undertake? »
asked Mrs. Sprowl with good-natured contempt. * He
undertakes the duties, obligations, and details of a use-
ful man in the greater household, which make him
acceptable to us; and I’'m bound to say that he does ’em
very well. But outside of that he’s a nobody. And I’
tell you just what he’ll turn into; shall I? Society’s
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third chief bottlewasher in succession. We had one, who
evolved us. He’s dead. We have another. He’s still talk-
ing. When he ultimately evaporates into infinity Ricky
will be his natural successor. Do you want that kind of
a husband? ”

“ Did you suppose——

“ Don’t get angry, Strelsa? I didn’t suppose any-
thing. Ricky, like every other man, dangles his good-
looking, good-humoured self in your vicinity. You’re
inclined to notice him. All I mean is that he isn’t worth
your pains. . . . Now you won’t be offended by a plain-
spoken old woman who wishes only your happiness, will
you, my child?”

“ No,” said Strelsa, wearily, beginning to feel the
fatigue of the scene.

She took her leave a few moments afterward, very
unhappy because two of the pleasantest incidents in her
life had been badly, if not hopelessly, marred. But
Langly Sprowl was not one of them.

That hatchet-faced and immaculate gentleman,
divining possibly that Strelsa might be with his aunt,
arrived shortly after her departure; learned of it from
a servant, and was turning on his heel without even ask-
ing for Mrs. Sprowl, when the thought occurred to him
that possibly she might know Strelsa’s destination.

When a servant announced him he found his aunt
quite herself, grim, ready for trouble, her small green
eyes fairly snapping.

They indulged in no formalities, being alone to-
gether, and caring nothing for servants’ opinions. Their
greeting was perfunctory; their inquiries civil. Then
there ensued a short silence.
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“ Which way did Mrs. Leeds go? ” he asked, busily
twisting his long moustache.

‘ None of your business,” rejoined his aunt.

He looked up in slight surprise, recognised a condi-
tion of things which, on second thought, surprised him
still more. Because his aunt had never before noticed
his affairs—had not even commented on the Ledwith
matter to him. He had always felt that she disliked
him too thoroughly to care.

I don’t think I understood you,” he said, watching
her out of shifting eyes which protruded a trifle.

“I think you will understand me before I’ve done
with you,” returned his aunt, grimly. “It’s a perfectly
plain matter; you’ve the rest of the female community
to chase if you choose. Go and chase ’em for all I care
—hunt from here to Reno if you like!—but I have
other plans for Strelsa Leeds. Do you understand? I’ve
put my private mark on her. There’s no room for yours.”

Langly’s gaze which had not met hers—and never
met anybody’s for more than a fraction of a second—
shifted. He continued his attentions to his moustache;
his eyes roved; he looked at but did not see a hundred
things in a second.

“ You don’t know where she’s gone?” he inquired
with characteristic pertinacity and an indifference to
what she had said, absolutely stony.

“ Do you mean trouble for that girl? ”

“1 do not.”

“ What do you mean? ”

“ Nothing.”

“ Do you want to marry her?”

1 said that I was considering nothing in particular.
We are friends.”
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“ Keep away from her! Do you understand? ”

“1 really don’t know whether I do or not. I sup-
pose you mean Sir Charles.”

Mrs. Sprowl turned red:

“ Suppose what you like, you cold-blooded cad!
But by God'!—if you annoy that child I’ll empty the
family wash all over the sidewalk! And let the pub-
lic pick it over!”

He rested his pale, protuberant eyes on her for a
brief second:

“ Will any of your finery figure in it? Any relics
or rags once belonging to the late parent of Sir
Charles? ”

Her features were livid; her lips twisted, tortured
under the flood of injuries which choked her. Not a
word came. Exhausted for a moment she sat there
grasping the gilded arms of her chair, livid as the dead
save for the hell blazing in her tiny green eyes.

“1 fancy that settles the laundry question,” he said,
while his restless glance ceaselessly swept the splendid
room and his lean, sunburnt hand steadily caressed his
moustache. 'Then, as though he had forgotten some-
thing, he rose and walked out. A footman invested him
with hat and overcoat. A moment later the great doors
clicked.

In the silence of the huge house there was not a
sound except the whispers of servants; and these ceased
presently.

All alone, amid the lighted magnificence of the vast
room sat the old woman hunched in her chair, bloodless,
motionless as a mass of dead flesh. Even the spark in
her eyes was gone, the lids closed, the gross lower lip
pendulous. Later two maids, being summoned, accom-

124



THE STREETS OF ASCALON

panied her to her boudoir, and were dismissed. Her
social secretary, a pretty girl, came and left with in-
structions to cancel invitations for the evening.

A maid arrived with a choice of headache remedies;

then, with the aid of another, disrobed her mistress and

got her into bed.

Their offices accomplished, they were ordered to
withdraw but to leave one light burning. It glimmered
over an old-fashioned photograph on the wall—the por-
trait of a British officer taken in the days when whiskers,
“ pill-box,” and frogged frock-tunic were cultivated in
Her British Majesty’s Service.

From where she lay she looked at him; and Sir Wey-
ward Mallison stared back at her through his monocle.

Strelsa at home, unpinning her hat before the mir-
ror, received word over the telephone that Mrs. Sprowl,
being indisposed, regretfully recalled the invitations for
the evening.

The girl’s first sensation was relief, then self-
reproach, quite forgetting that if Mrs. Sprow!’s violent
emotions had made that redoubtable old woman ill, they
had also thoroughly fatigued the victim of her ill-
temper and made her very miserable.

She wrote a perfunctory note of regret and civil
inquiry and dispatched it, then surrendered herself to
the ministrations of her maid.

The luxury of dining alone for the first time in
months, appealed to her. She decided that she was not
to be at home to anybody.

Langly Sprowl called about six, and was sent away.
Strelsa, curled up on a divan, could hear the staccato
racket that his powerful racing-car made in the street

125




——
THE STREETS OF ASCALON

outside. The informality of her recent host aboard the
Yulan did not entirely please her. She listened to his
departure with quiet satisfaction.

Although it was not her day, several people came
and went. Flowers from various smitten youths ar-
rived; orchids from Sprowl; nothing from Quarren.
Then for nearly two hours she slept where she lay and
awakened laughing aloud at something Quarren had
been saying in her dream. But what it was she could
not recollect.

At eight her maid came and hooked her into a com-
fortable and beloved second-year gown; dinner was an-
nounced ; she descended the stairway in solitary state,
still smiling to herself at Quarren’s forgotten remark,
and passed by the library just as the telephone rang
there.

It may have been a flash of clairvoyance—afterward
she wondered exactly what it was that made her say to
her maid very confidently:

“ That is Mr. Quarren. I’ll speak to him.”

It was Mr. Quarren. The amusing coincidence of
her dream and her clairvoyance still lingering in her
mind, she went leisurely to the telephone and said:

“I don’t understand how I knew it was you. And
I’m not sure why I came to the ’phone, because I’m not
at home to anybody. But what was it you said to me
Just now?”

“ When? ”

“ A few minutes ago while I was asleep?”

“ About cight o’clock? ”

She laughed: It happened to be a few minutes
before eight. How did you know that? I believe you
did speak to me in my dream. Did you?”
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(3 I did.”

(3 Reauy? ”»

I said something aloud to you about eight o’clock.”

“ How odd! Did you know I was asleep? But you
couldn’t——"

“No, of course not. I was merely thinking of
you.”

“You were—you happened to be thinking of me?
And you said something aloud about me?”

“ About you—and to you.”

“ How delightfully interesting! What was it,
please? ”

“ Oh, I was only talking nonsense.”

“ Won’t it bear repetition? ”

“I’'m afraid not.”

“ Mr. Quarren! How maddening! I’'m dying with
curiosity. I dreamed that you said something very
amusing to me and I awoke, laughing ; but now I simply
cannot recollect what it was you said.”

“ Tl tell you some day.”

“ Soon? Would you tell me this evemng’ »

“ How can I?”

“ That’s true. I'm not at home to anybody. So
you can’t drop in, can you? ”

“ You are not logical; I could drop in because I’'m
not anybody

“ What!”

“ I’m not anybody in particular

“ You know if you begin to talk that way, after all
these days, I’ll ring off in a rage. You are the only
man in the world to whom I’m at home even over the
telephone, and if that doesn’t settle your status with
me, what does? . . . Are you well, Mr. Quarren? ”
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—

“ Thank you, perfectly. I called you up to ask you
about yourself.”

“I’'m tired, somehow.”

“ Oh, we are all that. Nothing more serious threat-
ens you than impending slumber?

“I said I was tired, not slecpy. I’'m wide awake but
Lorribly lazy—and inclined to slump. Where are you;
at the Legation? ”

“ At the Founders’ Club—foundered.”

“ What are you doing there? ”

“ Absolutely nothing. Reading the Evening Post.”

“You are dining out I suppose? ”

« No.”

She reflected until he spoke again, asking if she
was still there.

“Oh, yes; ’m trying to think whether I want you
to come around and share a solitary dinner with me.
Do I want you? ”

“ Just a littlec—don’t you?”

“ Do you want to come?”

13 XYCS.”

“ Very much?”

“T can’t tell you how much—over the telephone.”

“ That sounds both humble and dangerous. Which
do you mean to be?”

“ Humble—and very, very grateful, dear lady. May
Y come? ”

“I—don’t know. Dinner was announced a quarter
. of an hour ago.”

“ It won’t take me three minutes

“If it takes you more you’ll ring my door-bell in
vain, young man.”

“I’ll start now! Good——"
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“Wait! I haven’t decided. Really I'm simply
stupid with the accumulated fatigues of two months’
frivolity. Do you mind my being stupid? *

“You know I don’t——"

¢ Shame on you! That was not the answer. Think
out the right one on your way over. A bien tét!”

She had been in the drawing-room only a few mo-
ments, looking at the huge white orchids that Langly
Sprowl had sent and which her butler was arranging,
when Quarren was announced; and she partly turned
from the orchids, extending her hand behind her in a
greeting more confident and intimate than she had ever
before given him.

“ Look at these strange, pansy-shaped Brazilian
flowers,” she said. “ Kindly observe that they are actu-
ally growing out of that ball of moss and fibre.”

She had retained his hand for a fraction of a second
longer than conventional acquaintance required, giving
it a frank and friendly pressure. Now, loosing it, she
found her own fingers retained, and drew them away
with a little laugh of self-consciousness.

“ Sentiment before dinner implies that you’ll have
no room for it after dinner. Here is your cocktail.”

“Do you remember our first toast?” he asked,
smiling.

[ No.,’

“ The toast to friendship? ”

“ Yes; I remember 1t.”

She touched her lips to her glass, not looking at him.
He watched her. After a moment she raised her eyes,
met his gaze, returned it with one quite as audacious:

“I am drinking that same toast again—after many
days,” she said.

129



THE STREETS OF ASCALON

—

“ With all that it entails?”

She nodded. :

“Its chances, hazards, consequences? » o

She laughed, then, looking at him, deliberately
sipped from her glass, the defiant smile in her eyes still
daring him and Chance and Destiny together.

When he took her out she was saying: “I really
can’t account for my mood to-night. I believe that
seeing you again is reviving me. I was beastly stupid.”

** My soporific society ought to calm, not exhilarate
you.”

It never did, particularly. What a long time it
is since we have seen each other. I am glad you came.”

Seated, she asked the butler to remove the flowers
which interrupted her view of Quarren.

“You haven’t said anything about my personal
appearance,” she observed. “ Am I very much battered
by my merry bouts with pleasure? ”

* Not much.”

“You wretch! Do you mean to say that I am
marked at all?”

“ You look rather tired, Mrs. Leeds.”

“I know I do. By daylight it’s particularly visible.

. « But—do you mind?”

Her charming head was bent over her gmpefrult
she lifted her gray eyes under level brows, looking across
the table at him.

“I mind anything that concerns you,” he said.

“T mean—are you disappointed because I'm grow-
ing old and haggard?”

“I think you are even more beautiful than you
were.”

She laughed gaily and continued her dinner. “I
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had to drag that out of you, poor boy. But you see
I’'m uneasy; because imprudence is stamping the horrid
imprint of maturity on me very rapidly; and I'm be-
ginning to keep a more jealous eye on my suitors. You
were one. Do you deny your guilt? ”

“1 do not.”

¢ Then I shall never release you. I intend to let no
guilty man escape. 4m I very much changed, Mr.
Quarren? ” she said a trifle wistfully.

He did not answer immediately. After a few mo-
ments she glanced at him.again and met his gaze.

¢ Well? ” she prompted him, laughing; * are you
not neglecting your manners as a declared suitor? ”

“ You have changed.”

“ What a perfect pill you are!” she exclaimed,
vexed—* you’re casting yourself for the réle of the
honest friend—and I simply hate it! Young sir, do
you not understand that I've breakfasted, lunched
and dined too long on flattery to endure anything more
wholesome? If you can’t lie to me like a gentleman
and a suitor your usefulness in my entourage is ended.”
. He said: “ Do you want me to talk shop with you?

I get rather tired of my trade, sometimes. It’s my trade
to lie, you know.”

She looked up, quickly, but he was smiling.

They remained rather silent after that. Coffee was
served at table; she lighted a cigarette for him and,
later, one for herself, strolling off into the drawing-room
with it between her fingers, one hand resting lightly on
her hip. .

She seemed to have an inclination to wander about
or linger before the marble fireplace and blow delicate
rings of smoke at her own reflection in the mirror.
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He stood a little distance behind her, watching her,
and she nodded affably to him in the glass:

“ I’m quite changed; you are right. I’m not as nice
as I was when I first knew you. . . . I’m not as con-
tented; I'm restless—I wasn’t then. . . . Amusement
is becoming a necessity to me; and I’m not particular
about the kind—as long as it does amuse me. Tell me
something exciting.”

“ A cradle song is what you require.”

“ How impudent of you. I’ve a mind to punish you
by retiring to that same cradle. I'm dreadfully cross,
too. Do you realise that? »

“T realise how tired you are.”

“ And—T’ll never again be rested,” she said thought-
fully, looking at her mirrored self. “I seem to under-
stand that, now, for the first time. . . . Something in
me will always remain a little tired. I wonder what.
Do you know? *

“ Conscience? ” he suggested, laughing.

“ Do you think so? I thought it was my heart.”

“ Have you acquired one? ”

She laughed, too, then glanced at him askance in
the glass, and turned around toward him, still smiling.

“ I believe I didn’t have any heart when I first knew
you. Did I?”

“T believe not,” he sald lightly. ¢ Has one germi-
nated? »

“T really don’t know. What do you think? ”

He took her cigarette from her and tossed it, with
his own, into the fire. She seated herself on a sofa and
bent toward the blaze, her dimpled elbows denting her
silken knees, her chin balanced between forefinger and
thumb.
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Presently she said, not looking at him: * Somehow,
I’'ve changed. I'm not the woman you knew. I’m be-
ginning to realise it. It seems absurd: it was only a
few weeks ago. But the world has whirled very swiftly.
Edch day was a little life-time in itself; a week a cen-
tury condensed; Time became only a concentrated
essence, one drop of which contained ®ons of experience.
. . . I wonder whether my silly head was turned a
little. . . . People said too much to me: there were too
many of them—and they came too near. . . . And do
you know—Ilooking back at it now as I sit here talking
to you—I—it seems absurd—but I believe that I was
really a trifle lonely at times.”

She interlaced her fingers and rested her chin on the
back of them.

I thought of you on various occasions,” she added.

He was leaning against the mantel, one foot on the
fender.

Her eyes rested on that foot, then lifted slowly
until they remained fixed on his face which was shad-
owed by his hand as though to shield his eyes from the
bracket light.

For a time she sat motionless, considering him, in-
terested in his silence and abstraction—in the set of his
shoulders, and the unconscious grace of him. Light,
touching his short blond hair, made it glossy like a
boy’s where his hand had disarranged it above the fore-
head. Certainly it was very pleasant to see him again
~agreeable to be with him—not exactly restful, per-
haps, but distinctly agreeable—for even in the frequent
silences that had crept in betwcen them there was no
invitation to repose of mind. On the contrary, she was
perfectly conscious of a reserve force now awaking—
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of a growing sense of freshness within her; of physical
renewal, of unsuspected latent vigour.

 Are you attempting to go to sleep, Mr. Quarren?
she inquired at last.

He dropped his hand, smiling: she made an instinc-

“tive move—scarcely an invitation, scarcely even percep-
tible. But he came over and seated himself on the arm
of the lounge beside her.

“ Your letters,” he said, “ did a lot for me.”

“I wrote very few. . . . Did they really interest
you? ”

“ A lot.”

€€ How? ”»

¢ They helped that lame old gaffer, Time, to limp
along toward the back door of Eternity.”

“ How do you mean?

¢ Otherwise he would never have stirred a step—
until to-night.”

“ That is very gallant of you, Mr. Quarren—but a
little sentimental—isn’t it?

“ Do you think so? >

“I don’t know. I’'m a poor judge of real sentiment
—being unaccustomed to it.”

“ How.many men made you declarations? ”

“Oh; is that real sentiment? I thought it was
merely love.”

He looked at her. ‘ Don’t,” he said. ‘ You mustn’t
harden. Don’t become like the rest.”

She said, amused, or pretending to be: “ You are
clever; I have grown hard. To-day I can survey, un-
moved, many, many things which I could not even look
at yesterday. But it makes life more interesting.
Don’t you think so?”
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“ Do you, Mrs. Leeds? ” '

“1I think so. . . . A woman might as well know the
worst truths about life—and about men.”

“ Not about men.”

“ Do you prefer her to remain a dupe? ”

“Is anybody happy unless life dupes them? ” _

“ By ¢life’ you mean ‘ men.” You have the seraglio
point of view. You probably prefer your women
screened and veiled.”

“ We are all born veiled. God knows why we ever
tear the film.”

“ Mr. Quarren—are you becoming misanthropic? ”
she exclaimed, laughing. But under his marred eyes of
a boy she saw shadows, and the pale induration already
stamped on the flesh over the cheek-bones.

*“ What have you been doing with yourself all these
weeks? ” she asked, curiously.

“ Working at my trade.”

“You seem thinner.”

“ Fewer crumbs have fallen from the banquet, per-
haps. I keep Lent when I must.”

“You are beginning to speak in a way that you
know I dislike—aren’t you? > she asked, turning around
in her seat to face him.

He laughed.

“ You make me very angry,” she said; “ I like you
—DI’m quite happy with you—and suddenly you try to
tell me that my friendship is lavished on an unworthy
man; that my taste is low, and that you’re a kind of a
social jackal—an upper servant

“T feed on what the pack leaves—and I wash their
fragile plates for them,” he said lightly.

¢ What else? ” she asked, furious.
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“J take out the unfledged for a social airing; I ex-
ercise the mature; I smooth the plumage of the aged;
I apply first aid to the socially injured; lick the hands
that feed me, as in duty bound; tell my brother jackals
which hands to lick and which to snap at; curl up and
go to sleep in sunny boudoirs without being put out
into the backyard; and give first-class vaudeville per-
formances at a moment’s notice, acting as manager,
principals, chorus, prompter, and carpenter.”

He laughed so gaily into her unsmiling eyes that
suddenly she lost control of herself and her fingers
closed tight. '

“ What are you saying!” she said, fiercely. * Are
you telling me that this is the kind of a man I care
enough for to write to—to think about—think about a
great deal—care enough about to dine with in my own
house when I denied myself to everybody else! Is that
all you are after all? And am I finding my level by
liking you? ”

He said, slowly: “I could have been anything—I
could be yet—if you »

“If you are not anything for your own sake you will
never be for anybody’s!” she retorted. . . . “I refuse
to believe that you are what you say, anyway. It hurts
—it hurts »”

“It only hurts me, Mrs. Leeds i

“It hurts me! I do like you. I was glad to see
you—you don’t know how glad. Your letters to me
were—were interesting. You have always been inter-
esting, from the very first—more so than many men—
more than most men. And now you admit to me what
kind of a man you really are. If I believe it, what am I
to think of myself? Can you tell me? ”
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Flushed, exasperated by she knew not what, and
more and more in earnest every moment, she leaned
forward looking at him, her right hand tightening on
the arm of the sofa, the other clenched over her twisted
handkerchief.

“I could stand anything'!—my friendship for you
could stand almost anything except what you pretend
you are—and what other malicious tongues will say if
" you continue to repeat it —And it has been said already
about you! Do you know that? People do say that
of you. People even say so to me—tell me you are
worthless—warn me against—against »

¢ What? ”

¢ Caring—taking you seriously! And it’s because
you deliberately exhibit disrespect for yourself! A man
—any man is what he chooses to be, and people alwayvs
believe him what he pretends to be. Is there any harm
in pretending to dignity and worth when—when you
can be the peer of any man? What’s the use of inviting
contempt? This very day a woman spoke of you with
contempt. I denied what she said. . . . I'd rather
they’d say anything else about you—that you had vices
—a vigorous, wilful, unmanageable man’s vices '—than
to say that of you!”

[13 What? »”

% That you amount to nothing.”

% Do you care what they say, Mrs. Leeds?

% Of course! It strikes at my own self-respect!”

“ Do you care—otherwise? ”

“1I care—as a friend, naturally

¢ Otherwise still? ”

(49 No! ”»

“ Could you ever care? ”
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“ No,” she said, nervously.

She sat breathing faster and more irregularly,
watching him. He looked up and smiled at her, rested
so, a moment, then rose to take his leave.

She stretched out one arm toward the electric bell,
but her fingers seemed to miss it, and remained resting
against the silk-hung wall.

“ Are you going? >’ she asked.

[{3 Yes.,’

“ Must you?”

“I think I’d better.”

“ Very well.”

He waited, but she did not touch the bell button.
She seemed to be waiting for him to go; so he offered
his hand, pleasantly, and turned away toward the hall.
And, rising leisurely, she descended the stairs with him
in silence.

“ Good-night,” he said again.

“ Good-night. I am sorry you are going.”

“ Did you wish me to remain a little longer? ”

“ I—don’t know what I wish. . . .”

Her cheeks were deeply flushed; the hand he took
into his again seemed burning.

“ It’s fearfully hot in here,” she said. * Please muf-
fle up warmly because it’s bitter weather out doors ”—
and she lifted the other hand as though unconsciously
and passed her finger tips over his fur collar.

“Do you feel feverish? >

“ A little. Do you notice how warm my hand is? *

“You haven’t caught malaria in the tropics, have
you?”

“ No, you funny man. I’m never ill. But it’s odd
how burning hot I seem to be »
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She looked down at her fingers which still lay loosely
across his.

They were silent for a while. And, little by little
it seemed to her as though within her a curious stillness
was growing, responsive to the quiet around her—a
serenity stealing over her, invading her mind like a deli-
cate mist—a dreamy mental lethargy, soothing, obscur-
ing sense and thought.

Vaguely she was aware of their contact. He neither
spoke nor stirred; and her palm burned softly, melt-
ingly against his,

At last he lifted her hand and laid his lips to it in
silence. Small head lowered, she dreamily endured his
touch—a slight caress over her forehead—the very
ghost of contact ; suffered his cheek against hers, closer,
never stirring.

Thought drifted, almost dormant, lulled by infinite
and rhythmical currents which seemed to set her body
swaying, gently; and, listless, non-resistant, conscious
of the charm of it, she gradually yielded to the
sorcery.

Then, like a shaft of sunlight slanting through a
dream and tearing its fabric into tatters, his kiss on her
lips awoke her.

She strove to turn her mouth from his—twisted
away from him, straining, tearing her body from his
arms; and leaned back against the stair-rail, gray eyes
expressionless as though dazed. He would have spoken,
but she shook her head and closed both ears with her
hands ; nor would she even look at him, now.

Sight and hearing sealed against him; pale, expres-
sionless, she stood there awaiting his departure. And
presently he opened the iron and glass door; a flurry
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of icy air swept her; she heard the metallic snap of the ‘
spring lock, and opened her heavy eyes.

Deadly tired she turned and ascended the stairs to ‘
her bedroom and locked the door against her maid.

Thought dragged, then halted with her steps as she
dropped onto the seat before the dresser and took her {
throbbing head in her hands. Cheeks and lips grew hot- !
ter; she was aware of strange senses dawning; of
strange nerves signalling; stranger responses—of a
subtle fragrance in her breath so strange that she be-
came conscious of it.

She straightened up staring at her flushed reflection
in the glass while through and through her shot new
pulses, and every breath grew tremulously sweet to the
verge of pain as she recoiled dismayed from the un-
known.

Unknown still'—for she crouched there shrinking
from the revelation—from the restless wonder of the
awakening, wilfully deaf, blind, ignorant, defying her
other self with pallid flashes of self-contempt.

Then fear came—fear of him, fear of herself, de-
fiance of him, and defiance of this other self, glimpsed
only as yet, and yet already dreaded with every instinct.
But it was a losing battle. Truth is very patient. And
at last she looked Truth in the eyes.

So, after all, she was what she had understood others
were or must one day become. Unawakened, pure in
her inherent contempt for the lesser passion; incredu-
lous that it could ever touch her: out of nothing had
sprung thc lower menace, full armed, threatening her
—out of a moment’s lassitude, a touch of a man’s hand,
and his lips on hers! And now all her life was already
behind her—childhood, girlhood, wifechood—all, all
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behind her now; and she, a stranger even to herself,
alone on an unknown road; an unknown world before
her.

With every instinct inherent and self-inculcated, in-
stincts of modesty, of reticence, of self-control, of
pride, she quivered under this fierce humiliation born of
self-knowledge—knowledge scornfully admitted and de-
fied with every breath—but no longer denied.

She was as others were—fashioned of that same and
common clay, capable of the lesser emotions, shamefully
and incredibly conscious of them—so keenly, so incom-
prehensibly, that, at one unthinkable instant, they had
obscured and were actually threatening to obliterate
the things of the mind.

Was this the evolution that her winter’s idleness and
gaiety and the fatigues of pleasure had been so subtly
preparing for her? Was that strange moment, at the
door, the moment that man’s enemy had been awaiting,
to find her unprepared?

Wretched, humiliated, she bowed her head above the
flowers and silver on her dresser—the fairest among the
Philistines who had so long unconsciously thanked God
‘that she was not like other women in the homes of Gath
and in the sinful streets of Ascalon.




CHAPTER VI

STRELSA was no longer at home to Quarren, even
over the telephone. He called her up two or three times
in as many days, ventured to present himself at her
house twice without being received, and finally wrote
her a note. But at the end of the month the note still
remained unanswered.

However, there was news of her, sometimes involv-
ing her with Langly Sprowl, but more often with Sir
Charles Mallison. Also, had Quarren not dropped out
of everything so completely, he might easily have met
her dozens of times in dozens of places. But for a
month now he had returned every day from his office
to his room in the Legation, and even the members of
that important diplomatic body found his door locked,
after dinner, though his light sometimes brightened the
transom until morning.

Westguard, after the final rupture with his aunt,
had become a soured hermit—sourer because of the low
motives of the public which was buying his book by the
thousands and reading it for the story, exclusively.

His aunt had cast him off ; to him she was the over-
fed embodiment of society, so it pleased him to consider
the rupture as one between society and himself. It
tasted of martyrdom, and now his own public had vul-
garly gone back on him according to his ideals : nobody
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cared for his economics, his social evils, his moral
philosophy ; only what he considered the unworthy part
of his book was eagerly absorbed and discussed. The
proletariat had grossly betrayed him; a hermit’s ex-
emplary but embittered career was apparently all-that
remained for his declining years.

So, after dinner, he, too, retired to seclusion behind
bolted doors, pondering darkly on a philosophic novel
which should be no novel at all but a dignified and
crushing rebuke to mankind—a solid slice of moral cake
thickly frosted with social economics, heavy with ethical
plums, and without any story to it whatever.

Meanwhile his book had passed into the abhorred
class of best sellers. _

As for Lacy and O’Hara, both had remarked Quar-
ren’s abrupt retirement and his absence from that sec-
tion of the social puddle which he was accustomed to em-
bellish and splash in. O’Hara, inclining more toward
sporting circles, noticed Quarren’s absence less; but
Lacy, after the first week, demanded an explanation at
the dinner-table.

“You spoiled a party for Mrs. Lannis,” he said—
“and Winnifred Miller was almost in tears over the
charity tableaux »”

“ T wrote them both in plenty of time, Jack.”

“Yes. But who is there to take your place? What-
ever you touch is successful. Barent Van Dyne made
a dub of himself.” _

“ They must break in another pup,” said Quarren,
amused.

* You mean that you’re chucking the whole bally
thing for keeps? ”

“ Practically.”
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“ Why? ” asked O’Hara, looking up blankly.

“Oh,” said Quarren laughing, “I’m curious to
find out what business I really am in. Until this week
I’ve never had time to discover that 1 was trying to
be a broker in real estate. And I’ve just found out
that I’ve been one for almost three years, and never
knew it.”

“¢One’s own company is the best,” growled West-
guard. “ The monkey people sicken you and the public
make you ill. Solitude is the only remedy.”

“ Not for me,” said Quarren; “I could breakfast,
lunch, and dine with and on the public; and I’'m laying
plans to do it.”

“ They’ll turn your stomach: »

“ Oh, dry up, Karl!” said O’Hara ; * there’s a me-
dium between extremes where you can get a good sport-
in’ chance at anythin’—horse, dog, girl—anythin’ you
fancy. You’d like some of my friends, now, Ricky '—
they’re a good sort, all game, all jolly, all interestin® as
hell »

“I don’t want to meet any cock-fighters,” growled
Westguard. :

 They’re all right, too—but there are all kinds of
interestin’ people in my circles—writers like Karl,
huntin’ people, a professional here and there—and then
there’s that fascinatin’ Mrs. Wyland-Baily, the best
trap-shot »

“ Trap-shot,” repeated Westguard in disgust, and
took his cigar and himself into seclusion.

Quarren also pushed back his chair, preparing to
rise.

“ Doin’ anythin’? ” inquired O’Hara, desiring to be
kind. “Young Calahan and the Harlem Mutt have it
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out at the Cataract Club to-night,” he added persua-
sively.

¢ Another time, thanks,” said Quarren: * I've let-
ters to write.”

He wrote them—all the business letters he could
think of, concentrating his thoughts as much as possi-
ble. Afterward he lay down on the lounge with a book,
and remained there for an hour, although he changed
books every few minutes. This was becoming a bad
habit. But it was difficult reading although it ranged
from Kipling to the Book of Common Prayer; and at
last he gave it up and, turning over buried his head in
the cushions.

This wouldn’t do either: he racked his brain for fur-
ther employment, found excuses for other business let-
ters, wrote them, then attacked a pile of social matters
—notes and letters heretofore deliberately neglected to
the ragged edge of decency.

He replied to them all, and invariably in the nega-
tive.

It gave him something to do to go out to the nearest
lamp post and mail his letters. But when again he came
back into his room the silence there left him hesitating
on his threshold.

But he went in and locked his door, and kept his
back turned to the desk where pen and ink were tempting
him as usual, and almost beyond endurance now. And
at last he weakened, and wrote to her once more:

“My pear Mgs. LEEDs—
“I feel sure that your failure to answer my note
of last week was unintenticnal.
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“ Some day, when you have a moment, would you
write me a line saying that you will be at home to me?
“Very sincerely yours,
“ RICHARD STANLEY QUARREN.”

He took this note to the nearest District Messenger
Office ; then returned to his room.

After an interminable time the messenger reported
for the signature. Mrs. Leeds was not at home and he
had left the note as directed.

The night was a white one.. He did not feel very
well when he sat scanning the morning paper over his
coffee. Recently he had formed the custom of read-
ing two columns only in the paper—Real Estate News
and Society. In the latter column Strelsa usually
figured. :

She figured as usual this morning ; and he read the
fulsome stuff attentively. Also there was a flourish con-
cerning an annual event at the Santa Regina.

And Quarren read this very carefully ; and made up
his mind as he finished the paragraph.

The conclusion he came to over his coffee and news-
paper materialised that afternoon at a Charity Bazaar,
where, as he intended, he met Strelsa Leeds face to face.
She said, coolly amiable:

“ Have you been away? One never sees you these
days.”

“T have been nowhere,” he said, pleasantly.

She shook her pretty head in reproof:

“Is it good policy for a young man to drop out of
sight? Our world forgets over-night.”

He laughed: * Something similar has been intimated
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to me by others—but less gently. I'm afraid I’ve
offended some people.”

“ Oh, so you have already been disciplined?

“ Verbally trounced, admonished, and still smarting
under the displeasure of the powers that reign. They
seem to resent my Sunday out—jyet even their other
domestics have that. And it’s the first I’ve taken in
three years. I think I’ll have to give notice to my
Missus.”

“ The spectre of servitude still seems to obsess your
humour,” she observed indifferently.

“1 am that spectre, Mrs. Leeds.”

“ You certainly look pallid enough for any disem-
bodied réle. You have not been ill, by any chance? ”
—carelessly.

“ Not at all, thank you. Rude health and I continue
to link arms.”

“Then it is not by chance that you absent your-
self from the various festivities where your part is
usually supposed to be a leading one? ”

“ All cooks eventually develop a distaste for their
own concoctions,” he explained gravely.

She lifted her eyebrows: “ Yet you are here this
afternoon.”

“Oh, yes. Charity has not yet palled on my pal-
ate—perhaps because I need so much myself.”

“ I have never considered you an object of charity.”

“ Then I must draw your kind attention to my piti-
able case by doing a little begging. . . . Could I ask
your forgiveness, for example? And perhaps ob-
tain it? »

Her face flushed. “I have nothing to forgive you,
Mr. Quarren,” she said with decision.
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“ Do you mean that? »

¢ Certainly.”

I scarcely know how to take your—generosity.”

“I offer none. There is no occasion for generosity
or for the exercise of any virtue, cardinal or otherwise.
You have not offended me, nor I you—I trust. . . .
Have 1?”

¢ No,” he said.

Men came up to speak to her; one or two women
nodded to her from nearby groups which presently
mingled, definitely separating her from Quarren unless
either he or she chose to evade the natural trend of
things. Neither made the effort. Then Sir Charles
Mallison joined her, and Quarren, smilingly accepting
that gentleman’s advent as his own congé, took his leave
of Strelsa and went his way—which chanced, also, to be
the way of Mrs. Lester Caldera, very fetching in lilac
gown and hat. '

Susanne Lannis, lips slightly curling, looked after
them, touching Strelsa’s elbow:

“ Cyrille simply cannot let Ricky alone,” she said.
“ The bill-posters will find a fence for her if she doesn’t
come to her senses.”

“Who?” asked Strelsa, as one or two people
laughed guardedly.

“ Why, Cyrille Caldera. Elle s’affiche, ma chére!

“ Mrs. Caldera!” repeated the girl, surprised.

“ And Ricky! Are you blind, Strelsa? It’s been on
for two weeks or more. And she’d better not play too
confidently with Ricky. You can usually forecast what
a wild animal will do, never how a trained one is going
to behave.”

“ Such scandal!” laughed Chrysos Lacy. “ How
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many of us can afford to turn our backs to the rest of
the cage even for an instant? Sir Charles, I simply
don’t dare to go away. Otherwise I'd purchase several
of those glittering articles yonder—whatever they are.
Do you happen to know? ”

“ Automatic revolvers. The cartridges are charged
with Japanese perfumes. Did you never see one? ” he
asked, turning to Strelsa. But she was not listening;
and he transferred his attention to Chrysos.

Several people moved forward to examine the pretty
and apparently deadly little weapons; Sir Charles was
called upon to explain the Japanese game of perfumes,
and everybody began to purchase the paraphernalia,
pistols, cartridges, targets, and counters.

Sir Charles came back, presently, to where Strelsa
still stood, listlessly examining laces.

¢ All kinds of poor people have blinded themselves
making these pretty things,” she said, as Sir Charles
came up beside her. “ My only apparent usefulness is
to buy them, I suppose.”

He offered her one of the automatic pistols.

“It’s loaded,” he cautioned her, solemnly.

“ What an odd gift!” she said, surprised, taking it
gingerly into her gloved hand. “Is it really for me?
And why?”

“ Are you timid about firearms? ” he asked, jest-
ingly.

“No. . . . I don’t know anything about them—ex-
cept to keep my finger away from the trigger. I know
enough to do that.”

He supposed that she also was jesting, and her fas-
tidious handling of the weapon amused him. And when
she asked him if it was safe to carry in her muff, he
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assured her very gravely that she might venture to do
so. “Turn it loose on the first burglar,” he added,
“ and his regeneration will begin in all the forty-nine
odours of sanctity.”

Strelsa smiled without comprehending. Cyrille
Caldera was standing just beyond them, apparently in-
terested in antique jewellery, trying the effect of various
linked gems against her lilac gown, and inviting Quar-
ren’s opinion of the results. Their backs were turned;
Ricky’s blond head seemed to come unreasonably close
to Cyrille’s at moments. Once Mrs. Caldera thought-
lessly, laid a pretty hand on his arm as though in em-
phasis. Their unheard conversation was evidently
amusing them. :

Strelsa’s smile remained unaltered ; people were com-
ing constantly to pay their respects to her; and they
lingered, attracted and amused by her unusual gaiety,
charm, and wit.

Her mind seemed suddenly to have become crystal
clear; her gay retorts to lively badinage, and her laugh-
ing epigrams were deliciously spontaneous. A slight
exhilaration, without apparent reason, was transforming
her, swiftly, into an incarnation entirely unknown even
to herself.

Conscious of a wonderful mood never before experi-
enced, perfectly aware of her unusual brilliancy and
beauty, surprised and interested in the sudden revela-
tion of powers within her still unexercised, she felt her-
self, for the first time in her life, in contact with things
heretofore impalpable—and, in spirit, with delicate
fingers, she gathered up instinctively those intangible
threads with which man is guided as surely as though
driven in chains of steel.
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And all the while she was aware of Quarren’s boy-
ish head bending almost too near to Cyrille Caldera’s
over the trays of antique jewels; and all the while she
was conscious of the transfiguration in process—that
not only a new self was being evolved for her out of the
débris of the old, but that the world itself was changing
around her—and a new Heaven and a new earth were
being born—and a new hell.

That evening she fought it out with herself with a
sort of deadly intelligence. Alone in her room, seated,
and facing her mirrored gaze unflinchingly, she stated
her case, minutely, to herself from beginning to end;
then called the only witness for the prosecution—her-
self—dnd questioned that witness without mercy.

Did she care for Quarren? Apparently. How
much? A great deal. Was she in love with him? She
could not answer. Wherein did he differ from other
men she knew—Sir Charles, for example? She only
knew that he was different. Perhaps he was nobler?
No. More intelligent? No. Kinder? No. More ad-
mirable? No. More gentle, more sincere, less selfish?
No. Did he, as a man, compare favorably with other
men—Sir Charles for example? The comparison was
not in Quarren’s favor.

Wherein, then, lay her interest in him? She could
not answer. Was she perhaps sorry for him? Very.
Why? Because she believed him capable of better
things. Then the basis of her regard for him was
founded on pity. No; because from the beginning—
even before he had unmasked—she had been sensible of
an interest in him different from any interest she had
ever before felt for any man.

This uncompromisingly honest answer silenced her
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mentally for some moments; then she lifted her resolute
gray eyes to the eyes of the mirrored witness:

If that is true, then the attraction was partly phys-
ical? She could not answer. Pressed for a statement
she admitted that it might be that.

Then the basis of her regard for him was ignoble?
She found pleasure in his intellectual attractions. But
the basis had not been intellectual? No. It had been
material? Yes. And she had never forgotten the light
pressure of that masked Harlequin’s spangled arm
around her while she desperately counted out the sec-
onds of that magic minute forfeited to him? No; she
had never forgotten. It was a sensation totally un-
known to her before that moment? Yes. Had she ex-
perienced it since that time? Yes. When? When he
first told her that he loved her. And afterward? Yes.
When?

In the cheeks of the mirrored witness a faint fire
began to burn: her own face grew pink: but she an-
swered, looking the shadowy witness steadily in the
eyes: )

“When he took my hand at the door—and during—
whatever happened—afterward.”

And she excused the witness and turned her back
to the looking-glass.

The only witness for the defence was the accused—
unless her own heart were permitted to testify. Or—
and there seemed to be some slight confusion here—was
Quarren on trial? Or was she herself?

This threatened to become a serious question; she
strove to think clearly, to reason; but only evoked the
pale, amused face of Quarren from inner and chaotic
consciousness until the visualisation remained fixed, de-
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fying obliteration. And she accepted the mental spectre
for the witness box.

“ Ricky,” she said, “ do you really love me? ”

But the clear-cut, amused face seemed to mock her
question with the smile she knew so well—so well, alas!

“ Why are you unworthy? » she said again—* you
who surely are equipped for a nobler life. What is it
in you that I have responded to? If a woman is so
colourless as to respond merely to love in the abstract,
she is worth nothing better, nothing higher, than what
she has evoked. For you are no better than other men,
Ricky; indeed you are less admirable than many; and
to compare you to Sir Charles is not advantageous to
you, poor boy—poor boy.”

In vain she strove to visualise Sir Charles ; she could
not. All she could do was to mentally enumerate his
qualities ; and she did so, the amused face of Quarren
looking on at her from out of empty space.

“ Ricky, Ricky,” she said, “am I no better than
that?—am I fit only for such a response?—to find the
contact of your hand so wonderful?—to thrill with the
consciousness of your nearness—to let my senses drift,
contented merely by your touch—yielding to the charm
of it—suffering even your lips’ embrace——"

She shuddered slightly, drawing one hand across
her eyes, then sitting straight, she faced his smiling
phantom, resolute to end it now forever.

“If I am such a woman,” she said, “ and you are
the kind of man I know you to be—then is it time for
me to fast and pray, lest I enter into temptation. . . .
Into the one temptation I have never before known,
Ricky—and which, in my complacency and pride I never
dreamed that 1 should encounter.
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- “And it is' coming to that! . .. A girl must be
honest with herself or all life is only the same smiling lie.
I’m ashamed to be honest, Ricky; but I must be. You
are not very much of a man—otherwise I might find
some reason for caring: and now there is none; and yet
—I care—God knows why—or what it is in you that
I care for!—But I do—1I am beginning to care—and I
don’t know why; I-—don’t—know why »

She dropped her face in her hands, sitting there
bowed low over her knees. And there, hour after hour
she fought it out with herself and with the amused
spectre ever at her elbow—so close at moments that
some unaroused nerve fell a-trembling in its sleep,
threatening to awaken those quiet senses that she
already feared for their unknown powers.

The season was approaching its end, still kicking
now and then spasmodically, but pretty nearly done for.
No particularly painful incidents marked its demise ex-
cept the continued absence of Quarren from social pur-
lieus accustomed to his gay presence and adroit execu-
tive abilities.

After several demoralised cotillions had withstood
the shock of his absence, and a dozen or more functions
had become temporarily disorganised because he de-
clined to occupy himself with their success; and after
a number of hostesses had filled in his place at din-
ner, at theatres, at week-ends, on yachts and coaches;
and after an unprecedented defiance of two sum-
monses to the hazardous presence of Mrs. Sprowl, he
obeyed a third subpena, and presented himself with
an air of cheerful confidence that instantly enraged
her.
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The old lady lay abed with nothing more compro-
mising than a toothache; Quarren was conducted to the
inner shrine; she glared at him hideously from her
pillows; and for one moment he felt seriously inclined
to run.

“ Where have you been? ” she wheezed.

“ Nowhere in particu »

“ 1 know damn well you’ve been nowhere,” she burst
out. “ Molly Wycherly’s dance went to pieces because
she was fool enough to trust things to you. Do you
know who led? That great oaf, Barent Van Dyne! He
led like a trick elephant, too!”

Quarren looked politely distressed.

¢ And there are a dozen hostesses perfectly furious
with you,” continued the old lady, pounding the pillows
with a fat arm—* parties of all sorts spoiled, idiocies
committed, dinners either commonplace or blank fail-
ures—what the devil possesses you to behave this
way?”

“I’m tired,” he said, politely.

“ What!”

He smiled:

“ Oh, the place suits, Mrs. Sprowl; I haven’t
any complaint; and the work and wages are easy;
and it’s comfortable below-stairs. But—I'm just
tired.”

“ What are you talking about? ”

“T’m talking about my employers, and I’'m talking
like the social upper-servant that I am—or was. I’'m
merely giving a respectable warning; that is the airy
purport of my discourse, Mrs. Sprowl.”

“ Do you know what you’re saying? »

“ Yes, I think so,” he said, wearily.
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“ Well, then, what the devil are you saying? ”

“ Merely that I’ve dropped out of service to en-
gage in trade.”

“You can’t!” she yelled, sitting up in bed so sud-
denly that her unquiet tooth took the opportunity to
assert itself.

She clapped a pudgy hand to her cheek, squinting
furiously at Quarren:

“You can’t drop out,” she shouted. “ Don’t you
ever want to amount to anything? ”

“Yes, I do. That’s why I’'m doing it.”

“Don’t act like a fool! Haven’t you any ambi-
tion? » ’

“That also is why,” he said pleasantly. “I am
ambitious to be out of livery and see what my own kind
will do to me.”

“Well, you’ll see!” she threatened—* you’ll see
what we’ll do to you—"

“ You're not my kind. I always supposed you were,
but you all knew better from the day I took service with
you »

“Ricky!”

“ It is perfectly true, Mrs. Sprowl. My admittance
included a livery and the perennial prerogative of amus-
ing people. But I had no money, no family affiliations
with the very amiable people who found me useful.
Only, in common with them, I had the inherent taste
for idleness and the genius for making it endurable to
you all. So you welcomed me very warmly; and you
have been very kind to me. . . . But, somewhere or
other—in some forgotten corner of me—an odd and
old-fashioned idea awoke the other day. . . . I think
perhaps it awoke when you reminded. me that to serve
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you was one thing and to marry among you something
very different.”

“Ricky! Do you want to drive me to the yelling
verge of distraction? I didn’t say or intimate or dream
any such thing! You know perfectly well you’re not
only with us but of us. Nobody ever imagined other-
wise. But you can’t marry any girl you pick out.
Sometimes she won’t; sometimes her family won’t. It’s
the same everywhere. You have no money. Of course
I intend that you shall eventually marry money—
What the devil are you laughing at? ”

“ 1 beg your pardon »?

“I said that you would marry well. Was that
funny? I also said, once—and I repeat it now, that I
have my own plans for one or two girls—Strelsa Leeds
included. I merely asked you to respect my wishes in
that single matter; and bang! you go off and blow
up and maroon yourself and sulk until nobody knows
what’s the matter with you. Don’t be a fool. Every-
body likes you; every girl can’t love you—but I’ll bet
many of ’em do. . . . Pick one out and come to me—if
that’s your trouble. Go ahead and pick out what you
fancy; and ten to one it will be all right, and between
you and me we’ll land the little lady!

“ You’re tremendously kind »

“I know I am. I’'m always doing kindnesses—and
nobody likes me, and they’d bite my head off, every one
of ’em—if they weren’t afraid it would disagree with
them,” she added grimly. '

Quarren rose and came over to the bedside.

“ Good-bye, Mrs. Sprowl,” he said. “ And—I like
you—somehow—I really do.”

 The devil you do,” said the old lady.
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“It’s a curious fact,” he insisted, smiling.

“ Get out with you, Ricky! And I want you to
come——”

“ No—please.”

“ What?”

(13 No",

(13 why? »

“ I want to see some real people again. I’ve forgot-
ten what they resemble.”

“That’s a damned insolent remark!” she gasped.

“Not meant to be. You are real enough, Heaven
knows. But,” and his smile faded—* I’ve taken a
month off to think it out. And, do you know, thinking
being an unaccustomed luxury, I’ve enjoyed it. Imagine
my delight and surprise, Mrs. Sprowl, when I discovered
that my leisurely reflections resulted in the discovery
that I had a mind—a real one—capable of reason and
conclusions. And so when I actually came to a conclu-
sion my joy knew no bounds »

“Ricky! Stop those mental athletics! Do you
hear? I've a toothache and a backache and I can’t
stand ’em!”

Quarren was laughing now; and presently a grim
concession to humour relaxed the old lady’s lips till her
fat face creased.

¢ All right,” she sald “ go and play with the rag—
ged boy around the corner, my son. Then when you’re
ready come home and get your face washed.”

“ May I come occasionally to chat with you? ”
 As though you’d do that if you didn’t have to'”
she exclaimed incredulously.

“I think you know better.”

“No, I don’t!” she snapped. “I know men and
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women ; that’s all I know. And as you’re one of the two
species I don’t expect anything celestial from you.
e « « And you’d better go, now.”

She turned over on her pillow with a grunt: Quar-
ren laughed, lifted one of her pudgy and heavily ringed
hands from the coverlet, and, still smiling, touched the
largest diamond with his lips.

“ I think;” he said, “ that you are one of the very
few I really like in your funny unreal world. . ..
You’re so humanly bad.”

““ What!” she shouted, floundering to a sitting
posture.

But, looking back at her from the door, he found her

grinning.



CHAPTER VII

PremoniTIONS Of spring started the annual social
exodus; because in the streets of Ascalon and in the
busy ways of Gath spring becomes summer over night
and all Philistia is smitten by the sun.

And all the meanness and shabbiness and effront-
ery of the monstrous city, all its civie pretence and tar-
nished ostentation are suddenly revealed when the sum-
mer sun blazes over Ascalon. Wherefore the daintier
among the Philistines flee—idler; courtier, dangler and
squire of dames—not to return until the first snow-
flakes fall and the gray veil of November descends once
more over the sorry sham of Ascalon.

Out of the inner temple, his ears still ringing with
the noise of the drones, Quarren had gone forth. And
already, far away in the outer sunshine, he could see real
people at work and at play, millions and millions of
them—and a real sky overhedd edging far horizons.

He began real life once more in a bad way, finan-
cially ; his money being hopelessly locked up in Tap-
pan-Zee Park, a wooded and worthless tract of unim-
proved land along the Hudson which Quarren had sup-
posed Lester Caldera was to finance for him.

Recently, however, that suave young man had smil-
ingly denied making any such promise to anybody;
which surprised and disconcerted Quarren who had no
money with which to build sewers, roads, and electric
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plants. And he began to realise how carelessly he had
drifted into the enterprise—how carelessly he had
drifted into everything and past everything for the last
five years.

After a hunt for a capitalist among and outside his
circle of friends and acquaintances he began to appre-
ciate his own lunacy even more thoroughly. :

Then Lester Caldera, good-naturedly, offered to
take the property off his hands for less than a third. of
what he paid Sprowl for it ; and as Quarren’s adjoining
options were rapidly expiring he was forced to accept.
Which put the boy almost entirely out of business; so he
closed his handsome office downtown and opened an-
other in the front parlour of an old and rather dingy
brown-stone house on the east side of Lexington Avenue
near Fiftieth Street and hung out his sign once more
over the busy streets of Ascalon.

RicHARD STANLEY QUARREN
Real Estate

Also he gave up his quarters at the Irish Legation
to the unfeigned grief of the diplomats domiciled there,
and established himself in the back parlour and exten-
sion of the Lexington Avenue house, ready at all mo-
ments now for business or for sleep. Neither bothered
him excessively.

He wrote no more notes to Strelsa Leeds—that is,
he posted no more, however many he may have com-
posed. Rumours from the inner temple concerning
her and Langly Sprowl and Sir Charles Mallison
drifted out into the real world every day or so. But he
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never went back to the temple to verify them. That
life was ended for him. Sometimes, sitting alone at his
desk, he fancied that he could almost hear the far laugh-
ter of the temple revels, and the humming of the drones.
But the roar of the street-car, rushing, grinding
through the steel-ribbed streets of Ascalon always
drowned it, and its far seen phantom glitter became a
burning reality where the mid-day sun struck the office
sign outside his open window.

Fate, the ugly jade, was making faces at him, all
kinds of faces. Just now she wore the gaunt mask of
poverty, but Quarren continued to ignore her, because
to him, there was no real menace in her skinny grin, no
real tragedy in what she threatened.

Real tragedy lay in something very different—per-
haps in manhood awaking from ignoble lethargy to
learn its own degeneracy in a young girl’s scornful
eyes.

All day long he sat in his office attending to the
trivial business that came into it—not enough so far to
give him a living.

In the still spring evenings he retired to his quar-
ters in the back parlour, bathed, dressed, looking out
at the cats on the back fences. Then he went forth to
dine either at the Legation or with some one of the few
friends he had cared to retain in that magic-lantern
world which he at last had found uninhabitable—a
world in which few virile men remain very long—fewer
and fewer as the years pass on. For the gilding on the
temple dome is peeling off ; and the laughter is dying
out, and the hum of the drones sounds drowsy like un-
real voices heard in summer dreams.

It is the passing of an imbecile society,” declaimed
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Westguard—* the dying sounds of its meaningless
noise—the first omens of a silence which foretells anni-
hilation. Out of chaos will gradually emerge the ele-
ments of a real society—the splendid social and intel-
lectual brotherbood of the future——"

“ See my forthcoming novel,” added Lacy, * $1.35
net, for sale at all booksellers or sent post-paid on re-
ceipt of: »

“ You little fashionabte fop!* growled Westguard
—* there’s a winter coming for all butterflies!”

“ I’ve seen ’em dancing over the snow on a mild and
sunny day,” retorted Lacy. * Karl, my son, the nobly
despairing writer with a grouch never yet convinced
anybody.”

“I don’t despair,” retorted Westguard. * This
country is getting what it wants and what it deserves,
ladled out to it in unappetising gobs. Year after year
great incoming waves of ignorance sweep us from ocean
to ocean; but I don’t forget that those very waves also
carry a constantly growing and enlightened class higher
and higher toward permanent solidity.

“ Every annual wave pushes the flotsam of the year
before toward the solid land. The acquaintance with
sordid things is the first real impulse toward education.
Some day there will be no squalor in the land—neither
the physical conditions in our slums nor the arid intel-
lectual deserts within the social frontiers.”

‘“ But the waves will accomplish that—not your very
worthy novels,” said Lacy, impudently.

“ If you call me ¢ worthy > I’ll bat you on the head,”
roared Westguard, sitting up on the sofa where he had
been sprawling ; and laughter, loud and long, rattled the
windows in the Irish Legation.
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The May night was hot; a sickly breeze stirred the
curtains at the open windows of Westguard’s living
room where the Legation was entertaining informally. ™

Quarren, Lacy, O’Hara, and Sir Charles Mallison
sat by the window playing poker; the Earl of Dank-
mere, perched on the piano-stool, was mournfully rat-
tling off a string of melodies acquired along Broadway ;
Westguard himself, flat on his back, occupied a leather -
lounge and dispensed philosophy when permitted.

“You know,” said Lacy, dealing rapidly, ¢ you’re
only a tin-horn philosopher, Karl, but you really could
write a good story if you tried. Get your people into
action. That’s the game.”

O’Hara nodded. ¢ Interestin’ people, in books
and outside, are always doin’ things, not talkin’,” he
said—* like Sir Charles quietly drawin’ four cards to
a kicker and sayin’ nothin’.” '

“—Like old Dankmere, yonder, playing ¢ Madame
Sherry ’> and not trying to tell us why human beings en-
Jjoy certain sounds known as harmonies, but just keep-
ing busy beating the box » o

“—Like a pretty woman who is contented to be as
attractive and cunnin’ as she can be, and not stoppin’
to explain the anatomy of romantic love and personal
beauty,” added O’Hara. '

“—Like »” :

“ For Heaven’s sake give me a stack of chips and
shut up!” shouted Westguard, jumping to his feet and
striding to the table. ‘ Everybody on earth is compe-
tent to write a book except an author, but I defy any-
body to play my poker hands for me! Come on, Dank-
mere! Let’s clean out this complacent crowd!”

Lord Dankmere complied, and seated himself at the
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table, anxiously remarking to Quarren that he had come
to America to acquire capital, not to spend it. Sir
Charles laughed and dealt ; Westguard drew five cards,
attempted to bluff Quarren’s full hand, and was scan-
dalously routed.

Again the cards were dealt and O’Hara bet the limit ;
and the Earl of Dankmere came back with an agonised
burst of chips that scared out Lacy and Sir Charles
and left Quarren thinking.

When finally the dust of combat blew clear of the
scene Dankmere’s stacks were nearly gone, and Quar-
ren’s had become symmetrical sky-scrapers.

Lacy said to Dankmere: *“ Now that you’ve learned
how to get poor quickly you’re better prepared for the
study of riches and how to acquire ’em. Kindly pass
the buck unless your misfortunes have paralysed you.”

“ The whole country,” said his lordship, *is noth-
ing but one gigantic poker game. I sail on the next
steamer. I’m bluffed out.”

“Poor old Dankmere,” purred Lacy, * won’t the
ladies love you? ”

“ Their demonstrations,” said the Earl, * are not
keeping me awake nights.”

“ Something keeps Quarren awake nights, judging
by his transom light. Is it love, Ricky? ”

A slight colour mounted to Quarren’s thin cheeks,
but he answered carelessly: “I read late sometimes.
. . . How many cards do you want?”

Sir Charles Mallison turned his head after a moment
and looked at Quarren; and meeting his eye, said
‘pleasantly: “I only want one card, Quarren. Please
give me the right one.”

¢ Which? ”
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“ The Queen of Hearts.”

“ Dealer draws one also,” said the young fellow.

Sir Charles laid down his hand with a smile:

“ Did you fill? ” he asked Quarren as everybody else
remained out.

“I don’t mind showing,” said Quarren sorting out
his cards, faces up.

“ Which end? * inquired O’Hara.

“ An interior.” And he touched the Queen of
Hearts, carelessly.

“Crazy playing and lunatic’s luck,” commented
Lacy. “ Dankmere, and you, too, Sir Charles, you’d
better cut and run for home as fast as your little legs
can toddle. Quarren is on the loose.”

Sir Charles laughed, glanced at Quarren, then turned
to Dankmere.

“It’s none of my business,” he said, *“but if you
really are in the devilish financial straits you pretend to
be, why don’t you square up things and go into trade? ”

“ Square things? ” repeated the little Earl mourn-
fully; “ will somebody tell me how? Haven’t I been
trying out everything? Didn’t I back a musical com-
edy of sorts? Didn’t I even do a turn in it myself? ”

“ That’s what probably smashed it,” observed
O’Hara.

“ He did it very well,” laughed Sir Charles.

“ Dankmere ought to have filled his show full of
flossy flappers,” insisted Lacy. “ Who wants to see an
Earl dance and sing? Next time I’ll manage the com-
pany for you, Dankmere——"

 There’ll be no next time,” said Dankmere, scan-
ning his cards. “ I’m done for,” he added, dramatically,
letting his own ante go.
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“ You’ve lost your nerve,” said Quarren, smiling.
“ And everything else, my boy!”

“ What’s the matter with the heiresses, anyway? ”
inquired O’Hara sympathetically.

“ The matter is that I don’t want the sort that want
me. Somebody’s ruined the business in the States. I
suppose I might possibly induce a Broadway show-

gir ”»

The little Earl got up and began to wander around,
hands in his pockets, repeating:

“I’d make a pretty good actor, in spite of what
O’Hara said. It’s the only thing I like anyway. I can
improvise songs, too. Listen to this impromptu, you
fellows ”:

And he bent over the piano, still standing, and beat
out a jingling accompaniment:

I sigh for the maiden I never have seen,
I'll make her my countess whatever she’s been—
Typewriter, manicure, heiress or queen,
Aged fifty or thirty or lovely eighteen,
Redundant and squatty, or scraggy and lean,
Generous spendthrift or miserly mean—
I sigh for the thaiden I never have seen
Provided she’s padded with wads of Long Green!"

Still singing the air he picked up a silk hat and
walking-stick and began to dance, rather lightly and
gracefully, his sunken, heavy-lidded eyes fixed noncha-
lantly on space—his nimble little feet making no sound
on the floor as he swung, swayed, and capered under the
electric light timing his agile steps to his own singing.

Loud applause greeted him; much hand-clapping
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and cries of “ Good old Dankmere! Three cheers for
the British peerage!?”

Sir Charles looked slightly bored, sitting back in
his chair and waiting for the game to recommence.
Which it did with the return of the Earl who had now
relieved both his intellect and his legs of an accumulated
and Terpischorean incubus.

.“If I was a bigger ass than I am,” said the Earl,
“I’d go into vaudeville and let my creditors howl.”

“Did they really send you over here?” asked
O’Hara, knowing that hls lordship made no bones
about it.

“ They certainly did. And a fine mess I’ve made of
it, haven’t I? No decent girl wants me—though why,
I don’t know, because I’'m decent enough as men go.
But your newspapers make fun of me and my title—
and I might as well cut away to Dankmere Tarns and
let ’em pick my carcass clean.”

“ What’s Dankmere Tarns? ” asked O’Hara.

¢ Mine, except the mortgages on it.”

“ Entailed? ”

“ Naturally.”

“ Kept up?”

“ No, shut up.”

“ What sort of a gallery is that of yours at Dank-
mere Tarns? ” inquired Sir Charles, turning around.

““ How the devil do I know,” replied his lordship
fretfully. “I don’t know anything about pictures.”

“ Are there not some very valuable ones there?

“ There are a lot of very dirty ones.”

“ Don’t you know their value? ”

“No, I don’t. But I fancy the good ones were sold
off long ago—twenty years ago I believe. There was
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a sale—a lot of rubbish of sorts. I took it for granted
that Lister’s people cleaned out everything worth tak-
ing.”

“ When you go back,” said Sir Charles, “ inspect
that rubbish again. Perhaps Lister’s people overlooked
enough to get you out of your financial difficulties.
Pictures that sold for £100 twenty years ago might
bring £1,000 to-day. It’s merely a suggestion, Dank-
mere—if you’ll pardon it.”

“ And a good one,” added O’Hara. “I know a lot
of interestin’ people and they tell me that you can sell
any rotten old picture over here for any amount of
money. Sting ’em, Dankmere. Get to ’em!”

“ You might send for some of your pictures,” said
Lacy, “ and have a shot at the auction-mad amateur.
He’s too easy.”

“ And pay duty and storage and gallery hire and
auction fees!—no, thanks,” replied the little Earl, cau-
tiously. “I’ve burnt my bally fingers too often in
schemes.”

“T've a back room behind my office,” said Quarren.
“ You can store them there if you like, without charge.”

“ Besides, if they’re genuine, there will be no duty
to pay,” explained Sir Charles.

Dankmere sucked on his cigar but made no com-
ment; and the game went on, disastrously for him.

Quarren said casually to Sir Charles:

‘I suppose you will be off to Newport, soon.”

¢ To-morrow. When do you leave town? »

T expect to remain in town nearly all summer.”

“ Isn’t that rather hard? ”

“ No; it doesn’t matter much,” said the boy indiffer-
ently.
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“ Many people are already on the wing,” observed
Lacy.

“ The Calderas have gone, I hear, and the Vernons
and Mrs. Sprowl,” added O’Hara.

I suppose the Wycherlys will open Witch-Hollow
in June,” said Quarren carelessly.

“Yes. Are you asked?”

“ No.” '

“ Doubtless you will be,” said Sir Charles. * Jim
Wycherly is mad about aviation and several men are
going to send their biplanes up and try ’em out.”

“I’m goin’,” announced O’Hara.

Quarren drew one card, and filled his house. Sir
Charles laid aside his useless hand with a smile and
turned to Quarren:

“ Mrs. Leeds has spoken so often and so pleasantly
of you that I have been rather hoping I might some day
have the opportunity of knowing you better. I am very
glad that the Legation asked me to-night.”

Quarren remained absolutely still for a few moments.
Then he said:

“ Mrs. Leeds is very generous in her estimate of me.”

‘ She is a woman of rare qualities.”

¢ Of unusual qualities and rare charm,” said Quar-
ren coolly, . . . “I think, Karl, that I’ll make it ten
more to draw cards. Are you all staying in? ”

4

Before the party broke up—and it was an early one
—Lord Dankmere turned to Quarren.
“Tll drop in at your office, if I may, some morn-
ing,” he said. “May I?”
“ It will give me both pleasure and diversion,” said
Quarren laughing. * There is not enough business in
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my office to afford me either. Also you are welcome to
send for those pictures and store them in my back par-
lour until you can find a purchaser.”

“It’s an idea, isn’t it? ” mused his lordship. ‘ Now
T don’t suppose you happen to know anything about
such rubbish, do you?—pictures and that sort.
What? ”

“ Why—yes—I do, in a way.”

“ The devil you do! But then I’ve always been told
that you know something about everything i

“ Very, very little,” said Quarren, laughing. “In
an ignorant world smatterings are reverenced. - But the
fashionable Philistine of yesterday, who used to boast
of his ignorance regarding things artistic and intel-
lectual, is becoming a little ashamed of his igno-
rance——"’

Dankmere, reddening, said bluntly:

“ That applies to me; doesn’t it?”

“I beg your pardon'—I didn’t mean it that
way b3

“You’re right, anyway. I’m damnably ignorant.
. . . See here, Quarren, if I send over for some of those
pictures of mine, will you give me your opinion like a
good fellow before I make a bally ass of myself by
offering probable trash to educated people? ”

“ T’1l tell you all I know about your pictures, if that
is what you mean,” said Quarren, much amused.

They shook hands as Sir Charles came up to make
his adieux.

“ Good-bye,” he said to Quarren. “I’m off to New-
port to-morrow. And—I—I promised to ask you to
come with me.”

“ Where? ”
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“ Mrs. Sprowl told me to bring you. You know
how informal she is.”

Quarren, surprised, glanced sharply at Sir Charles.
“1 don*t believe she really wants me,” he said.

“If she didn’t she wouldn’t have made me promise
to bring you. She’s that sort, you know. Won’t you
come? I am sure that Mrs. Leeds, also, would be glad
to see you.”

Quarren looked him coolly and unpleasantly in the
eyes.

“ Do you really believe that? ” he asked, almost in-
solently.

Sir Charles reddened:

¢ She asked me to say so to you. I heard from her
this morning ; and I have fulfilled her request.”

“ Thank her for me,” returned Quarren, level-eyed
and very white.

“ Which means? * insisted Sir Charles quietly.

¢ Absolutely nothing,” said Quarren in a voice which
makes enemies.

The following day Sir Charles left for Newport
where Mrs. Sprowl had opened ‘ Skyland,” her villa of
pink Tennessee marble, to a lively party of young
people of which Strelsa Leeds made one. And once
more, according to the newspapers, her engagement to
Sir Charles was expected to be announced at any mo-
ment.

When Quarren picked up the newspapers from his
office desk next morning he found the whole story there
—a story to which he had become accustomed.

But the next day, the papers repeated the news.
And it remained, for the first time, uncontradicted by
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anybody. All that morning he sat at his desk staring
at her picture, reproduced in half-tones on the first page
of every newspaper in town—stared at it, and at the
neighbouring likeness of Sir Charles in the uniform of
his late regiment ; read once more of Strelsa’s first mar-
riage with all its sequence of misery and degradation;
read fulsome columns celebrating her beauty, her popu-
larity, her expected engagement to one of the wealthxest
Enghshmen in the world.

- He read, also, all about Sir Charles Mallison,
V.C.—the long record of his military service, his
wealth and the dignified simplicity of his life. He read
about his immense popularity in England, his vast
but unostentatious charities, his political and social
status.

To Quarren it all meant nothing more definite than
a stupid sequence of printed words; and he dropped
his blond head into both hands and gazed out into the
sunshine. And presently he. remembered the golden
dancer laughing at him from under her dainty mask—
years and years ago: and then'he thought of the woman
whose smooth young hands once seemed to melt so
sweetly against his—thought of her gray eyes tinged
with violet, and her hair and mouth and throat—and
her cheek faintly fragrant against his—a moment’s
miracle—and then, the end

He made a quick, aimless movement as though im-
patiently escaping sudden pain; cleared his sun-dazzled
eyes and began, half blindly, to turn over his morning’s
letters—circulars, bills, business matters—and suddenly
came upon a letter from her.

For a while he merely gazed at it, incredulous of its
reality.
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Then he opened the envelope very deliberately and
still, scarcely convinced, unfolded the scented sheaf of
note-paper:

“ DEaR Mz. QUARREN,

“ At Mrs. Sprowl’s suggestion I wrote to Sir
Charles asking him to be kind enough to bring you with
him when he came to ¢ Skyland.’

“ Somehow, I am afraid that my informality may
have offended you; and if this is so, I am sorry. We
have been such good friends that I supposed I might
venture to send you such a message.

“ But perhaps I ought to have written it to you in-
stead—I don’t know. Lately it seems as though many
things that I have done have been entirely misunder-
stood.

“It’s gray weather here, and the sea looks as though
it were bad-tempered ; and I’ve been rather discontented,
too, this morning:

“I don’t really mean that. There is a very jolly
partyhere. . . . I believe that ’'m growing a little tired
of parties.

 Molly has asked me to Witch-Hollow for a -quiet
week in June, and I’m going. She would ask you if I
suggested it. Shall I? Because, since we last met,
once or twice the thought has occurred to me that per-
haps an explanation was overdue. Not that I should
make any to you if you and I meet at Witch-Hollow.
There isn’t any to make—except by my saying that I
hope to see you again. Will you be content with that
admission of guilt?

“I meant to speak to you again that day at the
Charity affair, only there were so many people bother-
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ing—and you seemed to be so delightfully preoccupied
with that pretty Cyrille Caldera. I really had no decent
opportunity to speak to you again without making her
my mortal enemy—and you, too, perhaps.

“ May I dare to be a little friendly now and say that
I would like to see you? Somehow I feel that even still
I may venture to talk to you on a different plane and
footing from any which exists between other men and
me. You were once so friendly, so kind, so nice to me.
You have been nice—always. And if I seem to have ac-
quired any of the hardness, any of the cynical veneer,
any of the fashionable scepticism and unbelief which,
perhaps, no woman entirely escapes in my environment,
it all softens and relaxes and fades and seems to slip
away as soon as I begin to talk to you—even on this
note-paper. Which is only one way of saying, ¢ Please
be my friend again!’

“]I sometimes hear about you from others. I am
impressively informed that you have given up all frivo-
lous social activity and are now most industriously de-
voting yourself to your real-estate business. And I am
wondering whether this rather bewildering volte-face is
to be permanent.

‘ Because I see no reason for anybody going to ex-
tremes. Between the hermit’s cell and the Palace of
Delights there is a quiet and happy country. Don’t
you know that?

“ Would you care to write to me and tell me a little
about yourself? Do you think it odd or capricious of
me to write to you? And are you perhaps irritated be-
cause of my manners which must have seemed to you
discourteous—perhaps rude?

“1I know of course that you called on me; that you
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telephoned ; that you wrote to me; and that I made no
response.

“And I am going to make no explanation. Can
your friendship, or what may remain of it, stand the
strain?

“If it can, please write to me. And forgive me
whatever injustice I have seemed to do you. I ask it
because, although you may not believe it, my regard
for you has never become less since the night that a
Harlequin and a golden dancer met in the noisy halls
of old King Carnival. . . . Only, the girl who writes
you this was younger and happier then than I think
she ever will be again.

“ Your friend—if you wish—
“ STeELsA LEEeDs.”

He wrote her by return mail:

“ My pear Mzs. LEEDs,

“ When a man has made up his mind to drown with-
out any more fuss, it hurts him to be hauled out and
resuscitated and told that he is still alive.

“If you mean, ultimately, to let me drown, do it
now. I’ve beer too miserable over you. Also, I was
insulting to Sir Charles. He’s too decent to have told
you; but I was. And I can’t ask his pardon except by
mending my manner toward him in future.

“I'm a nobody; I haven’t any money; and I love
you. That is how the matter stands this day in May.
Let me know the worst and I’ll drown this time for good
and all.

“ Are you engaged to marry Sir Charles?

“R. S. QuARREN.”
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By return mail came a note from her:

“ Can you not care for me and still be kind to me,
Mr. Quarren? If what you say about your regard for
me is true—but it is certainly exaggerated, anyway—
should not your attitude toward me include a nobler
sentiment? I mean friendship. And I know whereof I
speak, because I am conscious of a capacity for it—a
desire for it—and for you as the object of it. I be-
lieve that, if you cared for it, I could give you the very
best of me in a friendship of the highest type.

“It is in me to give it—a pure, devoted, lofty,
untroubled friendship, ab8olutely free of lesser and
material sentiments. Am I cient]y frank? I want
such a friendship. I need it. ¥ have never before offered
it to any man—the kind I mean to give you if you wish.

¢ I believe it would satisfy ybu; I am convincedathat
yours would satisfy me. You don’t know h.? have
missed such a friendship in you. I have want{d it from
the very beginning of our acquaintance. But I had— .
problems—to solve, first ; and I had to let our friendship
lie dormant. Now I have solved my perplexities, and all
my leisure is for you again, if you will. Do you
want it?

“ Think over what I have written. Keep my letter
for a week and then write me. Does my offer not deserve
a week’s consideration? )

¢ Meanwhile please keep away from deep water. I
do not wish you to drown.

“ STRELSA LEEDS.

“P. S.—Lord Dankmere is here. He is insufferable.
He told Mrs. Sprowl that you and he were going into
the antique-picture business. You wouldn’t think of
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going into anything whatever with a man of that sort,
would you? Or was it merely a British jest? ”

He wrote at once:

“I have your letter and will keep it a week before
replying. But—are you engaged? ”

She answered:

“ The papers have had me engaged to Barent Van
Dyne, to Langly Sprowl, to Sir Charles. You may take
your choice if you are determined to have me engaged
to somebody. No doubt you think my being engaged
would make our future friendship safer. I’ll attend to
it immediately if you wish me to.”

Evidently she was in a gay and contrary humour
when she wrote so flippantly to him. And he replied
in kind and quite as lightly. Then, at the week’s end
he wrote her again that he had considered her letter, and
that he accepted the friendship she offered, and gave
her his in return.

She did not reply.

He wrote her again a week later, but had no an-
swer. Another week passed, and, slowly into his senses
crept the dread of deep waters closing around him. And
_ after another week he began to wonder, dully, how long
it would take a man to drown if he made no struggle.

Meanwhile several dozen crates and packing cases
had arrived at the Custom House for the Earl of Dank-
mere ; and, in process of time were delivered at the real-
estate office of R. S. Quarren, littering his sleeping
quarters and office and overflowing into the extension
and backyard.
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It was the first of June and ordinarily hot when
Lord Dankmere and Quarren, stripped to their shirts
and armed with pincers, chisels and hammers, attacked
the packing cases in the backyard, observed from the
back fences by several astonished cats.

His lordship was not expert at manual labour;
neither was Quarren; and some little blood was shed
from the azure veins of Dankmere and the ruddier in-
tegument of the younger man as picture after picture
emerged from its crate, some heavily framed, some
merely sagging on their ancient un-keyed stretchers.

There were primitives on panels, triptychs, huge
canvases in frames carved out of solid wood; pictures
in battered Italian frames—some floridly Florentine,
some exquisitely inlaid on dull azure and rose—pictures
in Spanish frames, Dutch frames, English frames,
French frames of the last century; portraits, land-
scapes, genre, still life—battle pictures, religious sub-
Jects, allegorical canvases, mythological—all stacked
up pell-mell in the backyard and regarded in amaze-
ment by the neighbours, and by two young men who
alternately smoked and staunched their wounds under
the summer sky.

“ Dankmere,” said Quarren at last, ¢ did your peo-
ple send over your entire collection? ”

“No; but I thought it might be as well to have
plenty of rubbish on hand in case a demand should
spring up. . . . What do they look like to you, Quar-
ren—I mean what’s your first impression? ”

“ They look all right.”

“ Really? ”

“ Certainly. They seem to be genuine enough as far
as I can see.”
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“ But are they otherwise any good?

I think so. Pl go over each canvas very carefully
and give you my opinion for what it’s worth. But, for
Heaven’s sake, Dankmere, where are we going to put
all these canvases? ”

“I suppose,” said the Earl gloomily, “I’ll be
obliged to store what you haven’t room for. And as I
gradually grow poorer and poorer the day will arrive
when I can’t pay storage; and they’ll sell ’em under my
nose at auction, Quarren. And first I know the papers
will blossom out with: ¢ A Wonderful Rembrandt dis-
covered in a junk-shop! Ancient picture bought for
five dollars and pronounced a gem by experts! Lucky
purchaser refuses a hundred thousand dollars cash!’”

Quarren laughed and turned away into the house;
and Dankmere followed, gloomily predicting his own
approaching financial annihilation.

From his office Quarren telephoned a picture dealer
to send men with heavy wire, hooks, ladders and other
paraphernalia ; then he and Dankmere made their toilets,
resumed their coats, and returned to the sunny office
to await events.

After a few moments the Earl sald abruptly:

“ Would you care to go into this venture with me,
Quarren? ”

“I?” said Quarren, surprised.

“Yes. Will you?”

“ Why, I have my own business, Dankmere——"

“Is it enough to keep you busy?

“ No—not yet—but I

¢ Then, like a good fellow, help me sell these damned
pictures. I haven’t any money to offer you, Quarren,
but if you’ll be willing to hang the pictures around your
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office here and in the back parlour and the extension,
and if you’ll talk the merry talk to the lunatics who -
may come in to look at ’em and tell ’em what the bally
pictures are and fix the proper prices—why—why, I’ll
make any arrangement with you that you please. Say
a half interest, now. Would that be fair?

“Fair? Of course! It’s far too liberal an offer—
but I »

“It’s worth that to me, Quarren—if you can see
your way to helping me out ”

“ But my help isn’t worth half what these pictures
might very easily bring—even at public auction »

“ Why not? I’d have to pay an auctioneer, an ex-
pert to appraise them—an art dealer to hang them in
his gallery for a couple of weeks—either that or rent a
place by the year. The only way I can recompense you
for your wall space, for talking art talk to visitors, for
fixing prices, is to offer you half of what we make. Why
not? You pay a pretty stiff rent here, don’t you? You
also pay a servant. You pay for heat and light, don’t
you? So if you’ll turn this floor into a combination
gallery of sorts—art and real estate, you see—we’ll go
into business, egad! What? The Dankmere galleries!
What? By gad I’ll have a sign made to hang out there
beside your shingle—only I’'m afraid you’ll have to pay
for it, Quarren, and recompense yourself after we sell
the first picture.”

“ But, Dankmere,” he protested, very much amused,
“I don’t want to become a picture dealer.”

“ What’s the harm? Take a shot at it, old chap!
A young man can’t collect too many kinds of experi-
ence. Take me for example —I’ve sold dogs and hunt-
ers on commission, gone shares in about every rotten
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scheme anybody ever suggested to me, financed a show,
and acted in it—as you know—and, by gad!—here I
am now a dealer in old masters! Be a good fellow and
come in with me. What?”

I don’t really know enough about antique pictures
to_”

“ What’s the odds! Neither do I! My dear sir, we
must lie like gentlemen for the honour of the Dankmere
gallery! What? Along comes a chap walking slowly
and painfully for the weight of the money in his pock-
ets—* Ho!’ says he—* a genuine Van Dyck!’ ¢ Cer-
tainly,’ you say, very coldly. And, ¢ How much?’ says
he, shivering for fear he mayn’t get it. ¢ Three hundred
thousand dollars,” you say, trying not to yawn in his
face——"

Quarren could no longer control his laughter: Dank-
mere blinked at him amiably.

“We’ll hang them anyhow, Dankmere,” he said.
¢ As long as there is so little business in the office I
don’t mind looking after your pictures for you i

“ Yours, too,” urged the Earl.

“No; I can’t accept anything

“Then it’s all off ! ” exclaimed Dankmere, turning
a bright red. “I’m blessed if I’ll accept charity '—even
if I am hunting heiresses. I’ll marry money if I can,
but I’'m damned if I hold out a tin cup for coppers!”

“If you feel that way,” began Quarren, very much
embarrassed, “I’ll do whatever would make you feel
comfortable——”

“ Half interest or it’s all oﬁ' ! A Dankmere means
what he says—now and then.”

¢ One-third interest, then »

“ A half '—by gad! There’s a good fellow!”
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¢ No; one-third is all I’ll accept.”

“ Oh, very well. It may amount to ten dollars—it
may amount to ten thousand—and ten times that, per-
haps. What?”

¢ Perhaps,” said Quarren, smiling. * And, if you’re
going out, Dankmere, perhaps you had better order a
sign painted—anything you like, of course. Because
I’'m afraid I couldn’t leave these pictures here indefi-
nitely and we might as well make plans to get rid of
some of them as soon as possible.”

“ Right-o! I'm off to find a painter. Leave it to
me, Quarren. And when the picture-hangers come, have
them hung in a poor light—I mean the pictures—God
knows they need it—the dimmer the light the better.
What? Take care of yourself, old chap There’s
money in sight, believe me!”

And the lively little Earl trotted out, swinging his
stick and setting his straw hat at an angle slightly
rakish.

No business came to the office that sunny afternoon;
neither did the picture-hangers. And Quarren, uneasy,
and not caring to leave Dankmere’s ancestral collection
of pictures in the back yard all night lest the cats and
a possible shower knock a little superfluous antiquity
into them, had just started to go out and hire somebody
to help him carry the canvases into the basement, when
the office door opened in his very face and Molly Wych-
erly came in, breezily.

“Why, Molly!” he exclaimed, surprised; * this is
exceedingly nice of you

“ Oh, Ricky, I’m glad to see you! But I don’t want
to buy a house or sell one or anything. I’m very un-
happy—and I'm glad to see you
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She pressed his hand with both her gloved ones; he
closed the door and returned to the office ; and she seated
herself on top of his desk.

“ You dear boy,” she said; “ you are thin and white
and you don’t look very happy either. Are you?”

“ Why, of course I’m happ »

“I don’t believe it! Anyway, I was passing, and I
saw your shingle swinging, and I made the chauffeur
stop on the impulse of the moment. . . . How are you,
Ricky dear? ” '

“First rate. You are even unusually pretty,
Molly.”

“I don’t feel so. Strelsa and I came into town for
the afternoon—on the most horrid kind of business,
Ricky.”

“ I’'m sorry

“ You will be sorrier when you hear that about all
of Strelsa’s money was in that miserable Adamant
Trust Company which is causing so much scandal. You
didn’t know Strelsa’s money was in it, did you? ”

“ No,” he said gravely.

“Isn’t it dreadful? The child doesn’t know whether
she will ever get a penny or not. Some of those dis-
gusting men have run away, one shot himself—you read
about it '—and now they are trying to pretend that the
two creatures they have arrested are insane and irre
sponsible. I don’t care whether they are or not; I’d like
to kill them. How does their insanity concern Strelsa?
For three weeks she hasn’t known what to think, what
to expect—and even her lawyers can’t tell her. I hate
lawyers. But I think the chances are that her pretty
house will be for sale before long. . . . Wouldn’t it
be too tragic if it came into your office——"
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“Don’t say such things, Molly,” he said, bend-
ing his head over the desk and fumbling with his
pen.

“Well, I knew you’d be sympathetic. It’s a shame
—a crime '—it’s absolutely disgusting the way that men
gamble with other people’s money and cheat and lie and
—and—oh, it’s a perfectly rotten world and I'm tired
of it!”

“ Where is Mrs. Leeds? ” he asked in a low voice.

“ At Witch-Hollow—in town for this afternoon to
see her stupid lawyers. They don’t do anything. They
say they can’t just yet. They’re lazy or—something
worse. That’s my opinion. We go out on the five-three
train—Strelsa and »

“Is she—much affected? ” :

“No; and that’s the silly part of it. It would
simply wreck me. But she hasn’t wept a single tear.

. - I suppose she’ll have to marry, now—" Mrs.
Wycherly glanced askance at Quarren, but his face re-
mained gravely expressionless.

“Ricky dear?”

€« Yes.’)

“1I had a frightful row, on your account, with Mrs.
Sprowl.” ' ‘

“I’'m sorry. Why?”

“1I told her I was going to ask you and Strelsa to
Witch-Hollow.”

Quarren said calmly:

“Don’t do it then, Molly. There’s no use of your
getting in wrong with Mrs. Sprowl.”

Mrs. Wycherly laughed:

“Oh, I found a way around. I asked Mrs. Sprowl
and Sir Charles at the same time.”
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“ What do you mean?  he said, turning a colourless
face to hers.

“ What I say. Ricky dear, I suppose that Strelsa
will have to marry a wealthy man, now—and I believe
she realises it, too—but I—I wanted her to marry you,
some day »?

He swung around again, confronting her.

“ You darling!” he said under his breath.

Mrs. Wycherly’s lip trembled and she dabbed at
her eyes.

“I wish I could express my feelings like Mrs. Sprowl,
but I can’t,” she said naively.  Sir Charles will marry
her, now; I know perfectly well he will—unless Langly
Sprowl »

Quarren drew his breath sharply.

“ Not that man,” she said.

“ God knows, Ricky. He’s after Strelsa every min-
ute—and he can make himself agreeable. The worst of
it is that Strelsa does not believe what she hears about
him. Women are that way, often. The moment the
whole world pitches into a man, women are inclined to
believe him a martyr—and end by discrediting every un-
worthy story concerning him. . . . I don’t know, but
I think it is already a little that way with Strelsa. . . .
He’s a clever brute—and oh! what a remorseless man!
. . . I said that once to Strelsa, and she said very
warmly that I entirely misjudged him. . . ..I wish
Mary Ledwith would come back and bring things to a
crisis—I do, indeed.”

Quarren said, calmly;

“ You don’t think Mrs. Leeds is engaged to Sprowl,
do you?”

“No. . . . Idon’tthinkso. Sometimes I don’t know
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what to think of Strelsa. I’m certain that she was not en-
gaged to him four weeks ago when she was at Newport.”

Quarren gazed out into the sunlit street. It was
Jjust four weeks ago that her letters ceased. Had she
stopped writing because of worry over the Adamant
Trust? Or was there another reason?

“X suppose,” said Molly, dabbing at her eyes,
“ that Strelsa can’t pick and choose now. I suppose
she’s got to marry for sordid and sensible and material
reasons. But if only she would choose Sir Charles—
I think I could be almost reconciled to her losing
you »

Quarren laughed harshly.

. “ An irreparable loss to any woman,” he said. “I
doubt that Mrs. Leeds survives losing me.”

“ Ricky! She cares a great deal for you! So do I.
And Strelsa does care for you »

“ Not too rashly I hope,” he said with another dis-
agreeable laugh.

¢ Oh, that isn’t like you, Ricky! You’re not the
sneering, fleering nasty kind. If you are badly hurt,
take it better than that »

“T can’t!” he said between set teeth. “1I care for
her; she knows it. I guess she knows, too, that what
she once said to me started me into what I'm doing now
—working, waiting, living like a dog—doing my best
to keep my self-respect and obtain hers—” He choked,
regained his self-control, and went on quietly:

“ Why do you think I dropped out of everything?
To try to develop whatever may be in me—so that I
could speak to her as an equal and not as the court
Jjester and favourite mountebank of the degenerate gang
she travels with »”
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“ Ricky!”

1 beg your pardon,” he said sullenly.

“I am not offended, you poor boy. . . . I hadn’t
realised that you were so much in love with her—so
deeply concerned ”

“I have always been. . . . She knows it. . . .”
He cleared. his eyes and turned a dazed gaze on the
sunny street once more.

“If I could—" he stopped; a hopeless look came
into his eyes. Then he slowly shook his head.

“Oh, Ricky! Ricky! Can’t you do something?
Can’t you make a lot of money very quickly? You see
Strelsa has simply got to marry money. Be fair; be
Jjust to her. A girl can’t exist without money, can she?
You know that, don’t you? ”

“ I’ve heard your world say so.”

“You know it’s true!”

“I don’t know what is true. I don’t know truth
from falsehood. I suppose that love requires money to
keep it nourished—as roses require manure——"

“ Ricky!”

“I’'m speaking of your worl

“ My world! The entire world knows that money is
necessary—except perhaps a silly sentimentalist here
and there——” ,

¢ Yes, there are one or two—here and there,” he
said. “ But they’re all poor—and prejudiced.”

Molly applied her handkerchief to her eyes,
viciously.

“1 hope you are not one, Ricky. I’'m sure I’'m not
fool enough to expect a girl who has been accustomed to
everything to be contented without anything.”

“ There’s her husband as an asset.”
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“Oh, my dear, don’t talk slush!”

“—And—children—perhaps.”

“ And no money to educate them! You dear boy,
there is nothing to do—absolutely nothing—unless it’s
based on money. You know it; I know it. People with-
out it are intolerable—a nuisance to everybody and to
themselves. What could Strelsa find in life without the
means to enjoy it? ”

“ Nothing—perhaps. . . . But I believe I’ll ask
her.”

““ She’ll tell you the truth, Ricky. She’s an unusually
truthful woman. . . . I must go downtown. Strelsa
and I are lunching ”—she reddened—* with Langly.
. . . His aunt would kill me if she heard of it. . . . I
positively do not dare ask Langly to Witch-Hollow be-
cause I’m so deadly afraid of that fat old woman! . . .
Besides, I don’t want him there—although—if Strelsa
has to marry him »

She fell silent and thoughtful, reflecting, perhaps,
that if Strelsa was going to take Langly Sprowl, her
own country house might as well have the benefit of any
fashionable and social glamour incident to the an-
nouncement.

Then, glancing at Quarren, her heart smote her, and
she flushed:

“ Come up to Witch-Hollow, Ricky dear, and get
her to elope with you if you can! Will you? »

“T’1l come to Witch-Hollow if you ask me.”

“That’s ducky of you. You are a good sport, Ricky
—and always were! Go on and marry her if you can.
Other women have stood it. . . . And, I know it’s vul-
gar and low and catty of me—but I'd love to see Mrs.
Sprowl blow up—and see that hatchet-faced Langly
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disappointed—yes, I would, and I don’t care what you
think! Their ancestors were common people, and
Heaven knows why a Wycherly of Wycherly should be
afraid of the descendants of Dutch rum smugglers!”

Quarren looked up with a weary smile.

“ But you are afraid,” he said.

“I am,” admitted Molly, furiously; and marched
out.

As he put her into her car he said:

“ Write me if you don’t change your mind about
asking me to Witch-Hollow.”

“No fear,” said the pretty little woman; * and,”
she added, “I hope you make mischief and raise the
very dickens all around. I sincerely hope you do!”

“1T hope so, too,” he said with the ghost of a smile.




“A fortnight later Strelsa wrote to Quarren for the first time in
nearly two months.”
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CHAPTER VIII

A rorTNIGHT later Strelsa wrote to Quarren for
the first time in nearly two months.

“ Dear MR. QUARREN,

“ Molly says that she saw you in town two weeks
ago, and that she told you how unexpectedly my worldly
affairs have altered since I last wrote to you.

“ For me, somehow or other, life has been always a
sequence of abrupt experiences—a series of extremes—
one grotesque exaggeration after another, and all dia-
metrically opposed. And it seems odd that such
radically material transformations should so ruthlessly
disturb and finally, now, end by completely altering the
character of a girl whose real nature is—or was—un-
accented and serene to the verge of indifference. For
the woman writing this is very different from the one
you knew as Strelsa Leeds.

“T am not yet sure what the outcome of this Ada-
mant affair will be. Neither, apparently, are my attor-
neys. But it is absolutely certain that if I ever recover
anything at all, it will not amount to very much—not
nearly enough to live on.

“ When they first brought the unpleasant news to me
my instinct was to sit down and write you about it. I
was horribly scared, and wanted you to know it.

“1 didn’t yield to the impulse as you know—I can-
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not give you the reasons why. They were merely intui-
tions at first; later they became reasors as my financial
situation developed in all its annoying proportions.

“I can tell you only this: before material disaster
threatened me out of a clear sky, supposing that mat-
ters would always remain with me as they were—that I
should never know any serious want, never apprehend
actual necessity—I had made up my mind to a course
of life which now has become impossible.

“ It was not, perhaps, a very admirable plan of ex-
istence that I had conceived for myself, nothing radical
or original. I meant, merely, not to marry, to live well
within my income, to divide my time between my friends
and myself—that is to give myself more leisure for self-
development, tranquil cultivation, and a wider and
more serious interest in things worthy.

“If by dividing my time between .my friends and
myself I was to lose touch more or less with the lively
and rather exacting society in which I live, I had decided
on the sacrifice.

“ And that, Mr. Quarren, is how matters stood with
me until a month ago.

“ Now everything is altered—even my own charac-
ter I think. There is in me very little courage—and,
alas, much of that cowardice which shrinks from pain
and privation of any kind—which cringes the more
basely, perhaps, because there has been, in my life, so
much of sorrow, so little of material ease and tranquil-
lity of mind.

“I had been dreaming of a balanced and secure
life with leisure to develop mental resources hitherto
neglected. And your friendship—our new understand-

ing—meant much of that part of life for me—more
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than I realised—far more than you do. Can you un-
derstand how deep the hurt is?—deeper because now
you will learn what a coward I really am and how self-
ishly I surrender to the menace of material destruction.
I am in dire terror of it; I simply do not choose to en-
dure it. That I need not submit to it, inspires in me
the low type of equanimity that enables me to face the
future with apparent courage. My world applauds it
as pluck. I have confessed to you what it really is.

“ Now you know me, Mr. Quarren—a preacher of
lofty ideals while proesperous, a recreant in adversity.

“I thought once that the most ignoble sentiments
ever entertained by man were those lesser and physical
emotions which, in the world, masquerade as love—or as
an essential part of it. To me they always seemed intol-
erable as any part of love, material, unworthy, base.
To me love was intellectual—could be nothing less lofty
—and should aspire to the spiritual.

¢ say this because you once tried to make me un-
derstand that you loved me.

“ Marriage of two minds with nothing material to
sully an ideal union was what I had dreamed of. I might
have cared for you that way when a marriage tainted
with lesser emotions repelled me. And now, like all
iconoclasts, I end by shattering my own complacent
image, and the fragments have fallen to the lowest
depth of all.

“ For I contemplate a mariage de convenance—and
I scarcely care whom I marry as long as he removes
from me this terror of a sordid and needy future.

¢ All ideals, all desire for higher and better things—
for a noble leisure and the quict pleasures of self-devel-
opment, have gone—vanished utterly. Fear sickens
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me night and day—the same dull dread that I have
known so many, many years in my life—a blind horror
of more unhappiness and pain after two years of silence
—that breathless stillness which frightened wounded
things know while they lie, panting, dazed listening for
the coming footsteps of that remorseless Fate which
struck them down from afar.

“I tell you this, Mr. Quarren, because it is due to
you if you really love me—or if you once did love me—
because when you have read this you will no longer care
for me.

“One evening you made me understand that you
cared for me; and I replied to you only by a dazed
silence that neither you nor.I entirely understood at the
time. It was not contempt for you—yet, perhaps, I
could not really have cared very deeply for such a man
as you then seemed to be. It was not intellectual in-
difference that silenced me. . . . And I can say no
more about it—exoept that—something—changed me
radically from that moment—and ever since I have
been trying to understand myself—to learn something
about myself—and of the world I-live in—and of men.

“When a crisis arrives self-revelation comes in a
single flash. My financial crisis arrived as you know;
I suddenly saw myself as I am—a woman astonishingly
undeveloped and ignorant in many ways, crude, unawak-
ened, stupid—a woman half-blinded with an unreason-
ing dread of more pain—pain which she thought had at
last been left behind her—and a coward all”through;
and sclfish from head to heel.

“ This is what I really am. And I shall prove it by
marrying for reasons entirely material, because I have no
courage to ever again face adversity and unhappiness.
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“ You will not care to write to me; and you will not
care to see me again.

“JI am glad you once cared for me. If you should
ever reply to this letter, don’t be very unkind to me. I
know what I am—and I vaguely surmise what I shall
lose by being so. But I have no courage for anything
else. “ StrELSA LEEDS.”

That was the letter she wrote to Quarren; and he
read it standing by his desk while several noisy workmen
were covering every available inch of his walls with
Dankmere’s family pictures, and the little Earl himself,
whistling a lively air, trotted about superintending
everything with all the cheerful self-confidence of a
family dog regulating everything that goes on in his
vicinity.

“I say, Quarren—does this old lady hang next to
the battered party in black? ” he demanded briskly.

Quarren looked around; * Yes,” he said, ¢ they’re
both by Nicholas Maas according to your list.”

“I think they’re bally fakes,” remarked the Earl,
¢ don’t you? ”

“We’ll try to find out,” said Quarren, absently.

Dankmere puffed away on his cigar and consulted his
list: “ Reynolds (Sir Joshua). Portrait of Lady Dank- °
mere,” he read; “ portrait of Sir Boggs Dankmere !'—
string ’em up aloft over that jolly little lady with no
frock on!—Rembrandt (Van Rijn). Born near Ley-
den, July 15th, 1607—Oh, who cares as long as it
is a Rembrandt!—Is it, Quarren? It isn’t a copy,
is it?”

“T hope not,” said the young fellow absently.

“Egad! So dol” And to the workmen—* Phile-
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mon and Baucis by Rembrandt! Hang ’em up next to
that Romney—over the Jan Steen . . . Quarren? ”

(13 Yes? »

“ Do you think that St. Michael’s Mount is a real
Turner? ”

“ It looks like it. I can’t express opinions off-hand,
Dankmere.”

“I can,” said the little Earl; “ and I say that if that
ts 'a Turner I can beat it myself working with tomato
catsup, an underdone omelette, and a clothes-brush. . . .
Hello! I like this picture. The list calls it a Watteau
—* The Féte Champétre.” What do you know about it,
Quarren? ”

“ Nothing yet. It seems to be genuine enough.”

“ And this pretty girl by Boucher? ”

“I tell you, Dankmere, that I don’t know. They
all appear to be genuine, after a superficial examination.
It takes time to be sure about any picture—and if we’re
going to be certain it will require confabs with author-
ities—restorers, dealers, experts, curators from vari-
ous museums—all sorts and conditions of people must
be approached and warily consulted—and paid,” he
added smiling. * And that has to be done with circum-
spection because some are not honest and we don’t want
anybody to get the impression that we are attempting
to bribe anybody for a favourable verdict.”

A few minutes later he went across the street and
telegraphed to Molly Wycherly:

“May I remind you that you asked me to Witch-

HOHOW ? QU ARREN.”

The following morning after the workmen had de-
parted, he and Dankmere stood contemplating the trans-
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formations wrought in the office, back parlour, and ex-
tension of Quarren’s floor in the shabby old Lexington
Avenue house.

The transformation was complete; all woodwork
had been painted white, a gray-green paper hung on
the walls, the floor stained dark brown and covered with
several antique rugs which had come with the pictures
—ma Fereghan, a Ladik, and an ancient Herez with rose
and sapphire lights in it.

At the end of the suite hung another relic of Dank-
mere Tarns—a Gobelins tapestry about ten by twelve,
signed by Audran, the subject of which was Boucher’s
“ Venus, Mars, and Vulcan ” from the picture in the
Wallace Collection. Opposite it was suspended an old
Persian carpet of the sixteenth century—a magnificent
Dankmere heirloom woven in the golden age of ancient
Eastern art and displaying amid the soft splendour of its
matchless hues the strange and exquisitely arched cloud-
forms traced in forgotten dyes amid a wilderness of deli-
cate flowers and vines. .

Between these two fabrics, filling the walls from
base-board to ceiling, were ranged Dankmere’s pictures,
Few traces of the real-estate office remained—merely a
desk, letter-file, a shelf piled up with maps, and Quar-
ren’s shingle outside; but this was now overshadowed
by the severely magnificent sign:

THE DANKMERE GALLERY
OF
OLD MASTERS

ArLceErNON Favre, R. S. Quarrexn & Co.
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For Lord Dankmere, otherwise Algernon Cecil Clar-
ence Fayre, Earl of Dankmere, had decided to dedicate
to trade only a portion of his aristocratic appellations.
As for the company, it consisted Jf Quarren’s cat,
Daisy, and her litter of unweaned kittens.

“ Do you realise,” said Quarren, dropping into the
depths of a new easy-chair, “ that you have almost put
me out of business? ”

“ Well, you weren’t in very deeply, you know,” com-
mented Dankmere.

“ No; but last week I went to bed a broker in real
estate; and this week I wake up a picture dealer and
your partner. It’s going to take most of my time. I
can’t sell a picture unless I know what it is. I’ve got
to find out—or try to. Do you know what that means ?

“I fancy it means chucking your real estate,” said
Dankmere, imperturbably. ‘ Why not? This is a bet-
ter gamble. And if we make anything we ought to make
something worth while.”

“Do you propose that I shall simply drop my en-
tire business—close up everything and go into this
thing permanently? ” demanded Quarren.

“ It will come to that, ultimately. Don’t you want
to? ”

From the beginning Quarren had felt, vaguely, that
it would come to that—realised instinctively that in
such an enterprise he would be on solid ground—that
the idea was pleasant to him—that his tastes fitted him
for such an occupation. Experience was lacking, but,
somehow, his ignorance did not dismay him.

All his life he had cared for such things, been famil-
iar with them, been curious to learn more, had read
enough to understand something of the fascinating
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problems now confronting him, had, in his hours of
leisure, familiarised himself with the best of art in the
public and private galleries of the city.

More than that a natural inclination and curiosity
had led him among dealers, restorers, brokers of pictures.
He knew them all from Fifth Avenue to Lexington, the
celebrated and the obscure; he had heard them talk,
heard the gossip and scandal of their curious world,
watched them buying, selling, restoring, relining, re-
framing ; listened to their discussions concerning their
art and the art in which they dealt. And it had always
fascinated him although, until Dankmere arrived, it
had never occurred to him to make a living out of a
heterogeneous mass of partly assimilated knowledge ac-
quired from the sheer love of the subject.

Fortunate the man whose means of livelihood is also
his pleasure! Deep in his heart lies the unconscious con-
tentment of certainty.

And somehow, with the advent of Dankmere’s pic-
tures, into Quarren’s troubled heart had come a vague
sensation of ease—a cessation of the old anxiety and
unrest—a quiet that he had never before known.

To learn what his wares really were seemed no for-
midable task ; to appreciate and appraise each one only
little labours of love. Every problem appeared to him
as a separate attraction; the disposal of his stock a
delightful and leisurely certainty because he himself
would be certain of what he dealt in.

Then, too, his mind had long since invaded a future
which day by day grew more alluring in its suggestions.
He himself would learn the practical and manual art
of restoration—learn how to clean, reline, revarnish:
how to identify, how to dissect. Every thread of an
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ancient canvas should tell him a true story; every
grain in an old panel. He would be chief surgeon in
his hospital for old and decrepit masterpieces ; he would
“ cradle ” with his own hands—clear the opacity from
time-dimmed beauty with savant touch, knit up tenderly
the wounds of ages

“ Dankmere,” he said, throwing away his cigarette,
“I’m going into this business from this minute; and I
would like to die in harness, at the end, the companion,
surgeon, and friend of old-time pictures. Do you think
I can make a living at it?

“ God knows. Do you mean that you’re really keen
on it?”

“ Dead keen.”

Dankmere puffed on his cigar: “ A chap usually
makes out pretty well when he’s a bit keen on anything
of sorts. You’ll be owning the gallery, next, you in-
fernal Yankee!”

Quarren laughed: “I won’t forget that you gave
me my first real chance in the world. You’ve done it,
too; do you realise it, Dankmere? »

“ Very glad I’m sure.”

“So am I!” said Quarren with sudden emphasis.
“ I believe I'm on the right track now. I believe it’s in
me—in my heart—to work—to work!”—he laughed
—*“as the old chronicles say, ¢ To the glory of God
and the happiness of self and mankind.’ ... I’m
grateful to you; do you understand? ”

“ Awf’lly glad, old chap.”

“You funny Englishman—I believe you are. . . .
And we’ll make this thing go. Down comes my real-es-
tate shingle; I’'m a part of the Dankmere Galleries now.
I’ll rent the basement after our first sale and there you
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and I will fuss and tinker and doctor and nurse any
poor old derelict of a picture back to its pristine beauty.
What?”

“ Not I,” said the little Earl. “ All I’'m good for is
to furnish the initial stock. You may do what you
please with it, and we’ll share profits according to con-
tract. Further than that, Quarren, you’ll have to count
me out.”

“Don’t you care for pictures? ”

I prefer horses,” said the Earl drily—* and, after
the stable and kennel, my taste inclines toward Vaude-
ville.” And he cocked up one little leg over the other
and whistled industriously at a waltz which he was at-
tempting to compose. He possessed a high, maddening,
soprano whistle which Quarren found painful to endure;
and he was glad when his lordship departed, jauntily
twirling his walking-stick and taking fancy dance steps
as far as the front door.

Left alone Quarren leaned back in his chair resting
his head against the new olive-tinted velvet.

He had nothing to do but sit there and gaze at the
pictures and wait for an answer to his telegram,

It came about dusk and he lighted the gas to read it:

¢ Come up to Witch-Hollow to-morrow.
“ Marie WYCHERLY.”

He could not leave until he had planned for work
to go on during his absence. First he arranged with
Valasco to identify as nearly as possible, and to appraise,
the French and Italian pictures. Then he made an ar-
rangement with Van Boschoven for the Dutch and Flem-
ish ; secured Drayton-Quinn for the English; and warned
Dankmere not to bother or interfere with these tempera-
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mental and irascible gentlemen while in exercise of
their professional duties.

“ Don’t whistle, don’t do abrupt skirt-dances, don’t
sing comic songs, don’t obscure the air with cigar smoke,
don’t go to sleep on the sofa and snore, don’t drink
fizzes and rattle the ice in your glass »

“ My God!” faltered his lordship, *“ do you mind if
I breathe now and then? ”

“T’ll be away a few days—Valasco is slow, and the
others take their time. Let anybody come in who wants
to, but don’t sell anything until the experts report to
me in writing——"

¢ Suppose some chap rushes in with ten thou-
sand ”

[13 No! ”

“ What? ”

“ Certainly not. Chaps who rush in with any seri-
ous money at all will rush in again all the faster if you
make them wait. Don’t sell a picture—not even to
Valasco or any of the experts »

“ Suppose a charming lady »”

“ Now you understand, don’t you? I wouldn’t think