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THE LONDON MYSTERY MAGAZINE

Once again across our dark and bloodstained pages flicker the fires of inhuman
passion, of carnage and murder. The LONDON MYSTERY MAGAZINE offers to the less
ttmorous world every variety of horror and obsession that can fall to the unhappy
lot of man. We have travelled far and wide over sea and quagmire in search of the
genuine locations of these horrors. We have pondered long and deeply before

making this unique selection. We have sought to create a many-headed monster that
represents every aspect of the ghostly and macabre.

The stories of our choice display with a terrible intensity all the emotions and
actions of those unhappy people who are crossed and haunted by visitations and
trials that are not given to the mass of men. Ghoulish and extraordinary indeed are
the torments of the living, but not all are necessarily by the agency of ghosts or from
the spectral world. Some of these horrors are very real indeed, as you will see.

For this Christmas issuec there are, of course, some first-class ghost stories. In
Muriel Spark’s “The Leaf-Sweeper” we find a strangely tender ghost in Johnnie
Geddes who sought so passionately to abolish Christmas. Other ghosts appear from
time to time, like the pathetic little schoolboy who spends so many years in detention
in “Kept In" and all the frightful presences in “House of Evil.”

But insubstantial dreams can make even more of a havoc of human beings than
the things that glide and go bump in the night. Rosemary Timperley creates the
brooding horror of a woman obsessed by a demon lover in “Dreams are More thac
Shadows.” Roswell B. Rhode presents one self-seeking man’s frenzied vision of the
future in “The Future-seer,” while in *““The Will to Die,” Denys Val Baker brings
his practised pen to the predicament of a man who cannot look upon the face of

death. “The Chelsea Figure” is yet another terrible example of the tragedies that may
proceed from dreams.

Frightening, too, are our insubstantial and transmogrified people: brothers ren-
dered into soggy paper, a proud man enslaved by apes. And do not think for a
moment that flesh-and-blood people need be always what they appear to be. You
will learn the satanic nature of Farmer du Plooy of Basutoland in “The White Hen,”
the secret of the curious assortment of golfers in “Morning Foursome’” and Edmund
H. Burke's grisly observations through “The Open Window.”

Taken all in all, we have concocted the foulest mixture and we are proud of our
witchcraft. In presenting our distinguished authors to our avid readers, we do not
forget the power of our artists in bringing to quivering life so many awesome con-
ceptions. Names like that of Arthur Wragg ensure that these visions will stay with
you for ever and send you back to us, screaming for more. Our wisest counsel to

you 1s still on pages 2 and 128, and is joined with the Season’s greetings to all our
readers everywhere. EDITOR.

NORMAN KARK PUBLICATIONS, COURIER HOUSE, BLACKFRIARS BRIDGE,
LONDON, 5.E.]
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THE LEAF-SWEEPER
MURIEL SPARK

Hlustrated by Moira Vincent-Smith

EHIND THE TOWN HALL
h there is a wooded park-
E /=4 1and which, towards the
¢ B Bagyend of November, be-
‘ f_“‘;:. gins to draw a thin blue
E £ 69 cloud right into itself;
MO "’"and, as a rule, the park
floats in this haze until mid-February.
I pass every day, and see Johnnie
Geddes in the heart of the mist,
sweeping up the leaves. Now and
again he stops and, jerking his long
head erect, looks indignantly at the
pile of leaves, as if it ought not to be
there; then he sweeps on. This busi-
ness of leaf-sweeping he learnt during
the years he spent in the asylum; it
was the job they always gave him to

do, and when he was discharged the
town council gave him the leaves to
sweep. But the indignant movement of
the head comes naturally to him, for
this has been one of his habits since
he was the most promising and buoy-
ant and vociferous graduate of his
year. He looks much older than he is,
for it is not quite twenty years ago
that Johnnie founded the Society for
the Abolition of Christmas.

Johnnie was living with his aunt
then. I was at school, and in the
Christmas holidays Miss Geddes gave
me her nephew's pamphlet, How to
Grow Rich at Christmas. It sounded
very likely, but it turned out that you
grow rich at Christmas by doing away



with Christmas, and so I pondered
Johnnie’s pamphlet no further.

But it was only his first attempt.
He had, within the next three years,
founded his society of abolitionists.
His new book, Abolish Christmas Or
We Die, was In great demand at the
public library, and my turn for it
came at last. Johnnie was. really con-
vincing this time, and most people
were completely won over until after
they had closed the book. I got an old
copy for sixpence the other day, and
despite the lapse of time it still proves
conclusively that Christmas 1s a
national crime. Johnnie demonstrates
that every human-unit in the kingdom
faces inevitable starvation within a
period inversely proportionate to that
in which one in every six industrial-
productivity units, if you see what he
means, stops producing toys where-
with to fill the stockings of the edu-
cational-intake-units. He cites appall-
ing statistics to show that 1.024 per
cent. of the time squandered each
Christmas in reckless shopping and
thoughtless churchgoing brings the
nation closer to its doom by five
vears. A few readers protested, but
Johnnie was able to demolish their
muddled arguments, and meanwhile
the Society for the Abolition of
Christmas increased. But Johnnie
was troubled. Not only did Christmas
rage throughout the kingdom as usual
that year, but he had private informa-
tion that many of the society’s mem-
bers had broken the Oath of Absten-
tion.

He decided then to strike at the
very roots of Christmas. Jchnnie gave
up his job on the Drainage Supply

Board; he gave up all his prospects,
and, financed by a few supporters, re-
treated for two years to study the
roots of Christmas. Then, all jubilant,
Johmnie produced his next and last
book, in which he established, etther
that Christmas was an invention of
the Early Fathers to propitiate the
pagans, or it was invented by the
pagans to placate the Early Fathers, I
forget which. Against the advice of
his friends, Johnnie entitled it Christ-
mas and Christianity. It sold eighteen
copies. Johnnie never really recovered
from this; and it happened, about that
time, that the girl he was engaged to,
an ardent Abolitionist, sent him a
pullover she had knitted, for Christ-
mas; he sent it back, enclosing a copy
of the Society’s rules, and she sent
back the ring. But, in any case, during
Johnnie's absence the Society had
been undermined by a moderate fac-
tion. These moderates finally became
more moderate, and the whole thing
broke up.

Soon after this I left the district,
and it was some years before I saw
Johnnie again. One Sunday afternoon
in summer, I was idling among the
crowds who were gathered to hear the
speakers in Hyde Park. One little
crowd surrounded a man who bore a
banner marked * Crusade against
Christmas ”’; his voice was frighten-
ing: it carried an unusually long way.
This was Johnnie. A man in the
crowd told me Johnnie was there
every Sunday, very violent about
Christmas, and that he would soon be
taken up for insulting language. As I
saw in the papers, he was soon taken
up for insulting language. And a few



months later I heard that poor
Johnnie was in a mental home, be-
cause he had Christmas on the brain
and couldn’t stop shouting about it.

After that, I forgot all about him
until, three years ago in December, I
went to live near the town where
Johnnie had spent his youth. On the
afternoon of Christmas Eve 1 was
walking with a friend, noticing what
had changed in my absence and what
hadn’t. We passed a long large house,
once famous for its armoury, and 1
saw that the iron gates were wide
open.

“They used to be kept shut,” I said.

“That’s an asylum now,” said my
friend, “they let the mild cases work
in the grounds, and leave the gates
open to give them a feeling of free-
dom.

“But,” said my friend, “they lock
everything inside. Door after door.
The lift as well; they keep it locked.”

While my friend was chattering, 1
stood in the gateway and looked in.
Just beyond the gate was a great bare
elm-tree. There I saw a man in brown
corduroys sweeping up the leaves.
Poor soul, he was shouting about
Christmas.

“That’s Johnnie Geddes,” 1 said.
“Has he been there all these years?”

“Yes,” said my friend as we walked
on. I believe he gets worse at this
time of year.”

“Does his aunt see him?"

“Yes. And she sees nobody else.”

We were, in fact, approaching the
house where Miss Geddes lived. I sug-
gested we called on her. I had known
her well.

“No fear,” said my friend.
M.M.—1*

I decided to go in, all the same, and
my friead walked on to the town.

Miss Geddes had changed, more
than the landscape. She had been a
solemn, calm woman, and now she
moved about quickly and gave short,
agitated smiles. She took me to her
sitting-room, and as she opened the
door she called to someone inside.

“Johnnie, see who’s come to see
us!”

A mapn, dressed in a dark suit, was
standing on a chair, fixing holly be-
hind a picture. He jumped down.

“Happy Christmas,” he said. “A
Happy and A Merry Christmas in-
deed. I do hope,” he said, “you’re go-
ing to stay for tea, as we’ve got a de-
lightful Christmas cake, and at this
season of goodwill I would be cheered
indeed if you could see how charm-
ingly it’s decorated; it has ‘Happy
Christmas’ in red icing, and then
there’s a robin and &

“Johnnie,” said Miss Geddes,
“you're forgetting the carols.” |

“The carols,” he said. He lifted a
gramophone record from a pile, and
put it on. It was “The Holly and the
Ivy.”

“It’s “The Holly and the Ivy,’ * said
Miss Geddes. “Can’t we have some-
thing else? We had that all morning.”

“It 1s sublime,” he said, beaming
from his chair and holding up his
hand for silence.

While Miss Geddes went to fetch
the tea and he sat absorbed in his
carol, I watched him. He was so like
Johnnie that if I hadn’t seen poor
Johnnie a few moments before,
sweeping up the asylum leaves, I
would have thought he really -was




Johnnie. Miss Geddes returned with
the tray, and while he rose to put on
another record, he said something
that startled me.

“] saw you In the crowd that Sun-
day when I was speaking at Hyde
Park.”

“What a memory you have
Miss Geddes.

“It must be ten years ago,” he said.

“My nephew has altered his
opinion of Christmas,” she explained.
“He always comes home for Christ-
mas now, and don’t we have a jolly
time, Johnnie?”

“Rather!” he said. *‘Oh, let me cut
the cake.” ‘

He was very excited about the cake.
With a flourish he dug a large knife
into the side. The knife slipped, and
I saw it run deep into his finger. Miss
Geddes did not move. He wrenched
his cut finger away, and went on
slicing the cake.

said
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“Isn’t it bleeding?” I said.

He held up his hand. I could see the
deep cut, but there was no blood.

Deliberately, and perhaps desper-
ately, I turned to Miss Geddes.

“That house up the road,” I said,
“I see it’s a mental home now. I
passed it this afternoon.”

“Johnnie,” said Miss Geddes, as
one who knows the game is up, “go
and fetch the mince-pies.”

He went, whistling a carol.

“You passed the asylum,” said
Miss Geddes wearlily.

“Yes,” I said.

“And you saw Johnnie sweeping up
the leaves.”

“ch th

We could still hear the whistling of
the carol.

“Who is he?” I said.

“That’s Johnnie'’s ghost,” she said.
“He comes home every Christmas.

“But,” she said, “I don’t like him. 1
can’'t bear him any longer, and I'm
going away tomorrow. I don’t want
Johnnie’s ghost, I want Johnnie in
flesh and blood.”

I shuddered, thinking of the cut
finger that could not bleed. And I left,
before Johnnie’s ghost returned with
the mince-pies.

Next day, as I had arranged to join
a family who lived in the town, I
started walking over about noon. Be-
cause of the light mist, I didn’t see, at
first, who it was approaching. It was
a man, waving his arm to me. It
turned out to be Johnnie’s ghost.

“Happy Christmas. What do you
think,” said Johnnie’s ghost, ‘“‘my
aunt has gone to London. Fancy, on
Christmas Day, and I thought she was



at church, and here I am without
anyone to spend a jolly Christmas
with, and of course I forgive her, as
it’'s the season of goodwill, but I'm
glad to see you, because now 1 can
come with you, wherever it is you're
going, and we can all bave a
Happy—"

“Go away,” I said, and walked on.

It sounds hard. But perhaps you
don’t know how repulsive and loath-
some is the ghost of a living man.
The ghosts of the dead may be all

right, but the ghost of mad Johnnie
gave me the creeps.

“Clear off,” I said.

He continued walking beside me.
“As it's the time of goodwill, I make
allowances for your tone,” he said.
“But I'm coming.”

We had reached the asylum gates,
and there, in the grounds, 1 saw
Johnnie sweeping the leaves. 1 sup-
pose it was his way of going on
strike, working on Christmas Day. He
was making a noise about Christmas.

On a sudden impulse I said to
Johnnie’s ghost, *“You want com-
pany?”

“Certainly,” he replied; *it’s the
season of—"

“Then you shall have it,” I said.

I stood in the gateway. “Oh,
Johnnie,” I called.
He looked up.
>

@

“I’'ve brought your ghost to seé
you, Johnnie.”

“Well, well,” said Johnnie, advanc-
ing to meet his ghost. “Just imagine
it!”

“Happy Christmas,” said Johnnie's

ghost.
“Oh, really?” said Johnnie.

I left them to it. And when I
fooked back, wondering if they would
come to blows, I saw that Johnnie’s
ghost was sweeping the leaves as well.
They seemed to be arguing at the
same time. But it was still misty, and

really, I can’t say whether, when I
looked a second time, there were two
men or one man sweeping the leaves.

Johnnie began to improve in the
New Year. At least, he stopped shouit-
ing about Christmas, and then he
never mentioned it at all; in a few
months, when he had almost stopped
saying anything, they discharged him.

The town council gave him the
leaves of the park to sweep. He sel-
dom speaks and recognizes nobody.
I see him every day at the late end of
the year, working in the mist. Some-
times, if there is a sudden gust, he
jerks his head up to watch a few
leaves falling behind him, as if
amazed that they are undeniably
there, although, by rights, the falling
of leaves should be stopped.

@

No stir of air was there,
Not so much life as on a summer'’s day
Robs not one light seed from the feather’d grass,
But where the dead leaf fell, there did it rest.
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THE OPEN WINDOW
EDMUND H. BURKE

ITTING IN THIS window,
W you see a lot of interest-
& ing things. For instance,
2\ look  there—diagonally
s\ Jacross. That woman,
Y )2 4. coming down the steps
~with the garbage pail, She
comes down about the same time
every night, just a little past dusk.
See, she dumps the garbage in the
communal can and stands with her
hands on her hips for a minute, then
goes back into the building.

The first time I really noticed that
woman was a hot night, maybe two
or three months ago. I'd been reading,
and suddenly 1 was aware that the
usual street noises had a special
sound. Against the constant rumbling
of the hig trucks on the avenue a man
and woman were arguing. I'm just
nosy enough so that | turned the light
out and went to the window to watch.
It was late enough for the neighbour-
hood radios to be off and I could hear
most of what was going on. I don’t
suppose they’d have noticed me even
if I'd left the light on.

There they stood, right across from
here—on those steps. That’s usually
a roost for the neighbourhood young
from early morning on, but even
they’d gone at that hour. Just the man
and woman—he sitting on the’steps
and she facing hhm, legs wide apart,
fists on hips, giving him “what-for.”
Anyone would have envied her the
ability to spill words out that way. It
didn’t seem to make any difference to

=i
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her what language she used—she
went back and forth from Polish to
English, without a break. Her cry was
that of the discontented wife the world
over—he wouldn’t work, he borrowed
money to drink, he never stayed home
and he chased other women.

Feeling somewhat as though I'd
been pecring through a keyhole that
gave on to a pig-pen, I turned away,
but an hour later they were still at it
and her voice had risen to a fever
pitch of querulousness, I went back
to the window, almost against my
will. They badn’t moved, but just as
I got back to the window he stood up
and made a half-hearted swipe at her.

“*Don’ you raise you han’ at me, I
push you face in.” She suited her
actions to the words and swung at
him with her hand-bag.

He blocked the swing and limped
toward the corner. There he leaned
against a car and stood smoking. She
followed—a middle-aged avenging
fury, the words pouring out of her
like hot coals, sparking and sputtering.

A truck bellowed its exhaust on the
avenue and he limped back to the
steps. He sat down, sighed loudly and
lit another cigarette. She came and
stood in front of him, arms folded
now, and kept up the harangue. It
wasn’'t epic, but drearily and
obscenely repititious. The blasphemy
was as meaningless as a parrot’s.

It wasn’t pretty and I wondered
why people washed their dirty clothes
in public. I wondered, too, what per-



versity made other people stand
around to watch the laundering.

Next morning I happened to be at
the window again. They were still at
it, only this time the play had a larger
cast. There were two new characters
~—a girl, obviously the-daughter; and
a younger man, who was either son-
in-law ot son-in-law to be, The scene
went from the house down to the steps
and back so that I had a good clear
view.

The woman, In daylight, is short
and stocky with hair that's going from
black to grey and her eyes are big and
snapping. Her skin is brown, her
body shapeless and she wears laced
shoes with heels, the sensible sort, with
ankle socks. It looked from here as
though she had varicose veins.

He was different, cast, on the sur-
face, from a slightly finer mould. A
somewhat acquiline face, steel-
rimmed glasses, completely grey hair
and fair skin. A balding man without
the little pot that often comes, tallish,
lean—with a stiff knee and a predilec-
tion for pink shirts.

The daughter was latinesque. Lush,
with signs which pointed to rapidly
approaching overweight. A form-
tight, black satin dress, good legs, high
heels and jet-black hair. Smooth
skinned, and yet, somehow, lacking
the spark that turns men’s heads.

Her husband, or boy friend, was a
nonentity, at least in this cast. He
could have been anything from a
bank clerk to a bookie, but the odds
would be on his being a plumber’s

helper.
He pushed through to the father
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and for the first time I could hear the
older man clearly.

“Lee’ me alone, Nicky. I like you,
Nicky. You a good boy, but lee’ me
alone.”

Then they moved down to the
corner bar and there the old man
sought refuge. No doubt he felt secure
in man’s last retreat from women and
reality, but while mother stood out-
side, tapping her foot, the daughter
went in after him, the black satin
twisting high over her rounded rump.
She brought him out in a moment or
two and the four went back to the
house. Limping father paired with
daughter, and sheepish suitor with
storm-clouded mother bringing up
the rear.

Any idea I'd had of comparing this
to an ordinary drama was wrong. It
bore a much closer resemblance to a
Chinese play that goes on for days,
with time out to rest both actors and

audience, There would be a long
matinée and then nothing. Then a

special morning performance fol-
lowed by a repeat in the evening.
The parts weren’t really hard. The
daughter seldom had lines, the son-
in-law almost never. Just the two
main roles—with the man’s part
largely confined to the lighting of
innumerable cigarettes and a series of
grunts, mixed with the occasional

mumbled reply.

The female lead called for more
histrionics, blazing eyes and a com-
mand of two languages. Her lines
featured — liquor, any liquor —
women, other women—and money,
just plain money. She read the lines,



constantly projecting outraged pro-
priety and decency.

I can’t remember when it suddenly
dawned on me that this wasp’t as
funny as I'd grown to think. I guess
it must have been one afternoon when
the two leads were on this side of the
street. They were only about twenty
feet from me, straight down, but I
might have been twenty miles away,
for all they cared.

Sitting on the window-sill, I
watched. Listening meant nothing—
there wasn’t any English in it, just an
pninterrupted spate of Polish. I've
heard the word “spate” used a lot of
times, but it took that woman to show
me what it really meant—an angry
concourse of words spewing out, like
a maddened river rushing to meet a
deadline with a dam., And, like a
river, every $o often she’d meet an
obstacle and the spray would fly.
She’d lose her tongue for a minute
and spit at him while she gathered
her words in order. I could see the
spittle in a cloud in the afternoon sun,
spreading out to blanket his face. He
wiped it off with an impatient gesture,
every time. As he did, she'd step back
out of the reach of his arm.

I think it was then I knew they
weren’'t fooling. At least as far as she
was coacerned, this was in dead
earnest. Which brings me to am in-
feresting poiat—I haven't seen him
since.,

That in itself doesn’t mean much.
After all, he may just have gotten
tired of the tirade. None of us wants
to be belaboured with words, day in
and day out—especially words of that
kind. I know I wouldn’t have put up
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with as much as he had. So if he’d
joined the Foreign Legion, I for one
wouldn’t have blamed him a bit.

On the other hand, that overlong
arm of coincidence comes into the
picture. I'm pretty sure it was the next
night that she began to bring the extra
package down at night. See—she puts
it down in the gutter, twenty feet away
from the house. When the block dogs
get their evening walks they all paw
and sniff at it happily and by morn-
Ing it’s always gone, paper and all.

. Now I don’t say that this is even a
good guess, but look at it this way.
Just suppose that out of a weight of
one hundred and fifty pounds, some
fifty pounds were hard. Hard to cut,
hard to dispose of, bone hard you
might say.

Oan the other hand, when the
sanitation trucks come by, the great
teeth or blades or what have you,
can chew up anything from a tin
can to a sofa, I've seen them do It.
and the guys who feed the machine
aren’'t curious, Given that and a large
ice-box, or a deep-freeze unit, the rest
is simple. A hundred pounds, divided
into, say, five-pound cuts or joints, 1s
only twenty days, and there are lots of
stray dogs, even in this city.

As I say, I see her come down
almost every night and if, some nignht
soon—say, in about five days—she
comes down with just the pail, I'm
going to wonder. Wonder if one night
when I wasn’t at the window, she and
the daughter came down with two
pails apiece well wrapped. Wonder—
and hope—that there really i1s a
Foreign Legion recruiting centre
somewhere 1n town,



DREAMS ARE MORE THAN
SHADOWS
ROSEMARY TIMPERLEY

Hlustrated by Beresford Lgan

SAW ONLY HER silhouctte as
I opened the door, for it was
= night and the glow of the
street lamp burned behind
e her. There was something a
little uncanny about her still
silence, and for a second I
felt my heartbeats quicken. Then she
spoke, and her voice was so ordinary
and friendly that my fears were
dispelled.

] believe you have an unfurnished
flat to let,” she said.

“Yes. Do come in,”

She stepped into the narrow hall.
She was not, at a glance, a striking
woman: about thirty, thin, dark,
rather pale, without much make-up,
neatly but not smartly dressed.
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“It’s the whole of the top floor,” I
said. “There’s a nice view up there, I
hope you don’t mind the stairs.”

“If I can find a flat, I don't much
mind anything,” she said, smiling.
When she smiled I saw that she wasn’t
ordinary at all. She was charming. She
had the most beautiful, deep-set dark
eyes, and her mouth, although too full
for conventional prettiness, was sensi-
tive and emotional. A passionate
mouth.

As I showed her the flat, I said: *“Is
it just for yourself and your hus-
band?” For when she removed her
gloves I noticed the wedding-ring.

“And my daughter, Eleanor. She’s
twelve. My name’s Catherine Lake,
by the way.”



“I'm Mrs. Raglan.”

“Well, Mrs. Raglan, I think this
would suit us very well. May I come
round with my husband tomorrow
night?”

“By all means. Now let’s have a
cup of coffee before you go.”

Over that cup of coffee she told me
a little of her circumstances. She had
married towards the end of the war,
when she was eighteen. She stayed at
an office until her husband was de-
mobbed, then had her baby. Her hus-
band, fifteen years older than herself
and a schoolteacher, had his job kept
open for him. “But teachers’ salaries
are so rotten that we’'ve just lived
from hand to mouth for ages,” she
sald. “We could never save money to
buy a house or pay a high premium
for a flat. We've moved from one set
of rooms to another and kept looking
for unfurnished premises in a vague
sort of way, but rather lost heart.
When I saw your advertisement I
rushed round straight away.”

“I'm very glad you did. I shall look
forward to meeting your husband.”

Her husband, Gordon Lake, came
with her the following night. He was
a big, solidly built man with a square,
pinkish face, fair hair and small blue
eyes. He was slow of speech and
movement, even a little pompous, and
made a contrast with his wife’s quick-
ness of speech and gesture. He struck
me as a kind but dull man.

They seemed good friends, how-
ever, and when they went upstairs to-
gether to look at the flat, I heard them
talking and laughing amicably. A con-
tented marriage, I thought. No blaz-
ing fire of passion here, but a gentle
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glow of custom and intimacy.

They decided to take the flat, and
arrived with their daughter a week
]ater. She was a thin, lively bit of a
thing, reminding me of her mother.
They called her Ellie.

For the first few weeks the routine
of the household ran smoothly.
Gordon Lake and Ellie went to
school shortly after eight each morn-
ing, and Catherine did the housework.
She was a houseproud woman, and
made the humdrum flat look charm-
ing. Sometimes at about eleven we
shared a cup-of tea or coffee in each
other’s rooms. Mostly we talked flip-
pancies, but one day Catherine said:

“Why is it that when one’s young
one expects so much of life? Why
does one? Is it what our parents tell
us or what we learn at school? Or is
it because we've had some former ex-
iIstence before we were born, some
more beautiful satisfactory existence,
and the memory of it stays with us
in childhood, even though we don’t
know it 18 a memory.”

“l think it’s just that when we're
young we expect a lot, because getting
to know the world 1s exciting and we
think the excitement will go on; but
it doesn’t. You can’t expect it to.”

“You're so resigned,” said Cather-
ine.

That conversation was the first sign
I had that Catherine was not as con-
tented with her life as appeared. Her
husband and daughter would never
guess that she wasn’'t completely
happy. Only to me, almost a stranger,
did she confide her nebulous yearn-
ings, her feeling of—"Is this all? Just
going on like this till we die?”



As the weeks passed and spring ap-
proached, something happened to
Catherine. She grew thinner. Her
cheeks acquired an unusual flush. She
sang as she moved about the house.
There was a tense look in her eyes,
and her lips seemed always aquiver
with emotion. If I hadn’t known her
movements so well, I'd have said she
was having a secret love affair. She
looked hike a woman in love.

One morning that spring, when I
was having coffee with her, she
walked to the window and said :

“How beautiful everything isl,
Beautiful as a dream. Mrs. Raglan,
do you believe in dreams?”

“What do you mean?”

“The people one meets in dreams.
Who are they? Do they exist any-
where, or do we imagine them?"”

“I've wondered that myself,” I
said. “I meet so many strangers in my
dreams, and wonder if they exist
somewhere in the flesh. But one will
never know, because one forgets their
faces.”

Catherine said. “I'd know his face
anywhere.”

“Whose face?”

“The face of the man I dream
about. I dream of him every night. He
says the most wonderful things to me.
He kisses me. Makes Jove to me. I
feel guilty about it, as if I were being
unfaithful to Gordon. Yet I'm happy
about it at the same time. Sometimes
I can hardly wait for the day to pass
so that I can go to sleep and dream of
him."

“How very queer.”

“You sound disapproving. Don’t
be. I can’t help my dreams, and they

-
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do make life worth living. Reality
doesn’t seem quite real any more.
Nothing that happens during the day
seems important. Perhaps I'm going
crazy. If I am, it’s a nice sort of craz-
ness.”

I looked at her with concern, notic- .
ing small things about her—her hair
looked as if it needed washing and her
finger-nails weren’t clean, her clothes
looked careless, and the flat was far
more untidy than it had been when
she first moved in. Reality was no
longer real to her. Or, rather, she had
found a different sort of reality, and
her habits had changed.

“Don’t be obsessed by a dream,
Catherine. It's dangerous.”

“Perhaps he exists on another
planet. Or In a former life or a future
life, Who's to know? Or perhaps he’s
somewhere, here and bpow, in this
world, and it’s only a matter of time
before——"

“What'’s this man like, Catherine?"”
I interrupted her.

“It’s difficult to describe him. His

eyes burn through you. He's very pale.

He’s like—like a faun, a satyr. But his
looks don’t matter. It's the feeling he
gives me that matters—the excite-
ment, the pleasure. A feeling of love.
It's so wonderfu] to feel it again after
all these years. I'm happy.”
Catherine’s feverish happiness
didn’t last. As the weeks passed and
spring turned to summer, I watched
the colour die from her cheeks, the
brightness from her eyes. She became
even more neglectful about her ap-
pearance and the house, and I saw the
shadow of unexplained misery re-
flected in the eyes of her husband and



daughter. Both worried about her:
Ellie because she felt she could no
longer rely on her mother; Gordon
because he had lost touch with her
and didn’t know how or why. He
couldn’t make her laugh any more.
When she spoke to him, her voice was
remote.

Catherine cut herself off from me
as-well as from her family, until one
day she came to my kitchen when I
was baking a cake and said:

“Are you very busy? May I come
in?”

“Of course, my dear. Sit down. It’s
nice to see you.”

She sat stifly on a wooden chair
and said, after a tense silence: *“It’s
just that [—I can’t go on.”

“Oh, Catherine, what’s the matter?”’

“You remember I told you about
my dreams.”

“Yes. Do you still have them?”

“I do. He comes to me every night,
but he’s changed.”

“Changed?”

“He used to be so tender and lov-
ing. Sometimes he still is. But most of
the time now he’s cruel and twisted.
He mocks and tortures me, He says
bitter, jeering things. He taunts me
for loving him. He says that all
women are alike, and if you trample
them in the dirt hard enough they’ll
adore you for evermore. It’s mortify-
mg—-—and true. I can’t stop loving him
now.’

“But he’s only a. dream—not real!”

“He is real. He’s the only real thing
in my life. Even when he’s been most
cruel and I long most to escape from
him, he has only to brush his lips
against mine, touch me, caress me and

18

the ecstasy comes back. I can never
get away from him.Sometimes I lie for
hours trying to keep awake, but his
influence drives me to sleep, into his
arms. When I awake in the morning
I’'m sick with horror. But deep down
I don’t want to escape him. He has
only to look at me i1n a certain way,
and I—I'm lost. I don’t know what
to do! Please help me.”

I was frightened, as if this creature
of nightmare were in the room with
us at this very moment.

“Catherine, I can't help you, but a
psychiatrist could. Tell your doctor
the whole story——"

“No! I couldn’t speak of it to any-
one.”

“You must, For the sake of Gor-
don and Ellie.”

“They seem like shadows now.”

“But 1t’s your dreams that are
shadows.”

“Dreams are more than shadows,”
she said. “I think there’'s a whole
world of shadows with us all the time,
shadows that are more than shadows.
This thing we call ‘everyday life’ is
just a cover-up, a pretence, a busyness
to keep back the shadows. I pretended
so long to be busy and happy. I pre-
tended that all I wanted was to carry
on in the same way, day after day, like
thousands of other women. My
dreams have shown me what I'm
really like. They’ve shown me the evil
in myself. Part of me loathes and is
terrified by my dreams, the other part
enjoys, gloats, wallows."

“Catherine, stop! It's your duty to
see a doctor. L.ook at yourself. You're
worn to a shadow. You look ill. You
must get professional help.”



I persuaded her. She went to her
doctor the following day, and ar-
ranged to see a psychiatrist a week
later.

Meantime Ellie was spending al-
most as much time with me now as
she did with her parents.

“l1 feel safe in your part of the
house,” she said once.

“Don’t you feel safe upstairs,
Ellie?”

*No. I get a queer feeling that
someone else is there.”

“You're being fanciful.”

“It’s a feeling. I don’t have it down
here. I think it has something to do
with Mother. When she’s not in the
house, I don't get the feeling. I'm
frightened.”

“Ellie, don’t be frightened. There
are many things in the world that
can’'t be explained, but you’re too
young to worry your head about
them. As long as your mother, your
father and I are here, you're safe, We
love you and wouldn’t let anything
happen to you.”

Ellie was unconvinced, and I was
worried about her.

The following week I went up to
ask Catherine how she'd got on with
the psychiatrist. She said:

“] told him the whole story. He
wasn’t at all shocked. He said it
wasn’t unusual for one’s repressions
to give one disturbing dreams. He said
[ was bored with my husband and
had created a dream man in my mind.
He let me talk, then talked for a long
time himself. He was very kind in-
deed.”

“And the dreams have stopped?” I
said.
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“Oh no. He said that now I'd ad-
mitted my hidden wishes and so on,
I'd have the dreams less often, then
they’d stop. It hasn’t worked. 1 shan't
go to see him again. The man in my
dreams scoffs at everything he said.
The man in my dreams says: ‘You
can't get rid of me as easily as that,
But you could get rid of me even
more easily—simply by wanting to." "

“But, Catherine, you do want to.”

“Do I? In my dream last night he
sald he was coming for me. He said
that soon I'd meet him in the street,
and he'd make me come with him,
We're going away together.”

“You'll not meet him. He’s not
real.”

“He’'s real,” said Catherine. “Some-
where he exists. I shall meet him. I'm
ready to go with him whenever hLe
wants me and wherever he wants me
to go.”

Her eyes were remote and fanatical
now. I couldn’t reach her. It was as
iI already we belonged to two differ-
ent worlds.

In the days that followed her habits
changed again. She still paid scant at-
tention to housework, but she was be-
ginning to pay great attention to her
own appearance, She spent money on
new clothes, make-up and hair styles.
She spent hours painting her face, ar-
ranging her hair, trying on her new
clothes. Then she’d go out in the
afternoon, leaving a waft of strong
scent in her wake, and walk slowly
down the street, looking about her as
she went. Men would turn to stare,
whistle or wolfcall. She ignored them.

She was looking for him.



One afternoon she came to me with
a suitcase in her hand.

“I’m going to meet him,” she said.
“In my dream last night he told me
where to go. We're going to be to-
gether always. I know he’ll torment
me, make my life a hell in some ways,
but for just a moment of his gentle-
ness, his kindness, his magic, I'd go
through a thousand hells. I've come to
say good-bye.”

“You mustn't go. Catherine, your

mind is sick. This man isn’t real. He

won'’t meet you.”

“He will. You can’t stop me from
going.”

“Yes, I can. You shan’t leave this
room.”

I stood between her and the door.
I am a big woman and quite strong.
Catherine was a thin slip of a woman.
She laughed, gripped my arm and
pulled me aside so that I almost fell. I
shall never forget the strength in that
thin hand, the terrifying feeling that
I was being tossed aside by a power
far, far greater than my own.

“Good-bye,” she said.

I watched her walk down the street
in 2 blaze of sunshine, for the sum-
mer was upon us now and the after-
noon was sultry. With shock 1
realized that, in spite of all that paint,
she looked recklessly beautiful. She
was a woman on her way to meet her
lover.

I telephoned Gordon at school, and
he came home at once. He rang the
police, but of course they could do
nothing. Gordon said:

“It’s only since we came to this
house that Catherine’s changed.” And
he looked at me accusingly.
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“It's nothing to do with the house,”
I told him. “My family has lived here
for years, and we've no ghosts or
rumours of ghosts.”

“Then she must have gone mad,” he
said. “She won’t meet this imaginary
person you tell me about, She'll come
back.”

She didn’t come back.

Gordon and Ellie settled down to a
new routine, with myself as their
housekeeper. Summer passed and
winter came. We began almost to for-
get Catherine. Then one winter night,
when Ellie was out with a friend and
Gordon had gone to the pictures, I
heard a knock at the door. It gave
me a slight shock, for it was exactly
a year ago tonight that Catherine had
first come to my door and inquired
about the flat. I had an uncanny sen-
sation as I went to open the door, as
if history were repeating itself. When
I opened it, my immediate feeling was
one of relief, for the person who
stood there, silhouetted against the
glow of the street lamp, was a bent
old woman, a stranger.

Only when she stepped into the hall
and I saw the beautiful dark eyes in
the lined face did I recognize Cather-
ine Lake.

“I've come back,” she said. She
swayed towards me. She was so light,
so skeleton thin, that I caught her
unconscious figure easily In my
arms.

I carried her into my room and
laid her on the couch by the fire. I
covered her with a rug. Luckily I had
some brandy, which I brought to her.
As I knelt beside her she opened her
eyes and tried to smile, but a second



later tears spilled from her eyes and
poured down her cheeks.

“Drink this,” I said, putting my
arm round her, feeling the sharpness
of her shoulder-blades through her
thin coat—the elegant summer coat
she had worn when she left the house
that summer day. She was icy cold.

She gulped down the brandy.
“Don’t look at me in such horror,”
she said faintly. “I know I look about
a hundred. I looked in the mirror this
morning and was almost surprised to
find that I was there at all.”

“Catherine, how did you get into
this state?”

“I dido’t know I was in a state until
today. I never thought about it. We’ve
been happy, sometimes—and other
times—other times P

“Why have you come back?”

“He left me. He said I was too old.
When 1 looked in the mirror this
morning I saw that it was true. It’s
as if I've hived for years and years in
the past four months. I've loved him
and loathed him. I've worshipped him
and been terrified of him, I've thought
he was God himself or the Devil
himself. If the Devil does come to
earth, that is what he’s like—charm-
ing—charming—a word we use care-
lessly; yet a creature with charm can
make one practise the worst ex-
cesses.”

“Talk sense, Catherine. Who was
he? What was his work? Did he have
money?”

“I never knew his name. He told
me nothing. As for money, that was
up to me. 1 bad the housekeeping
money when I left here. We took a
very cheap room. When we ran out of
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money, I went out into the street and
picked up what I could.”

“You mean——7"

“Yes. You get to a stage when that
sort of thing doesn’t matter, doesn’t
register any more. Now I'm too tired
for it. Too old. He's left me. I came
here because I have nowhere else to
go. Don't turn me away.”

“Of course ] won't. Try to sleep
now.” |

“I never sleep. Being with him was

like living my dreams. I stopped sleep-

ing. I haven’t slept since I left here.”

“If T could get hold of this un-
speakable man I'd i

“You’d fall under his spell, if he
wanted you to. I wonder if he’s in
someone else’s dreams tonight, kiss-
ing someone else’s lips. Last night he
said to me: ‘Next time it will be
someone very young, someone I can
teach to love right from the start.’
Teach to love—his sort of love—
twisted—terrible;, and he wants
someone young—someone Yyoung.
. . .. She muttered for a while, then
said in a clear, practical voice:

“I still owe a week’s rent for my
room, and I have no money at all.
I've written the landlady’s address
here.” She brought a scrap of paper
from her pocket. “Could Gordon pay
it for me?”

“I'll tell him.” |

“You think I shouldn't have come
back. You wish I'd died out there in
the street.”

“No, Catherine! But I do think
you shouldn’t see too much of Ellie
now. She’s so young. Your leaving
her was a great shock.”

“Ellie.” She began to sob, then she




whispered: “Now he’s left me, I'm
just as [ was before he came. I could
still Took after Ellie, if only Gordon
will forgive me.”

“It’s not a question of forgiveness.
Who are we to judge or forgive each
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other? The point is that you are dif-
ferent now. You're not good company
for a little girl.”

“Not good company for my own
daughter—flesh of my flesh—my de-
graded flesh.” Her voice died away,
then she said: “Yes, you're right. I
should never have come. I'l] go away
again. Bllie must never see me again.
Oh God, what happened to me in the
past twelve months? Why did he
choose me? Why? ‘At random,’ he
said when I asked him once. He said :
‘I search in the dark, anywhere, every-
where. I find an open mind, an empty
heart and I take possession.’ Had I an
open mind and an empty heart when
I came to live here?”

I didn't reply. She answered her-
self

“*Yes, I had. I was waiting for some-
thing to happen, hoping for excite-
ment, wishing for—I didn't know
what I wished for. He came to me out
of the dark and took possession of
me. Horrible! Yet even now I can’t
truly regret it. If he came back to me,
I'd do the same all over again. Now I
must go away. . . .” She stopped as
the door opened.

Gordon stood there.

“I heard your voice,” he said.

“I'm just going, Gordon,” said
Catherine. *I only came to see Mrs.
Raglan.”

The man looked at the wreck of
the woman who had once been his
lovely young wife, smiled and held
out his arms. For a second she shrank
back, then she stumbled towards him
and he held her close. His eyes were
closed. His face was a mask of
anguish. She gave a queer little chok-



ing sound, followed by a long, sigh-
ing, frighteningly familiar exhalation.
Her body became limp. It was several
seconds before he realized that she
was dead.

A week later, after Catherine had
been buried and Gordon, Ellie and I
were as much back to normal as we’d
ever be, I remembered the money
Catherine had owed for rent and
mentioned it to Gordon, giving him
the slip of paper with the address.

“I'll go along there tonight,” he
said, “She’d want me to pay it.
Catherine always hated debts, at least
she did before—before——"" He left
the sentence unfinished. “Fancy the
repayment of a little debt being one
of the last things she thought about,”
he said. “That shows that she was al-
ready getting free from that evil
man's clutches. A man like that has
no right to live. If he’s still in the
room where they lived together, I'll
thrash the life out of him!" This was
a pathetic threat, for Gordon wasn’t
the type to “thrash the life” out of
anyone.

“TI don’t expect he'll still be there,”
I said, “but I'd better come with you
to keep you out of trouble, just in
case. You won't help anyone by start-
ing a brawl.”

“Perhaps you’re right,” he ad-
mitted. “All this is beyond me. I
don’t understand it."”

Poor, bewildered Gordon. He had
never even touched the darkness that
is steadily closing in on us as the cen-
turies pass, let alone explored it as
his wife had done.

We left Ellie doing her homework
when we went out that night. She
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didn’t mind being left alone. She had
become very dreamy during the past
few days. There was a happy, excited
look on her face, as if she had some
delicious secret. She was growing
more like her mother, as Catherine
had been when I first knew her.

As we walked along the grim,
poverty-stricken street to the address
Catherine had given me, Gordon said:

“I'm glad that Ellie hasn’t been
more upset by all this business.”

“She’s very young. She hadn’t seen
her mother for several months. Death
isn’t quite real to her.”

“I'm wondering what is real to her
at the moment,” he said, half laugh-
ing. “When I accused her of absent-
mindedness the other day, told her
that unless she pulled her socks up at
school she’d never get anywhere, she
said: ‘School doesn’t matter any
more. You see, I have the most won-
derful dreams.” She went. on to say
that she'd fallen in love with some
man in her dreams. Just imagine! A
dream-man at thirteen! This is the
address. God, what a place!”

But I was too horror-struck by what
he had just told me to take in the grim
facade of the house with its dirty,
cracked windows, crumbling brick-
work, filthy steps and littered yard. I
stood beside him in a daze of fear as
the door opened. I hardly saw the
slatternly woman standing there,
looking surprised to see such respect-
able callers. I could only hear Cather-
ine’s voice in my ears: “Last night he
said; ‘Next time it will be someone
very young, someone I can teach to

love right from the start.’ ”



And who was this man? Who was
he? Who are these people met in
dreams with strange, familiar faces?
Strange, familiar faces. They come by
night and we recognize them, but
who are they? Who are they? . ..

“Yes,” the woman at the door was
saying. ““Mrs. Lake was here and she
did leave without paying her rent.
They do sometimes. I must say I was
glad when she left. I don't like to have
that sort in my house. I've lct the

room to a very respectable lady now."”

*“So the man has gone,” Gordon
said.

“What man?”

“The man with whom Mrs. Lake
was—er—living.”

“She wasn’t living with any man,”
said the woman. “She brought differ-
ent ones back sometimes. But they
were never the same twice running.
No, Mrs. Lake lived alone here for
four months. She was quite alone.”

Oh for a lodge in some vast wilderness,
Some boundless contiguity of shade,
Where rumour of oppression and deceit,
Of unsuccessful or successful war,
Might never reach me more.

WiLLiAM CowpPER (1731-1800).



THE WILL TO DIE
DENYS VAL BAKER

He had it all planned out, right down to the last little destail. He had nothing
left to live for. And yet he could not look into the terrible face of death.

= b HE MAN IN THE LONG
fibrown overcoat was
going to die.

A\ Hesatin a corner
R “of the bhot, sticky

\=® café finishing a cup
of coffee. The cup
was held pensively between his two
hands, and the steam from the coffee
slowly curled upwards, shrouding his
face, hiding the tense pallor of his
cheeks and the small burning circles
of his eyes. A dark felt cap, pulled
low over his forehead, added to the
appearance of dark ipnaccessibility so
that, sitting there, he seemed isolated
- not only from the rest of the café but
from the entire world.

When the man had drained the last
drop of coffee, he picked up a sheet
of notepaper and quickly scanned the
short sentences he had just written.
Then he carefully folded the sheet and
wrapped it in a cheap white envelope,
already addressed and stamped. He
sat for a few more minutes turning
the envelope over and over between
bis fingers and tapping the corners on
the table; then he rose abruptly and
walked across the café and out into
the darkness. He went a little way
along the street, his eyes peering about
familiarly until he came to a corner
pillar-box. He pulled the envelope out
of his pocket, absent-mindedly reread-
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ing the address before, with a gesture
of resignation, he pushed it down the
wide letter slot.

Hunching his shoulders and turn-
ing up his thick coat collar, the man
set of down the street. He walked
with quick, nervous steps, and kept
his eyes downwards as much as pos-
sible. As he walked along, the night
mist seemed to thicken and to swirl
all around him, and he felt the sensa-
tion of endless octopus hands reach-
ing out to touch his shoulders and
legs. Now and then he shook himself
uneasily, as if to avoid the unseen
hands. When a car hooted suddenly 1In
the darkness, he halted and heard his
heart pounding unnaturally. Farther
on, as he was nearing the town’s out-
skirt's, he bumped into a fuddled old
woman, leaning against a doorway
and singing drunkenly. He shook her
aside savagely, and hurried on until
he had lost the sound of her singing.
He remembered, alone again in the
silence, that he had probably heard
his last human voice—the ugly grat-
ing of a boozy old woman.

Soon he had reached the by-pass
skirting the town. A few minutes’
walk brought him to the last of the
new suburban houses, and the wide
pavement ended abruptly before a
dark hedge. There was a thin gravel
path running on beside the road, and



he set off along this, his feet crunch-
ing solidly on the small stones.

The swift, even beat of his steps re-
minded him irresistibly of the sound
of marching soldiers, their steps merg-
Ing into a single monotonous drum-
beat of inevitable doom. His mind,
easily occupied, conjured up fantasies,
and he began to wonder if he were not
a soldier—a soldier without a uniform
and without a rifle, with a prisoner’s
number scrawled over his chest. He
was a prisoner marching sullenly be-
tween stony-faced ranks of guards,
marching without a word and without
a look towards some lonely plain and
a convenient stone wall. The march-
ing feet stopped suddenly; in a daze
he felt himself groping his way to-
wards the wall; there was a viclous
roll of drums, and he turned hurried-
ly, remembering the etiquette of
dying face forward: he stared
through the darkness and he realized,
in surprise, that there were not five or
six rifles but tens and hundreds and
thousands of rifles, each one with a
burning barrel-point, and suddenly a
million daggers of flame were hurt-
ling towards him. . .. The man jerked
back to reality, and found that he had
stopped walking and was standing 1n
the middle of the road. He passed a
hand over his forehead and rubbed
his eyes slowly. The night shapes and
shadows were hovering around like
death-winged bats; he trembled, and
only an old stubbornness kept him
from running ahead wildly with his
eyes shut. He began muttering to him-
self—words, words, words, anything
so that his thoughts could not run
away again. Talking also prevented

the tensing of his ears, straining to
hear the strange noises of night. He
narrowed his eyelids to a thin line and
walked on.

He left the main road and went
down a lapne. It wound in and out,
under overhanging trees, and he could
smell the fresh scents. Now and then
a dead leaf fell and startled him,
brushing against his cheek. A dark
horizon loomed ahead; the lane
dipped and swerved away, but the
man climbed over a small hedge and
crossed a dewy field which sloped
slowly upwards. He surmounted a
thick wire fence and clambered up the
muddy bank of a railway-track, feel-
ing his way In the darkness until he
came to the smooth steel railway-
lines, their shine slightly deadened by
rust. He had reached his destination.

The man stood with one foot on a
rail and the other on one of the
wooden sleepers and peered at the
phosphorescent hands of his watch.
One o’clock was a little earlier than
he had intended. There was still a
quarter of an hour to wait for the
screaming night-mail express. But
better early than too late, he thought,
and a faint, sardonic smile touched

. his drawn cheeks. He sat down, lean-
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ing on the thin surface of the rails, his
legs stretched loosely across the
sleepers.

Now the night had turned strangely
silent. Sitting up on the railway-bank,
he felt somewhat removed from the
dark shadows that had clustered
around him on the road below. There
was an air of remoteness about his
position there, his only remaining
link with other worlds being the two



stretches of railway-lines disappearing
in either direction.

He knew from daytime visits that
the lines stretched away straight and
unending till they were lost among
woods or behind hills. In the daylight
it was a wistful, beautiful view; the
town was hidden behind the woods,
and the eyes saw only the wide bright
green of field after field and the occa-
sional dark patches of trees—perhaps
a few scattered farms. But the night
blinded it all, there were only shapes
and shadows. He stared around, try-
ing to reconstruct the scene as he had
seen 1t in the daytime. The thought
that he would never again see it in
light struck him oddly, surprisingly,
unreally. He ran a hand along the
polished surface of the rail, fingering
here and there a small patch of rust.
The rail was wet and cold, and the
fee] of it sent a shiver through him;
he let go quickly.

He felt quite calm, though. He was
surprised bow calm he felt. Probably
the coffee had helped. He could still
taste the flavour of it in his mouth,
running a nerveless tongue around
his gums. True, his mouth had gone
dry, but everything else seemed under
control. He was not crying, he was not
trembling, he was not feeling sick;
there was only a faint weakness in
his stomach. He was able to sit there
quite calmly, knowing that he had car-
ried out his plans exactly as he had
intended. Last thing of all, he had
posted the letter. In the morning it
would arrive, but too late, of course.
In the morning . ..

He quickly closed his mind, like a
book, and started humming a tuneless
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refrain. Yes, 1t was a mistake to think
too much; but the fact remained that
he was quite calm and he was not
afraid. In a few minutes he was going
to be cut to pieces under a train; but
he was still able to sit there, calm and
cool.

He looked at his watch. It was a
quarter-past -one. The train should be
passing about that moment. He
looked down the track, wondering if
in the distance he would see a glim-
mer of {ire, straining his ears to hear
a whistle or the noise of the engine.
Everything remained buried in the
blankets of darkness.

At first he had thought of the
simplest way—of lying on the bed
and turning on the gas-fire. He had
even tried, one afternoon, but the
time and the strain of it had been too
much. He had lain there for ten
minutes, listening to the hiss of escap-
ing gas, wondering when he was going
to become unconscious, and aware
only of a slight heaviness. It might
have taken an hour or so; he couldn’t
have stood the tension for an hour.
He had switched off the gas and been
sick into a bowl.

Or there was the river, flowing
under an old stone bridge not far
from their house. Often he had stood
on top of the bridge looking down at
the waters—dirty and unfriendly in
the daytime, sullenm and ewvil in the
cover of night. Sometimes, when the
moon'’s light glinted on the surface, he
had felt that the river was beckoning
to him, inviting him into its mys-
erious depths. He had walked along
the towpath and looked into the
fathomless darkness of the water. But



he had a horror of water, a terror of
feeling the water closing over his head
like a trapdoor, of struggling to
breathe when it was too late. He
thought of himself in the water,
splashing and sinking down and
down, fighting the black, oily water
unti] it poured into his nostnls and
forced open his mouth, and his head
burst. . ..

It had to be something quick and
ruthless, like the guillotine. That was
how he had come to think of the rail-
way. He had heard of men throwing
themselves under trains. It was bound
to be swift, .over in a few-seconds. He
had it all planned out; he had read of
a similar case in a book. It was no
good lying down along the sleepers—
the train might pass without harming
him. He had to lie across the rails,
with his head or neck on one rail and
his legs across the other rail. For the
first ime the idea began to seem re-
pulsive; but sitting at home it had
sounded simple and clean-cut.

He looked at his watch again. An-
other five minutes had passed, and
there was still no sign of the train.

He bent down and felt the rails.
They were about five feet apart.
Awkwardly he got down on his hands
and knees, laying his leg across one
rail. The cold feel of the rail when his
neck touched it made him jerk back,
but he forced his head down again.
His body was now curled up in a U-
shape. It was not a very comfortable
position. He lay with his neck turned
to one side and his eyes staring into
the sou and rubble outside the rails.
He lay there for a few moments, un-
easily, and then rose. He would know
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better now, when the moment came.
All the same, he felt faintly sick, and
was glad of the cold night air to suck
into his mouth, blowing away the
sickly taste.

He could feel the cold dew gather-
ing on his coat. It was beginning to
feel slightly sodden, and the cold was
penetrating. He looked at his watch
again — the train was now ten
minutes late. He frowned, nervously,
and began pacing up and down the
track. It was unusual for the train to
be late. He wondered if anything had
happened ... probably delayed at the

junction, he decided. He walked fifty

paces in one direction and fifty paces
back. At every turn he decided to
look at his watch. Each journey took
him about a minute. He made several
journeys, and the fingers of his watch
quivered near the half-past one posi-
tion.

He was surprised to find he was
shivering. The time seemed to drag,
even as it sped—a minute was an
hour. It weighed on him like an 1in-
creasingly heavy load. He began to
stare into the distance, imagining he
saw a faint flame or heard the whistle.
Once he could have sworn he heard
the noise of the train gathering speed
as it came out of the junction, and in
a flurry he scrambled down and lay
across the rail. He lay there for a
minute or two before he realized there
was no longer any noise. When he got
up, he was bathed i1n perspiration.

Tired of walking, he sat down
again. He felt a strange tenseness 1D
every muscle, so.that it was quite an
effort to move. Every pin-point of him
was on edge; he would have trembled



at the sound of a bird flying past. He
had lost interest in the night, in his
surroundings, in the weather, in every-
thing except the steel rails and the
ominous honzon. He sat there, and
drooped his chin 'into the furry
warmth of his coat and closed his
eyes. They were sore and bloodshot,
and a slight pain shot across them
every few moments, so that it was a
relief to close them.

In the silence he could even hear
the ticking of his watch. It seemed to
get louder. Tick-tick-tick-tick-tick-tick
. . . 1t was not like some of the bigger
clocks which went tick-tock-tick-tock-
tick-tock. He thought of the one at
home, standing in the hall, with its
faded mahogany body and its antique
face. That one had a slow, laboured
movement, a sort of tick-er-tock-er-
tick-er-tock. Like most clocks, it was
fast; but he knew his wrist-watch was
correct, he had set it by the wireless in
the café.

He put out a- hand to Iean on the
rail. One thoiight of the oddest thingp.
. . . He remembered another clock, a
wedding present to his mother, with a
gold setting. It struck the hour with
bells. His thoughts flashed into noth-
ingness—the rail was trembling very
faintly. His heart went dead-and cold,
and a wave of prickling fleshiness
went over his body. With a stiff move-
ment he bent down and put his ear to
the rail. There was a steady but faint
rumbling noise, like far-off thunder.
He stood up and scanned the horizon,
his eyes swimming slightly. He could
see nothing, no flames, no smoke. He
bent down again and listened. The
sound had grown louder. When he
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straightened up the second time, his
eyes caught a flicker, of brightness
shooting into the sky far down the
track.

He felt a sudden desire to cry out,
to scream. He wished he was a
woman, able to shriek in a high-
pitched tone; but all sound died In
his throat. He only coughed and
gulped.

Mechanically he found himself
looking at his watch. The train was
exactly twenty-five minutes late. I've
bad twenty-five minutes of extra life,
he thought, and it seemed a huge joke.
He wanted to laugh, to laugh out loud,
to split the night with his laughter. He
found he could not even smile.

He began to get down on his knees.
Odd, disjointed ideas began running
through his mind. *“The time has come
for all good children to go to
Heaven!” He wanted to sing the re-
frain. It was an old-fashioned refrain:
came from the negroes. They lynched
negroes in America,

He stretched his legs across the rail
and felt the coldness and wetness
through his trousers. He wondered
what time the letter would arrive. He
would like to see their faces when
they read it. He wondered how long
it would take them to find out what
had happened to him. Would a police-
man come round and say: “A body
has been found on the railway-line,
believed to be that of a relative of
yours?”” Would they have to view the
body? Could they identify it? What
would the body look like, all red and
bleeding and headless?

He retched over the sleepers, great
heaving movements, without bringing



anything up. Slowly, like an unwilling
snake, he coiled himself round and
put his neck across the other railway-
line.

Through his legs and into his neck
he felt the rumbling of the train. The
rumbling was a living thing now, a
live and trembling thing. Besides, he
could hear it—through the night air
he could hear the noise of the engine
like the thunder of a hundred olden
chariots. It fled through the air to-
wards him on wings, an indescribable,
ominous, devilish sound—the steady,
solid snorting of the express train. He
had seen the train before. It was a
long, sleek train, bulging with car-
riages, led by a curved, shining en-
gine, tapered to the nose. He had
never seen the train standing, always
it had been rushing madly over the
rails like a great burning comet in a
black sky.

A wail broke the night air. A slow,
quiet wall that suddenly strengthened
and rose to a crescendo, to a sharp
imperious whistle. He had never in all
his life heard such a noise: it was the
cry of the wildest, most inhuman
jungle animal. He turned his head and
looked down the line, while the beat-
ing of the rumbling drums now beat
into his body steadily. He could see
the engine now, he knew where the
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train was. A few hundred yards away
at the most. He stared down the dark
line so far, and then his eyes came up
against a shapeless thing of black-
ness, lit up by occasional fire glows.

His eyes focused on the engine as
if mesmerized. He could see nothing
else in the world, and slowly, terrify-
ingly, he felt his eyes being drawn 1n-
wards. The rumble rose louder and
louder, the glows began to light up the
whole sky, and he felt his eyes con-
verging into each other as death
loomed larger and nearer, became
bigger and more frightening, began to
fill up the whole track, blotting out
the night 1tself.

He lay petrified across the lines, his
mouth flung open 1n loose horror, his
neck twisted distortedly so that he
could look upwards. He looked into
the engine’s face and it became that
of a prehistoric beast. The snub nose
became a blood-flecked snout; he saw
long, gnashing teeth and flaming eyes
and a tapering tongue of fire; there
was a dragon’s triumphant snorting.
. . . Then, 1n one frenzied movement,
he threw himself to the side of the
railway-lines.

The long express roared past, shak-
ing the whole earth. He crouched on
the railway-bank. He was whimpering

and taking huge gulping breaths of
life.

©

Huddled in dirt the reasoning engine lies,
Who was so proud, so witty and so wise.
JOHN WILMOT, EARL OF ROCHESTER (1647-1680).
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KEPT IN
J. H. CROOK

Lilustrated by Arthur Wragg

A\TAUL JAMIESON TURNED
EAR smoothly into the drive
and pulled up to watch
the small boys at cricket.
The tiny figures struggled
g{with wild excess of
energy in the hot after-
noon. There was a marked slope to
the pitch and the out-field was hum-
mocky. The boys played haphazardly
while 2 master sat on the boundary,
smoking and shouting vague instruc-
tions from time to time.

Paul frowned; that was not the way
to teach boys to play cricket: it had
oot been like that in his day. He
looked round critically. The place was
certainly on the down-grade. The

2

31

drive was worn into deep ruts and the
hedges overgrown. It was just pos-
sible to see the house. It also showed
too many signs of the passing of the
years; the paint was peeling and the
stuccoed front was grey. Essentially,
however, the fagade was as he remem-
bered it: built just a little too late, tall
and ill-proportioned, the blank win-
dows gazing down in an ugly starc.
Paul followed the stories up, and
there, below the gable of the roof-line,
winked that top little eye, the deten-
tion-room in the attic where so many
weary generations of boys had spent
idle, pointless afternoons.

Paul grinned with a wry nostalgia
as he saw it. He Izt in the clutch and



his car moved easily on, but the noise
it made brought a face to that little
window and a pale child stared dis-
consolately down. Paul saw the boy
gazing through the glass at him, and
the afternoon suddenly roared and
swung. The world splintered, and all
the pieces moved madly in the sun-
light with the effect before Paul’s eyes
of darkly falling rain.,

Through this cataclysm he guided
the car safely round the turn at the
end of the drive, and drew up sedately
before the open front door. Out of
sight of that window things fell into
place again, and, shaking his head to
clear away the memory of that
moment, Paul got out and stood, dis-
connected, In the shadow of the
house.

By the time he had reached the
Headmaster’s study, however, it was
all explained: glare of the sun, mo-
mentary black-out, and he was con-
gratulating himself to old Elms on
the way be handled his car.

“Nasty moment,” he said, lying
back in a leather chair and sniffing at
the sherry which he had been offered
too obsequiously. “Luckily, driving
seems to be instinctive with me and I
never lost control.”

His deprecating smile did not belie
the smug voice, but Elms, the Head-
master, never raised an eyebrow.

The afternoon wore gently on, and
he was easily persuaded to stay to
dinner. It was borne in on him that
his old school was glad to welcome
back one who had done so well; he
was made too much of so that he
swelled and relaxed in this unexpected
atmosphere of praise, for his was not

the sort of success, he would have
thought, to call forth admiration from
the scholastic world. ‘

“It's kind of you,” he said over the
after-dinner port, “to make me so
welcome. I am not that much of a
credit to you, Prince is a Q.C., and
Jackson, he made a great name for
bhimself during the war, didn’t he?”

“That’s so,” said old Elms sadly.
“But they don’t come here any more.
Not since the scandal. None of the
boys who were here before the
scandal ever came back. You are the
first.”

“Scandal?”
“What scandal?”

“You don’t remember it?” Elms’s
voice rose on the last word. He stared
disbelievingly at Paul, unwilling to
accept the possibility that the mine
which had blown up his own life
should have left no scars on the others
who had lived through the disaster.
“But you and Gorst must have been
contemporaries, the same year, . . .
And Gorst would have made a great
name for himself, greater than Prince
or Jackson.”

“Gorst? Gorst! Of course 1 re-
member him. Our clever devil! But
didn't something happen to him?
Didn’t he die? Or something?™

“Yes. Something. He hanged him-
self in the little detention-room.”

“In the detention-room!” The
world whirred again and flickered,
and the points of the electrnic-light
bulb seared through Paul’s closed
lids. “Did you say the detention-
room?” he muttered, a little slur-
ringly.

“Yes,” Elms answered, glancing at

Paul ruminated.
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him curiously. “The room under the
eaves. You remember it, don’t you?
You spent enough time there, as I
recall.”

Pau] recovered his wits, “I did!
But I don't remember Gorst—though
I do remember now that he died. 1
had left, though, by then, I think.”

“No,” said Elms, with a queer,
bitter emphasis, “you had not. You
left afterwards, just as all the others
did. Your parents took you away
from a school where the Headmaster
harried a boy to his death.”

“I don’t understand.” Paul shook
his thoughts free in his head; since
that spinning of his wits just now he
was caught in a vague, intangible un-
easiness: he was afraid; his heart beat
more quickly. “I don’t understand.
Gorst was a good boy. He was never
in trouble; that’s what we all disliked
about him.”

“Except once. That day. The day
he killed himself. The day of the
cricket match. Everybody was watch-
ing the cricket, masters and boys.
‘Gorst was the only person left in the
school.”

“Yes, he was our best bowler, I re-
member. There was a lot of ill-feeling.
.« .. It came flooding back to Paul
now, but his nerves did not steady.
There was something, something
about that detention-room. . ..

“Ah!” Old Elms sighed. “I was
much criticized. Yet, how was I to
guess he would take it so much to
heart? He never seemed a particularly
sensitive boy. I had to keep discipline.
And, do you know, I can’t recall now
~why I kept him in! A decision which
-spoilt my life and ruined my school,
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and I don’t remember what it was!”

Paul suddenly burst out laughing.
“What an extraordinary thing. It has
come to me just this moment. I know
why he was kept in! And it was not
his fault! He was innocent.”

“What was it?”’ Elms asked coldly.

“The bathing-huts! Do you re-
member? We weren’t allowed to go
there? Well, I used to cut along there
for a quiet smoke. They found the
butt-ends and Gorst’s notebook, so
they thought it was him, while all the
time . .. Well, well!” He twisted his
shoulders. Perhaps this accounted for
his odd feeling? It was all his fault
that Gorst had been kept in?

Old Elms straightened up; he
looked now the real Headmaster,
authoritative and remote.

“You!” he spat, with the furious
sarcasm of his kind. “A tuppenny-
ha’penny little twister on the Stock
Exchange, you lived; whilst Gorst, the
brightest boy I had, the greatest ath-
lete. . . . No wonder he chose to die.
He saw, at that age, and felt in his
own person, the injustice of it all.”

“Oh, come now! [ say! How was
I to know, any more than you did,
that he would take it so hard? Be-
sides -

“You didn’t even remember,” Elms
went on, paying no attention. “You
didn’t even remember the boy’s death
till I reminded you. Yet, you might
say, it was all your fault.”

“I can’t see that,” Paul answered
angrily, though the fear inside grew
sharper, “How was it my fault? You
say now that Gorst was this and that,
but you didn’t think so at the time. He
was clever, yes, and a wonderful
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bowler, but nobody liked him, not
even the masters. You were all glad to
keep him off the cricket-pitch that
day, even though we lost the match.”

Old Elms sank back and passed a
sad hand over his face. “Sometimes I
am afraid you are right. There was—
something wrong with Gorst. Queer,
how one gets these feelings about
people. He never did anything, yet I
always thought. . . . Perhaps I was
pleased to catch him out. But the boy
defeated me in the end.”

Paul offered the old man a cigarette
and lit one himself. Strange, he was
thinking, clinging to the last pinnacle
of his crumbling complacency, how
crumpled schoolmasters are when
you meet them on the level. Who
would not have thought that old Elms,
Cat-o’-nine Elms, would have been so
easily detached? He was distraught;
his hands were shaking and his brains
were addled with brooding. Paul
shivered and glanced round the
gloomy study. The school and its
Head were alike—decrepit, wandering
and lost.

“You know, Jamieson,” Elms was
muttering now, “I sometimes think
that if only I could find out why that
boy killed himself. . .. You are right
about him, being kept in unjustly
would not have made him miserable;
it would have added to his self-
righteousness. If only I could clear
my mind of this worry, 1 sometimes
think, then I could still rebuild this
school, make it what it was before.”

Paul sighed uneasily. “It has got a
bit run-down.”

He saw again the unkempt drive
and the ragged playing-fields, the peel-



ing paint and that little eye of a
window winking in the sunshine.

“Why,” he asked suddenly, “if you
feel so badly about Gorst, why do
you still use that little detention-
room?”

“Eh?” Elms sat up again and asked
in a flat, curious voice: “Why do you
think we do?”

“I saw a boy looking out this after-
noon, disconsolate. Just as Gorst
must have done. You can see the
cricket [rom the window....”

The dried, leathery face of old
Elms became still more bloodless.

“We never use that room,” he said
quietly. “It’s locked up. And we've
boarded the window.”

“Boarded the window?
then >

“It's getting late.” Elms stood up,
finality in his voice. “It's very good of
you to look us up. You are the first to
come back—one of the boys who
were here before. None of the others
have ever come back. I—I have im-
mensely enjoyed your visit. I'm proud
of the man you've made. Call in
again, when you are in this part of
the world.”

It was horrible, this caricaturing of
pomposity. Paul no longer felt proud
of the praise. He shook hands hastily
and started on his way.

Half-way down the drive he
stopped and looked back. The moon
shone brightly on the house, and
showed up the little top window of
the detention-room. It was, as old
Elms had said, boarded up.

He drove quickly to his hotel and
got himself a night-cap in the bar.

“I must have imagined it this after-

But
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noon,”’ he told himself. “One sees,
after all, what one expects to see.”

But his heart went on hammering,
and the protective layers of his smug-
ness slipped away.

He had left, just as Elms suggested,
at the end of that summer term; no
doubt for the reason Elms had given,
because his parents could not approve
of a school where a Headmaster har-
ried a boy to his death.

But it had not been like that. Gorst
did not care what people thought. He
liked his martyrdom. After all, he did
not have to stay in detention. He had
only to explain that he had lent his
book to Jamieson; no need to say

more. Gorst preferred to stay in de-
tention, knowing he would be missed
on the cricket-field, savouring the
school’s defeat because he was not
there. He had insisted on staying in,
refusing, spitefully and sulkily, to

back up Paul’s explanation to old
Elms.

How silly it seemed now! Yet, at
least one man'’s life was split by it.
Old Elms was ruined. And when all
was said, Gorst himself. . ..

Once again his mind roared open,
and the room whirled with it; the bar
seemed choked with the crumbling
dust of Paul’s assurance as the last
memory clicked into place.

It was such a clever piece of or-
ganization. Jackson planned it, Jack-
son who made his mark in the war
arranging escapes from prisoner-of-
war camps. Of course, Paul thought,
seeing in his mind the small boy Jack-
son and not the picture from the
frontispiece of the books—of course,



he got his training that day of the
cricket match!

Their alibis were all worked out
most carefully. Only one boy at a
time left the field; creeping through
the shrubbery to the house, but the
whole school, pretty well, was in-
volved. Paul was one of the first to
go. He felt again the twisting squiggle
of fear as he screwed himself through
the narrow opening of the detention-
room door; he was doing something
completely unlawful.

Gorst’s hands were tied already in
neat, sailor-like knots behind his
back; the gag of sticking-plaster was
firmly in his mouth. It was Paul’s job
to tie him to a chair. This he did,
swiftly, in a most business-like way,
explaining all the while, as his in-
structions were, the reason for this
punishment.

“You wanted to stay in detention!
All right! So you shall. Bound and
gagged. You didn’t care to play in the
cricket match. All right! You need
not. You’ll be tied to this chair where
you need not see it either.”

Gorst moaned feebly through the
plaster. Paul got the sense of it.

“It is your fault you are here. I told
old Elms I left the book at the bath-
ing-huts. He didn’t believe me. He
thought we were trying to get you off
so that you could play in the match.”

Paul was away from the cricket-
field eight minutes. He was back in
his place as number six in the batting
order with plenty of time to spare.

“No one asked where you were,”
Jackson told him stiffly. “You were
here with us all the time.”

Jackson went last of all.

“He’s fixed now,” he said on his
return as he helped himself gener-
ously to cake; cricket was too or-
ganized a game for him to play. “He
is sitting on the chair with not even
his hands tied. The gag’s off. I
thought it would be too much for him
to have it on all afternoon. But he'll
have to stay put. For a time, any-
way.” |

“Why?” they had all asked.

At first Jackson would not tell
them. He never felt any need to brag.
But in the end they wormed it out of
him, and were lost in admiration.
Round Gorst’s neck was a slack rope,
but not so slack that he would slip

it off; the two ends of the rope were
tied to a beam in the ceiling.

“He's like a monkey on a stick. So
far and no farther. Let him wait for
us to release him.” ‘

“You clever little bug, Jacko,” came
the admiring chorus.

The plan had worked perfectly. It
continued so to work, except for the
catastrophe at the end.

Jackson took it upon himself to free
Gorst at the tea interval. He was to
be let out of detention then. Unfor-
tunately, Jackson left it just a few

minutes too late.
“We're for it now, fellows,” he told

them casually. Just so would he later
break the news of the upsetting of one
of his plans for escaping from prison-
camp. “I'm afraid old Elms got there
first. I saw him going in the door as
I went up the top stairs. We’ll have
to operate the alibis. Gorst will split

on us.”
They operated the alibis. After all,
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they regarded the police as only a
milder form of Elmsian authority.
What a little tick Gorst was to make
such a song and dance, complaining
to the police!

“We did not hurt him,” Jackson
pointed out to his fellow conspirators.
“We were very careful with our
knots.”

On both sides there was a wicked
conspiracy of silence.

The day of the cricket match was
the last day of the term, so when they
learnt afterwards from relations and
the newspapers that Gorst had

hanged himself, not one of them con-
nected it with his tying up.

Only now, sitting in the new illu-
mination of the bar, Paul saw. Gorst
had committed his last act of sulky
defiance, his greatest folly, so deter-
mined was he to spite his own face.
Hoping to get his tormentors into
trouble by doing himself some injury,
he must have flung himself off that
chair, not realizing how good those
knots had been,

So, waiting disconsolately for the
boys who never came back, he stayed
there, in detention for eternity.




THE BLACK STRAND
LAXTON

ALWYN

) LIKED BEING on the job with
iR ! Spider J. His real name—
) 28 B, Detective Inspector Jarrard

ki B BR —Was seldom heard at H.Q.
4 Bl Among us it was always
¥ = B, Spider J., the spinner of

mml webs—reticules that had a

way of implicating the unhappy in-
formant, whether he was unsuspect-
ing or wary. Recently there’d been
grey tufts showing above his ears,
and the eyes appeared more like
streaks than ever, though still with
effective margin, as you found when

he toughened on a suspect.

It seems that Mrs. Jebb, her cheeks
stinging with the night frost, had come
in about eleven-thirty and gone
straight up to the lounge, where the
lights showed that her husband was
still up. Quietly opening the door, she
twiggled the switch—her way of an-
nouncing bedtime, but possibly just a
little to annoy him too. The light
went out—in—out—in. Then she saw
him.

She stood, numbed by increasing
shock. His head was caught under the
big, shining lid of the grand piano,
throat hard down on the broad ledge,
and left arm extended alongside the
hinged stick. The other arm dangled
grotesquely. His knees hung, just
skimming the floor.

Tension broke in her. She went
with a rush to seize the lid. Under the
impact the piano shook and the dang-
ling arm swayed. She ran from the
room with a scream of terror,
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Across the landing the library door
swung open and Violet Jebb stood
staring at her mother. Behind her was
the tall figure of Eric Saunders, her
fiance, coming up as quickly as his
sophisticated bent would allow.
Downstairs, Chauffeur Wilson darted
out from somewhere, half-undressed.

Mrs. Jebb stammered hysterically
the words, “It’s ” and “He's—"
then passed out on her daughter’s
shoulder.

“Stay with your mother, Violet,”
Eric ordered, and, nodding to Wilson,
said, “We'll go.”

We arrived only minutes after the
family doctor. Assistant Brown's part
of the take-over included instructions
to the cameraman and my standby
order to a constable.

Spider J. did some initial question-
ing, then said, vexedly, “Pity you had
to raise that lid, Doctor. I'd have liked
a picture, just as you found things.
How long do you make it since he
died?™

“I'd say within an hour from the
time I got here—about twelve.,”

“What did he die of?”

“Strangulation.”

“Stunned first, wouldn't you say?
Then a slow pressure.” Spider .
walked over and tapped the hd.
“There’s no weight here to keep down
a child. You didn’t notice anything—
odd, as though moved before you
came?"”

The question seemed to surprise the



doctor. His eyes widened, but then
instantly shut with an accompanying
gulp as the camera flashed. Recover-
ing, he said with a trace of irritation,
“I think not.”

“Okay, okay,” reassured the de-
tective, “merely verifying what came
over the phone from ” He turned
enquiringly to Eric, then to Wilson.

“That’s right,” Eric said. ‘I phoned.
As I told you, we left everything just
as we found it.”

Spider I. looked at the body. “The
wise decision., Circumstances being
very obvious to you?” he said, turn-
ing up his eyes with a hint of mistrust.

Eric said shortly, “That it was a
police case—yes."”

But Spider J. was looking at the
body again and seemed not to hear.
From it, his eyes moved slowly along
to his feet, back again to where the
body was, along to his feet again,
then back, then along again. His
action produced an occult silence in
the room, every eye following, back
and fore—except the eyes of Eric
Saunders, who regarded the proceed-
Ing in silent hauteur.

It 1s at such times that I am watch-
ful, my hundred and eighty-one
pounds tingling for quick action. A
dart to the door; a hand stealing to a
pocket. . ..

Spider J. looked up suddenly and
asked the doctor, “How’'s Mrs. Jebb?”
and we let our breaths go.

“Asleep by now, I expect. I gave
her an injection.”

“She pretty bad?”

“Shaken.”

‘May ] speak with her by morn-
ing? "
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“I should think so.”

And there was Miss Jebb and the
housegirl too, he wanted to see. He
turned to the cameraman. “Got all
six?” he asked him.

“Seven,” sald the man, shooting a
solemn squint over to Brown, who in
turn shot one across to Spider, on
seeing which he, as though on an
afterthought, nodded. Then, pointing
to the patch of carpet in front of him,
he said, “Now give me a close-up just
here.” |

The man adjusted his lens, knelt on
one knee, and flashed. Spider stooped
and picked some small thing from the
patch. This he placed between the
pages of his notebook, and addressed
Wilson. “You’d swear it was Miss
Jebb you heard in the kitchen?”
Wilson blinked nervously. *“Yes,
sir.”

Then to Eric he said, “Was Mrs.
Jebb with you, then?”

“The ladies left together. Mrs. Jebb
went out to post some letters.”

“Alone!” came Spider J. in his
quick way.

Saunders grimaced back at him.
“She’s got a large dog,” he said with
a clear supercilious ring.

“And you said before, that you saw
or heard nothing!"

“Nothing suspicious. There was—
the clock.”

Exhibitionism bordering on im-
pertinence goes badly with me. But
in the force we have a reputation,
though 1ts maintenance may put
heavy demands on our powers of
restraint.

Spider J. nodded to Brown to carry



on. There were prints to take; the
body to remove. ...

“And that is a possible first clue.”
Spider J. handed the lens over and
looked past his assistant thought-
fully. Brown examined what proved
to be a fragment of black worsted
about three-quarters of an inch long.

“You'll forgive me, but I make of
it innocent wear-and-tear,” countered
. Brown. “No sign of a fresh break
either end.”

“There’d been a vacuum cleaner
there only hours before. You noticed
that?”

Brown’s lips pouted dubiously.
“Dropped since., Not much to go on
there. Nothing on the piano lid, you
said?” |

“Nothing. Saunders raised it for the
doc. Then the dead man’s prints, and
—strangely—all over the place.
Genuine, of course—our man’s no
fool. . . . Well, I hope the old lady’s
fit to talk.”

As we sped outwards against the
morning traffic, a glum silence fell on
our little party. The beginning of a
case—a morass of speculation beset
with nagging possibilities. We knew
enough to leave Spider J. to his
thoughts. It was as we turned in by
the gates of the big house that he
spoke.

“My uncle was a fiscal,” he said.
“He always deplored having to spend
half his life getting people to talk. He
died when he was fifty-eight.”

Mrs. Jebb sat snifling and dabbing
ber eyes every few moments with a
little crépe-de-Chine handkerchief.
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“I shall not keep you, Mrs. Jebb,"”
began Spider. “You found your hus-
band about eleven-forty. Who had
you supposed was last with him?”

“It would be Violet and Eric. I
heard the piano. Then they came into
the library.”

“And your husband remained
alone?”

“He would be.”

“What time was that?”

“On eleven. They always have tea
in the library then, before Eric goes.”

“Would your husband be likely to
handle the lid of the piano?”

“Oh yes. He liked to have it open
and lean with his elbows on the
ledge.”

“Under the lid. Was he—slightly
deaf perhaps?”

As she looked up at him, her face,
untll now expressionless, relaxed. In
8 voice, faint with emotion, she said,
“He liked to watch the things—those
hammer-things—especially when Mr.
Arnot was playing.” She stopped to
dab her eyes again.

“Mr, Arnot? Who is Mr. Arnot?”

But she was sobbing silently and
not hearing. Suddenly she wailed
aloud, breaking down completely.

He helped her to the door.

I was Instructed to call Miss Jebb
to her mother, and as I moved off
Spider called, “And 1 want to see
Miss Evans.™

Plump, pretty Martha Evans,
housemaid, told him that Mr, Jebb
was a ‘“good, kind man" and that she
sometimes asked him “things.”

“Such as?” Spider coaxed, kindly.

She was silent while the lids of her
eyes fluttered restlessly. Then her



speech came hurriedly with inter-
mittent stops. “It was when Mr. Arnot
started giving her music, and she
didn't know—about him, Ilike. I
gshowed him a photo we'd had—the
two of us.”

“Shall we try to straighten that out
& bit? Who's Arnot?”

“Bob—Mr. Arnot—that gives Miss
Violet music.”

“Teaches her to play?”

Martha nodded. The inspector
made a note,

“You said something about a
photo?”

“It was the two of us. Arnot and
me.”

Spider J. pondered. “And you
showed this photo——?’

“To Mr. Jebb; he kept it,” she be-
gan excitedly, but stopped as her
hand went to her mouth.

“I see. You and this Arnot are—
friendly?”

The eyelids were going again. She
turned away her head and said in a
low voice, “Not now.”

“And that was why you went to
Mr. Jebb. He was kindly, fatherly,
gave you advice. Now, when did you
show him this photo?”

“Yesterday morning.”

The detective seemed in doubt as to
whether to question her further. His
‘eyes shrank to lines as he searched her
face. Then, abruptly dropping his
genial manner, he said sternly, “That’s
-all, Miss Evans.”
~ Violet was still with her mother.
Spider said to her, we’ll have a talk
-later, Miss Jebb. Tell me just one thing
:B0ow. Where does Mr. Arnot live?”

1
Y
o

Ef There was the semblance of a start.
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Then she smiled. “My music master?
Er—North Road—fourteen. You do
pry into things! He wasn’t here yester-
day.”

An hour later we returned to H.Q.
A report lay on the desk and Spider
immediately became absorbed.
Brown, who had been sent to check
up on Arnot, bustled into the office
shortly afterwards. “You needn’t
worry about that photo,” he said. “It’s
definitely the wrong tree. He was
playing in a dance band. Three Arch
Hall.”

“Not so far from the house,”
Spider mused aloud, without raising
his eyes from the report.

The assistant grinned. “Not that
way out, sir. We did phone the hall-
keeper.”

IIAnd? 9%

“Arnot was there from eight till
two.”

The inspector seemed in no way
disturbed by this information. He
tapped his pencil on the report saying,
“The mark of the blow corresponds
with where the lid would have bhit
him.” Then he threw down his pencil
and sat back. “Brown, if you were
leaning on a piano, where would you
expect your feet to be?”

Brown considered this in silence.

Spider continued. “Both of Jebb’s
toecaps left an imprint on the carpet
twenty-eight inches out from the
plano.”

Brown stepped back the distance,
dropped forward from the hips so
that his elbows hit the desk with a
thump. Tall and lanky, with a big
head that rocked loosely, he looked



just then like a hinged puppet jolted
into shape. He said, *“Natural
enough.”

Spider J. hissed. “Your opinion of
what is natural would hold—so long
as your back felt like remaining in
one piece. In less than a minute you’'ll
want to draw in one foot—forward.
Try 1t! It’s what the murderer evi-
dently didn’t. He dragged the uncon-
scious man to the piano—in a hurry.”
Spider paused to rummage through
his notebook. “Saunders was Ieft
alone 1n the library for fifteen
minutes. . . . And here’s something
from the old lady”—he turned back
some pages—"* ‘They wanted to marry
but my husband thought her too
young.” John Jebb had money,
Brown. I wonder,” he added, putting
a match to his pipe, “would Saunders
be the only one.”

“You mean—Wilson?”

The inspector shook his head. “I'm
not wasting my time there,” he said.

“Harping back on Arnot?”

“I'm having his place searched.”

“But the alibi!”

I saw on the inspector that con-
tracted-jaw look I knew so well. Dog-
gedness, unwavering pursuit after a
notion, coupled with an angler’s
patience for the pull-in. As one pos-
sessed, he withdrew the pipe from his
mouth and studied the stem. “You’ll
be interested to know that the photo’s
missing, and, discovery number two,
specks of black worsted were found
lodged in the dead man’s finger-
nalls,” he said.

That evening I accompanied the in-
spector as he mounted the soft car-
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peted stairway and rapped on the
library door.

“Come 1n,” came the voices of Eric
and Violet.

“Sorry to break in on you,” said
Spider J., entering. I stood by the
door while he drew a chair opposite
their couch,

“How are the proceedings? Any
suspects?” Violet offered the box of
cigarettes.

“Thanks, no,” Spider said lightly
with a gesture that spoke for both of
us. Then, in abruptly changed tone, he
put his first question.

“I understand that Robert Arnot,
as well as giving you piano lessons,
often played for your father. Would
he be—shall we say—sufficiently
acquainted, to be treated as a guest?”

“He knows us well enough to drop
in here any night for tea at eleven,”
Violet answered, adding significantly,
“And he doesn’t refuse a cigarette.”

Her airiness, a little forced,
vanished at the next question.

“Further than the relationship of
master and pupil, were there other
relations between you and Robert

Arnot?”

“Now wait a moment,” cried Eric.

Spider motioned him silent, “Miss
Jebb?” |

She was sitting bolt upright, her
pale cheeks suddenly a burning crim-
son. “But I don’t know what you
mean; I—] shall not answer you!
What a question!”

“Laughable—if not damned im-
pertinent!” retorted Eric.

“Let’s cut the redundancy, what do
you say?” said the inspector. “What



kind of clothes does Arnot usually
wear?”

They exchanged glances, as though
in silent recognition of some stand-
ing joke, then turned to him with
amused interest. Eric grinned.

“Come!” Spider said sharply. “You
can answer that one, Light? Dark?
Tweeds?”

“Well,” said Violet, “matter of fact,
he’s rather oddly dressed. Brown
wind-cheater and flannels—rather
bagg "

“Straggly hair,” put in Eric.
“Plays the piano with a filleted back—
you know, vertical pillow style. Real
artist touch ”

His satire withered out on the air
of the room, which in the inspector’s
presence seemed to have turned solid,
constraining, holding everything still.

The inspector’s eyes had never left
Violet. He continued, “Your father
was proud of his piano. Liked to wait
on after you—or Arnot—had been
playing, strumming one-finger style.
Had a mannerism of tapping absently
too, on the woodwork "’

Violet burst into sobs.

“Must you bring it all so close?”
Eric muttered grimly, his levity quite
gone now.

Spider J. swung round on him.
“You knew this too?”

“Of course.”

“And Arnot?™

“Almost certainly.”

In the cold semi-darkness of Three
Arch Hall, we followed the keeper, a
filing trio, up to a small gallery. There,
under a dusty sheet the ghost of a
grand piano revealed its shape. A
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drum-set, a double-bass and other
musical instruments lay about, left by
the players like dead things that had
lived. The keeper switched the lights
on. Under a row of dark shades there
appeared music-stands and a “mike,”
standing skeleton-like, each within a
cone of glowing air-dust.

“What does the pianist use for
light?>” |

The keeper threw back the sheet
and opened the piano. A concealed
light shone on the music-desk.

Spider J. edged between the key-
board and the back wall, sat down on
the stool, and ran his thumb along
the sharp protruding edge of the worn
keys. From his position he surveyed
the scene around him, then said, **So,
when the main lights of the hall go
out, only these music-stands are seen?
The faces of the musicians are in-
visible?”

“That’s about it, sir, 'cept for the
‘mike.” You'd see the crooner.”

The two detectives next examined
the programme of the dance. Night
Waters was a popular waltz, the last
of a group of dances before the inter-
val and timed for eleven o’clock, but
was usually some minutes late.
Coloured spot-lights, replacing the
main lights, played on the dancers.

“Do you happen to know if Mr.
Arnot was at the piano then?” asked
Spider J. |

The keeper surprised them by a
broad grin—apparently the signal for
a spontaneous burst of informative
tattle. “It’s Piano Solo, sir! Arnot
himself. He was practising it all after-
noon too. That’s what surprised me. I
shouted up when he’d (finished,



‘You're fair havin’ a go, Bob,’ I said,
and he looked at me, cross like, as
though he didn’t like it—bein’ dis-
turbed, that is. Then he started up all
over again.”

Spider J. broke in irritably. *What’s
this?** he said, kicking at a heavy box
under the piano.

“Case full of music, sir. I just give
him a lift up here with it yesterday.
He'd had it away ‘sortin’ it out,’ he
told me—"

But the Inspector was moving to
the door, sullenly studying his watch,
and it was Brown who waited to
listen. There was that about Spider’s
gait as he led the way downstairs that
revealed a mood best respected by
stlence.

We were half-way back to the office
before either detective spoke. Then
Spider J. said, “Brown, your silence
isn’t soothing. Damn it, Brown! But
you see, we've to fit the black strand
in, Saunders was a visitor: couldn’t
have changed from his grey suit. Wil-
son possesses nothing with black in
it. Besides there’s that extra picture
you got—that seventh. Smart, that,
All three faces square and proper.
But”—he shook his head distrustfully
—*“only genuine curiosity expressed
on all three.

“So you’d better share my head-
ache over Arnot. Look at it this way.
A hundred people or more knew that
Arnot must be at the piano precisely
at a certain time. Precisely then,
therefore, he'd fix things—if con-
ceivably possible—to be elsewhere.
And there’s motive. That Violet girl’s
in love with him—it was the one ques-
tion she refused to answer, Now meet
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up with this. Arnot jits Martha
Evans. Jebb gets hold of their photo.
He's murdered. The photo disap-
pears.”

Brown was silent unti] we pulled up
outside H.Q. Then, with hand on the
door lever, he began in his practical
way. “There’s the stubborn fact that
(a), it was piano solo—Arnot himself,
as the keeper testified; (b), if Arnot
employed a deputy there would be the
risk of suspicion on that deputy’s
part; (c), the risk of the dancers’ de-
tection of that deputy—they say no
two players are alike—different—
what i1s 1t?—touch. I'm afraid, sir, I
haven’t your visional facility. I'm
tethered on fact (a).”

On the fourth day after the murder
Robert Arnot reported at the Police
Station. He wore a light overcoat,
was hatless, with a dark crop that
straggled in wisps on a pale chubby
face. He was at once ushered to an
inner room where the detectives sat
comparing notes. Quite composed, he
sat limp with his hands in his coat
pockets, giving his name- and other
formal information promptly in a
quiet voice.

Assistant Brown wrote on a slip
and passed it to his superior. There
was a pause while the lafter read.
Then settling in his chair, Spider J.
began.

“Mr. Arnot, on the afternoon of
the day that John Jebb was murdered
—murdered,” he repeated as Arnot
darted him a look, “you were practis-
ing the music that you were to play
that night-—solo piano, I believe?”

“] was.”



“You played it over twice—the
second time, shorter, I think—with a
silence between?”

“All very natural.”

“Quite. You wished everything to
be exactly as it would be at night—
first play over, pause, then short
encore?”’

Arnot chuckled. “You have 1ma-
gination. Yes. The rehearsal 1s ‘full
dress,” so to speak. All celebrities do
that.” He laughed with an air of mock
conceit.

“Everything as it would be,” re-
peated the inspector, “Even to the
careful timing of the silence be-
tween?’’ Spider shot him a look from
those grey streaks as though this last
point was a matter for dispute.

Arnot returned the look but said
nothing.

Spider continued. “When one is
counting the seconds, Mr. Arnot, one
does not like to be disturbed—by, say,
a hallkeeper shouting interruptions
such as ‘You'’re fair having a go’ or
words to that effect?”

Arnot drew up. “What’s this? What
the devil are you driving at?” He
looked from one to the other of the
two detectives. “McLean did, in fact,
shout up. I gave him a look—to shut
up.”

uw'hy?n

With a gesture of irritation, Arnot’s
hands leapt from his pockets and
slapped the arms of his chair. “I was
annoyed!” he cried. “Can’t you
realize? When your mind’s on a
thing——"

Spider’s voice broke 1n firmly,
“Hadn’t you a particular reason,” he
sald, silencing Arnot with the sheer
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welght of his words, “for giving only
a look—not shouting back? Or even
speaking? There had to be asilence?”

There came over Arnot a kind of
angry halt—as though jarred by a
blow from an unexpected angle. His
lips pursed. A moment later he leaned
back nonchalantly, answering in a
tone of complete indifference, “I don’t
in the least know what you’re talking
about.”

Spider J. made notes, glanced again
at the little slip handed him by Brown,
and changed the topic. “The hall is
cold during the day. Do you practise
playing the piano sometimes—often
—with your overcoat on?”

Arnot looked at him incredulously,
then sighed resignedly, saying, “The
answer, sir, 1S ‘Yes.” Look, I've been
summoned here for questioning. 1
hate wasting time. But I suppose your
—methods”’—he gibed the word—
“demand it. For heaven’s sake, cut 1t
all you can. I'll answer briefly—in
monosyllables when possible.”

The fellow was clever, Spider licked
his lips; then bit it. “Be brief by all
means. But, to resume ” he said,
leaning forward as he fingered the
cuffs of Arnot’s overcoat, the sleeves
of which extended beyond those of
the wind-cheater underneath. “That
would account for this?” he sug-
gested, indicating the worn under-
part of the cuff. “It would touch—er
—rub on the keys perhaps?”

Arnot shook his head. The gesture
did not imply a negative, but an ex-
pression of utter incredulity at pro-
ceedings that were growing crazily
red-tape. Disdainfully he said, “I{

would.”




“And in the evening you wear—
evening dress?”

“We don that ridiculous garb. One
must make a living.”

Spider nodded over to Brown.
“And now—Mr. Arnot,” he said in-
vitingly, as one might who had spread
for his visitor a net from which there
could be no escape.

Brown opened a press in which
there was a recorder, and switched on.

Arnot looked curious. “And have I
said something terrible that I'm to
hear again?”™

There were muffled sounds coming
from the loudspeaker. Then for a long
time, nothing but the faint hum of the
mechanism. Suddenly, the opening of
a door—a loud slam—faint voices of
a man in conversation with a woman,
“Tell him I'm busy.” “He wants to
see you. Shall I show him up?” “No.
Tell him to wait. I'll be down in five
minutes” — door closed —a long
silence.

Spider turned to Arnot. ‘“Your big
mistake,” he said.

A trace of fear showed on Arnot’s
face, but he acted well. “I'm afraid I
don’t understand,” he said in a voice
that bore every trace of sincerity.

“Surprising! Allow me, then.” The
detective’s tone, and something about
the way he leaned over the desk as he
spoke, told me that it was now about
check-mate.

“You made your big mistake when
you ran out the tape to obliterate the
music of Night Waters which you re-
corded on that afternoon. The only
way to wipe off a recording is to set
the machine for re-recording—a very
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natural arrangement, for who would
erase a recording except to make an-
other? During that run-out your land-
lady entered unexpectedly. You
slammed the lid of the box—your
music-case—in which the recorder
was hidden. That was unnecessary,
but you were probably excited. The
voices we heard were your landlady’s
and your own.”

One could not have told, except for
a minute tightening of the facial
muscles, that Arnot’s resources were
thoroughly shaken.

“One of the most important imple-
ments for the motorist,”” Spider con-
tinued, “is a large spanner. Yet it was
the one tool that was missing from
the tool-set of your car, And per-
haps,” he added, carefully reaching
for a slip of clear paper, “you can
identify this.”

On the paper lay the black strand
of worsted.

The two men looked at it. Then
glared up at each other.

“It came from your dinner-jacket.
We found the exact place—the worn,
under-part of the cuff, from which, I
suggest, it fell when the late John
Jebb clutched at you,” said Spider J.

There was a pause.

Arnot had gone deathly white.
There was a trickle of cold sweat
down the side of his face.

“Robert Arnot,” said Spider J., with
a stern look, “I arrest you .

But Robert Arnot neither heard
nor saw. His neck and torso muscles
were loosening in jumps.

I caught him as he rolled, swoon-
ing, from his chair.




THE SLAVE DETECTIVE

THE CASE OF THE HIDDEN TABLET

WALLACE NICHOLS
Ilustrated by J. Ramsey Wherrett
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N\ ERTINAX HAD NOT been in
E\ the imperial saddle for
74 more than ten days or
Yfiso—and to Rome’s cost
N he was not to be there
B\ A] for more than eighty-
six altogether! —when he
sent for the Slave Detective.

“My position, Sollius, is more diffi-
cult than splendid: I am only a
nominee, and that of ruffians; but my
aim being to restore order and de-
cency to the Empire after the un-
speakable crimes of Commodus, I am
not likely to be over-popular with my
sponsors.”

- Sollius nodded, and waited. He
partly guessed what was to come.

“For the moment,” the Emperor
pursued, “the Pr®torians remain my
backers, and I do not fear conspiracy
among them—yet. But I fear conspir-
acy. There 1s no sacred majesty about
a man elected by the whim of a brutal
and greedy soldiery, so my first
enemies will be among the honest
men—among those, ironically, whom
I would reign to benefit. But they will
not believe, Commodus inured them
to tyranny; the imperial power has
seemed not a protection but a menace.
This tablet,” he added abruptly, “was
found in my private apartment last
night.”

* ‘A dagger 1s in wait for the sup-
planter!’ > Sollius read aloud.
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“I can think of no one,” com-
mented the Emperor, shaking his
head, “who does not breathe more
freely because Commodus is dead. It
had come to the pass where he had
no friends, only terrified sycophants.
Even the Praztorians, kept in humour
by constant donations, turned upon
him at last.”

“And the gladiators?” suggested
Sollius,

“They, too, must be relieved. To be
honoured by a bout with the Emperor
meant that the Emperor must win—
and his opponent die. Even his favour
was a form of disciplined suicide. No,
Sollius, his constant companions have
breathed the most freely of all since
his murder. Only Commodus’s wife
has lost position, and they say she is
heavily in debt.”

“You wish me to find the writer?”
asked Sollius, retaining the tablet.

“I command it,” sald Pertinax with
a smile.

“Why,” asked Sollius, eyeing the
Emperor directly, “were you chosen
by the Pratorians to succeed Com-
modus? You were not, I fully believe,
privy to their plot.”

“I thank you for that belief,” re-
plied Pertinax. I can only think that
they considered I would make an ex-
cellent cat’s-paw, and carry the Senate
and the Romans with me as a re-
putedly honest man. I shall not be
anyone'’s cat’s-paw, Sollius, but I must



not be in too great a hurry to let
Laetus and his fellow officers know
that!”

“Have you any suspicion, Majesty,
how the tablet came in your apart-
ment?” Sollius asked.

“None; I merely found it.”

“Lucius shall mingle with the palace
slaves. He may get something, O
Augustus, that neither you, nor I,
could.”

“I leave it in your hands, my
friend,” said the Emperor, and the
audience closed.

I

“It is difficult to see,” said Sollius
to Lucius, his assistant, “how anyone
can be seeking to avenge the hated
Commodus. It was his very favourites
who killed him!™

“Is it some man deprived of being
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the new favourite he had hoped to
be?” suggested Lucius.

“That certainly will have to be well
sifted. Any man may have the vanity
that he can ride a tiger! But it could,”
Sollius continued, *be more political
than that. I am thinking of the
frontiers. The three main frontier
armies of the Empire are those of
Britain, Pannonia and Syria. Each
has an ambitious general, and with
the central authority weakened—as it
always is—by assassination, the field
may seem open.”

“Who are the three?” Lucius asked.

“Clodius Albinus in Britain; Pes-
cennius Niger in Syria; Septimius
Severus in Pannonia.”

“Will they have heard yet of events
so recent?”

“They’ll have their spies in Rome,
and spies send news quickly,” replied
Sollius with a grimace. “The first



the haughty Mallia Scantilla, has lost
a necklace of rubies, and the wife of
the richest man in Rome is as mad as

thing—for I am playing blindly,
Lucius, so far, with no clues concern-
ing this tablet whatever! —is to find

out what I can about the spies of
Albinus, Niger and Severus. Grati-
anus, no doubt, has knowledge of
them, even if he leaves them alone.
What have you, meanwhile, learnt
from the imperial slaves?”

“Nothing, Sollius. The tablet could
have been left by anyone during any
of the crowded audiences.”

The Slave Detective limped away
to see Gratianus at once.’

“Oh, ves,” said the City Prefect. “I
know the spies of Niger, Severus and
Albinus. They are not exactly
watched, but we know what they are:
three fairly harmless men who just
keep their ears open for the Roman
gossip to send their masters, Bauto
the Pannonian, Vercingo the Briton,
and Abraxas, an Asiatic Greek.
Actually they are friends, and meet
constantly in a particular tavern. We
watch it, yes, but it is all very open,
their spying: they are more agents
than conspirators. Their real business
is to warn their masters, in advance,
of any rumour of being superseded.
In a reign like that of Commodus it
was a wise precaution! What are you
after?”” he asked curiously, but
Sollius shook his head: his commis-
sion from the Emperor was $ecret.

“Where is this tavern?”

“In the Via Gabiniana—7T he Three
Cranes. 1 hope you’ve a good
stomach, for it has a foul stench,”
laughed Gratianus, and then sighed.
“I hope your case—whatever it is—
will be closed soon. I may need your
help myself. Didius Julianus’s wife,
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a jilted beauty!”

111

A few uneven steps led down from
the cobbled, narrow Via Gabiniana
into the tavern of The Three Cranes,
and Sollius and Lucius found them-
selves suddenly in a dull, smoky light,
for the single torch, slanting out from

an iron sconce upon one of the walls

of baked clay, gave off almost as
much smoke as illumination. Set
against the middle of the wall oppo-
site to the doorway stood the kitchen
furnace, and to either side of it, mor-
ticed into the wall itself, were two
large urns, likewise of baked clay;
there were thus four of these urns,
and they contained certain cold foods
prepared in advance for such cus-
tomers as might be too much in haste
to have anything cooked for them.
Running in front of both urns and
furnace was a long wooden table be-
hind which an elderly woman, dirty
and hook-nosed, was busied with
culinary matters, for the tavern served
an ordinary each night.

To one side of the furmace, and
leading down behind it, was a short
flight of worn stone steps which
entered a cave-like, rough-hewn
cellar. Here, on a shelf, burned a clay
lamp, making visible many a great
wine-jar and amphora, together with
various utensils such as earthenware
cups, cone-shaped vases, ladles,
scoops and measures. Under the wine-
jars lay a sprinkling of fine sand.



From hooks In the smoke-grimed
ceiling of the room itself hung a num-
ber of salted and drying hams, to-
gether with two huge rounded
cheeses, each suspended by strong
rushes run through its centre; there
were also three or four baskets made
of closely woven fennel, containing
mysterious commodities not visible
to the curious eye. Benches stood
along the walls, and a few plain stools
were disposed about a rough table in
the middle. The hardness of some of
the benches and stools was softened
by faded and half-split cushions,
crimson and vyellow, yet so dirty as
to be hardly distinguishable, the one
hue from the other, and stuffed with
reeds.

Besides its visible characteristics
The Three Cranes possessed others of
no less particularity: its smells, for
instance, The general, or basic, odour
appeared to be a compound of stale
wine and garlic; but others seemed
like veins, or brief distillations, of
sharpnesses and sournesses, both
single and intermixed, which were
wafted, now here, now there, as the
chance of the draught from the open
door might carry them. In spite of the
air from the street, the atmosphere in-
side remained close and unwhole-
some. Dirt had silted everywhere;
bugs everywhere disported. But noth-
ing of all this seemed to nauseate in
any way the company which Sollius
and Lucius found gathered there.

It was impossible at first to distin-
guish in the smoky light one from
another, but after they had seated
themselves at the table, as though in
wait for the serving of the ordinary,

they were gradually able to take note
of their neighbours. The conversation
soon showed what they were: a
cobbler, a bath-attendant, a money-
changer, better dressed than the
others, a grizzled ex-legionary and
an itinerant seller of philtres. On the
money-changer’s knees sat a painted
dancing-girl, and a boy flute-player
was making desultory music by him-
self in a corner. At the door stood a
huge, brown African who had nar-
rowly scrutinized them as they had
entered, but said nothing. His occupa-
tion seemed to be watching the street.
None of the three men they sought
was there. Sollius was certain of that,
for Gratianus had given him a de-
tailed description of each.

The tavern-keeper came suddenly
out of the cellar, where he had been
filling a large, eared amphora with
wine. He set it down with his two
hands on the table, and then stared
at his two latest guests. The little eyes
in the puffy flesh of his face were
suspicious,

“Don’t know vyou,” he said, still
staring. “New customers, eh? I serve
the best here, though not peacocks,”
he guffawed. *“Patience, gentlemen,
we only wait for a full table, and then
you can stuff your bellies.”

As he spoke, a man, young, in a
stained cloak, and swayingly drunk,
entered at the door. He steered a
cautious way towards one of four
empty places at the table opposite
Sollius, and stared at the Slave De-
tective with a sullen, brooding gaze.
More notice might have been taken
of him had not three other men
almost immediately entered at his



hecls. After these had taken the re-
malning seats, the tavern-keeper
orossed to his wife, rubbing his fat
bands with satisfaction. The African
seemed to have relaxed his vigil on
the arrival of the three and, crossing
to the table, began to pour wine from
the amphora into the cups of all pre-
sent.

“What have you for us,” called out
one of the newcomers to the tavern-
keeper, who grinned, and without
comment placed before each of his
guests a dish which contained various
small cuts of goat meat skewered with
sprigs of myrtle and fortified with
garlic and asafcetida.

“The usual goat,” grunted the
money-changer. “l always distrust
these myrtle-skewered meats. Good
meat needs nothing to make it look
better than it i1s. I warn you: if this
goat's flesh i1s tainted, you get no
money from me.”

“You know very well, Moschio,”
said the tavern-keeper surlily, *“that I
never give any but ‘Greek’ credit,”
which meant that he never gave credit
at all.

The other dishes which the tavern-
keeper took from his wife to place be-
fore his customers held coarse peas
boiled in a great quantity of water,
raw cabbage reeking with vinegar,
and beets tempered with a sauce made
of pepper and sour wine, The dancing-
girl had by now slipped from the
knees of Moschio, and had begun to
dance voluptuously but ungracefully
to the music of the flute-boy. Nobody
took any notice of her.

Sollius and Lucius did their best to
eat the fare provided. Still, however
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crude the cooking, the goat’s flesh was
at least nor tainted, and they could
make a pretence of appetite. The wine
was surprisingly good. While eating,
Sollius kept the three men i1n whom
he was interested under surreptitious
observation. They seemed to him
almost characterless and ordinary.
None of them, he felt sure, could have
penetrated into the Emperor’s palace
at any of the public audiences—un-
less considerably disguised. Or was
their present outward appearance a
disguise? The Briton was short and
wiry; the Pannonian tall and burly;
the Asiatic Greek slim and lithe. Their
garments were neat, though of the
poorest quality.

Little talk had taken place during
the meal, and only the dancing of the
painted girl and the melancholy flute-
playing of the boy gave the passing
moments a background. But when
hunger had been satisfied, and the
wine-cups were refilled, the three men
in whom Sollius was principally in-
terested began to converse together
under their breath. The Briton sat in



the middle, and the two others leant
across him as they talked. Each spoke
Latin with an accent peculiar to him-
self. At the same time the drunken
young man began a tortuous conver-
sation with his left-hand neighbour,
Moschio, the money-changer. They
spoke, Sollius noted as he caught a
word or two here and there, in Greek.

Suddenly the drunken young man
broke off, rose, and lurched across to
where the tavern-keeper, his wife and
the African were idly iIn talk. He
spluttered a few words, and then re-
turned to his place. The African im-
mediately closed the door into the
street, fastening it noisily with heavy
chains. The Pannonian, the Briton
and the Asiatic Greek looked round,
startled.

“What is the matter, my friends?”
hoarsely asked the Pannonian.

“We have a spy here,” said the
drunken young man, and pointed a
shaking finger at Sollius. “I know his
face. He 1s the slave they call The
Slave Detective,”

Consternation set the whole table
agape.

“Thunder of the
Moschio, half rising.

Sollius gave a swift glance at the
three agents of the frontier generals.
They seemed hardly interested; cer-
tainly they were not perturbed: while
Moschio and the young man in the
cloak undoubtedly were. Sollius
shivered. Had he made a mistake and
was he about to pay for it?

“To the door!”™ he whispered to
Lucius,

They rose quickly, and backed
away from the table. Lucius alone

Gods!” cried
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was armed, and he drew the small
stabbing-sword that he wore. With a
bound the African forestalled them
and reached the door first, and he had
a long, thin, carving-knife in his hand.

“Kill them! Have them killed,
Falco!” cried Moschio to the young
man beside him, who now stood be-
side the table, and his drunkenness
and his cloak fell from him together.
He was dressed underneath in a
slave’s plain tunic, but the material
of it was rich—no slave’s garment,
that!

“Wait!” Falco bade the African.
“Let us get from him first what he
knows, and how he knows it.”

(“I should have seen he wasn’t
drunk!” muttered Sollius in self-
reproach.)

“Speak, fellow!"” cried Falco.

“Who betrayed us?” demanded
Moschio fiercely.

The three spies sat perfectly still,
watching. The old legionary rose,
caught up a knife from the table, and
stepped stiffly towards Sollius and
Lucius.

“A soldier of Rome,” he muttered,
“won’t help murder,” and he ranged
himself beside Sollius, but the African
leapt at him from the back, his long
knife in his hand.

The old legionary had no chance at
all, and fell, and the African was
about to plunge his knife into him
when a loud, heavy knocking struck
the door., Everything was stilled in an
instant.

“Open!” cried a loud voice. “Open
in the name of Rome!”

The tavern-keeper, shaking and
white, motioned to the African, who



hastened to remove the chain and pull
the door wide. At once Gratianus and
four men of the City Cohort entered,
and halted just over the threshold.

“I wondered if you'd get into
trouble,” said Gratianus, smiling,
“and decided to come here myself.
We can always find a few stray birds
in new places.”

His eye roved over the company.
In the smoky shadows, hardly dis-
tinguishable for anyone’s in par-
ticular, Sollius saw a hand hover
momentarily over the now empty
amphora. Falco, the three spies and
Moschio were all in a bunch together
at the spot, standing, staring, aghast
at the turn of events. The dancing-
girl had run to the flute-boy, and both
were whimpering in the farthest
corner,

“Did you see?”” murmured Sollius,
nudging Lucius.

“I saw the Briton whispering to the
Pannonian,” Lucius answered, a little
puzzled at the question.

“They were quite near, yes,” said
Sollius enigmatically, and then turned
to thank the old legionary.

“Have you found your man?” im-
patiently asked Gratianus, and Sollius
laughed. “By the Gemini,” cried the
City Prefect, “have you lost your
senses? What is there here for laugh-
ter? Haven't you just escaped with
your life?”

“I shall claim half of the reward,”
said Sollius, still laughing,

“Reward? What, in the name of
Numa, do you babble about? I asked
if you'd found your man.”

“I have not,” Sollius replied, “but
if a certain lady has offered a reward,

my friend, I shall claim, as I said, half
of it. But my cunning is mere chance.
Have those two searched,” he sug-
gested, pointing to Falco and
Moschio. “They sat together and
under the table could exchange . . .
anything.”

At a gruff command, two of the
City Cobhort searched the money-
changer and the young man dressed

‘as a slave. On Moschio was found
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nothing; on Falco a bag of money.

“Then 1t was Moschio’s hand,” said
Sollius,

“Must you talk tonight in riddles?”
growled the City Prefect.

Sollius moved to the table, took up
the amphora and tilted it as though to
pour. A few red lees certainly trickled
out, and then, 1n a gush, followed a
flash of crimson light as a ruby neck-
lace slid out on to the table. With a
cry, Gratianus strode forward. He
placed both men under instant arrest.

“You cannot arrest me,” screamed
Falco. “My father is a Senator, This
is a jest: I took the necklace to
frighten Mallia Scantilla. Moschio
was to take it back to her—and claim
the reward. For which he has been
good enough to pay a few of my
debts. That is all.”

“This is a strange place 1n which to
find a young man of fashion.”

“We have to amuse ourselves: this
amuses me."”

“Theft is a serious charge.”

“You should have seen her face!”

“Remain in Rome!” snapped
Gratianus. “I shall report your ‘jest’
to the Emperor.”

“That puppet Augustus!” sneered



Falco, and Sollius stared at him
narrowly.

“You others,” cried Gratianus,
“are all under arrest.”

v

“What can you tell me, O master,”

Sollius asked Titius Sabinus the
Senator, “of Sossius Falco?”
“A proud, disappointed man,” re-

plied Sabinus, looking down at his
thumbs. “He had office under Marcus
Aurelius, but none under Commodus.
He became soured over the times.
Not a rich man, but with a spend-
thrift son. I meet Sossius Falco in the
Senate, but have never been intimate
with him. Why do you ask?”

“I wondered, lord, whether he had
an enmity towards the new Emperor.”

“He was pointedly disrespectful at
the Senate’s reception of Pertinax,”
answered Sabinus, “but not, I think,
through an enmity, but from pride
of birth. He actually addressed the
Bmperor once as ‘Prefect'—corrected
himself, of course, but he had made
the slip. Deliberately? You are the
guesser here, Sollius, not I!" said his
master, laughing.

“Were you, lord, at the great audi-
ence which Pertinax gave on his
accession?”

“I was. Probably everyone of note
in Rome ran to it. I never saw such a
crowd. Even Crispina, the ex-empress,
was there, and my heart bled for her
forlorn look; even to be the widow
of Commodus is to have lost position,
and she was always very social.”

“Was Sossius Falco there, too?"

“No,” Sabinus replied. “He had
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offended the Emperor, and I doubt if
he was invited.”

“Was his son present?”

“I cannot say: there was such a
vast throng. ... My toga’s hem was
actually torn!”

A\

Sollius attended the interrogation
of the three spies. Each of them
laughed at the possibility of having
been at an imperial reception. None
of their handwriting coincided with
that on the tablet, nor did the young
Falco's.

“I am not satisfied,” Sollius said to
Lucius. “Falco is in debt all over the
place, and if he stole Mallia Scan-
tilla’s  necklace for help from
Moschio, for whom else may he not
have worked to get a similar advance
of money? His favourite reading-




slave may have written the tablet.”

But no investigation at the house
of Sossius Falco produced any
evidence about the handwriting.

“Why,” asked Lucius lugubriously,
“need it be any of the three, or Falco
either? We have no evidence.”

“I have already said,” murmured
Sollius, “that no one would think of
avenging—or even of lamenting—the
brutal Commodus. It is a political
matter, designed to make the new
Emperor uneasy in his tenure; and
who would seek to do that except a
would-be rival? Of such, only one of
the three great frontier generals has
the power for an attempt.”

“For whom,” asked Gratianus,
“did Falco the Younger take the risk
—if Falco the Younger it was?™

“It seems to me,” answered Sollius,
“that we should look for the pay-
master. I doubt if any of the three
generals’ agents has money at his dis-
posal; he would need a banker. Why
meet at The Three Cranes except for
a purpose—it could not be because of
the food,” he added with a gesture of
disgust, “and why should not that
purpose be to keep in touch with such
a banker? And if, for one bribe, Falco
could steal, for another he might per-
form an easier task. In a crowded
audience hall it were child’s play to
secrete that tablet.”

Sollius paused, and limped a few
paces thoughtfully up and down.

“What are you thinking, clever
one?’”’ asked Gratianus.

“Tell me, are Bauto, Vercingo and
Abraxas slaves or freedmen?”

“Vercingo and Abraxas were born
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free,” replied the City Prefect, “but
Bauto was born a slave. He is, how-
ever, a freedman.”

“Who was the master who freed
him?”

“Septimius Crispinus, a Senator
under Marcus Aurelius. He freed
Bauto in his will.”

“The uncle of the ex-Empress
Crispina,” elucidated Gratianus, “and
a cousin of Septimius Severus.”

“Let us have in Moschio,” urged
the Slave Detective excitedly.

Moschio was barely over the
threshold when Sollius spoke.

“Is the ex-Empress Crispina in debt
to you?”

Caught unawares, Moschio could
not compose his countenance. It was
clear that she was.

“I see everything now,” said the
Slave Detective. “In debt, the widow
of Commodus was threatened with
ruin after her husband’s murder. The
election of Pertinax was no help—he
would not pay her creditors. But one
of the ambitious generals was a kind
of cousin, and might be grateful for
any aid towards reaching the imperial
power: and was not Bauto his agent,
and was not her banker Moschio the
very creature to begin loosening the
new Emperor’s self-confidence? That
loosened, anything might happen in
Rome’s fierce mood. The desperate
throw of an illogical woman? Maybe;
but a woman’s typical throw.”

Moschio’s cry for mercy confirmed
the Slave Detective’s suppositions.
But the Emperor Pertinax was either
too proud, or too occupied in his un-
easy seat, to take any measures of
revenge.



THE CHELSEA FIGURE
TSOFON DAJI

A love for the ballet and the memory of one who danced could not be
extinguished at the hour of death. The old man used his Gurkha knife.

S A YOUNG artist
Henry Truscott’s
passion was the bal-
let. To him 1t was
)t‘ like no other enter-

EBN. tainment, for when
the curtain rose he
saw not a stage but a window opening
upon a vista, mystic and magical, a
world of gossamer and dreams, of the
fairy-tales he had heard from his
mother not so long ago. And Mary,
his wife for less than a year, had been
one of those enchanting people from
that enchanted world.

It was during their brief honey-
moon that he boughf the Chelsea
figure. Exquisitely proportioned, its
five inches of shell-like porcelain por-
trayed a girl in a white bodice and
ridiculously inadequate ballet-skirt
foaming out stiffly from her waist.
She stood on the tips of her toes, her
delicate arms were outspread in sup-
plication and, although she must have
been one of the most fragile figures
ever made, she was entirely without
blemish.

They called her Odette, for that was
the part in Tchaikovsky’s Swan Lake
which Mary was playing when they
fell in love. And now Mary had been
dead these long, long years, cut off so
tragically within a few months of
their marriage. Odette, therefore, be-

came something more than a
memento; to Henry Truscott she was
the image of her whom he had loved
and who, in dying, had taken with her
so much of his heart.

Odette was now a much travelled
figure, for when Henry became a suc-
cessful painter of fashiomable por-
traits she had toured the world with
him. Kings, queens, presidents and
potentates had been subjects of his
brush, and Odette had always stood
by his easel, encouraging him, flatter-
ing him, loving him. In addition to his
fees Henry had received gifts of pre-
cious stones, gold and silver from his
clients, but none of these had a value
in his eyes approaching that of
Odette. Indeed, except for a kukri, or
sharp Gurkha knife given him by a
princeling in Nepal, and one or two
small objects in the sitting-room
downstairs, all the royal and presi-
dential gifts lay in the vault of the
local bank.

But now Henry Truscott had for-
gotten all these other treasures. An old
man, he lay upstairs in bed, racked
by a return of the malignant malaria
he had contracted abroad long ago.
The fever, so long dormant, had
broken out again, and now, amongst
all the fantastic images which it con-
jured up before his tired, hot eyes as
it sapped away his strength, the figure
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of Odette was the only object in the
bedroom which consistently retained
its shape.

In the sitting-room his widowed
sister, Mrs, Maystone, was holding an
anxious conversation with the young
nurse who had looked after her
brother for nearly two weeks.

“Nurse, you heard him yourself!
He said that Odette danced again last
night. He said he awoke and saw her
on the floor, life-size, and although
she was still Odette she had become
his wife as well. She was dancing the
part of Odette again. Nurse, I'm
terribly afraid! Not so much that my
poor brother may die, but that he
may lose his reason and live!”

“Don’t distress yourself,” the young
nurse comforted her. “Fevers play
strange tricks! And you know MTr.
Truscott is better today than he was
yesterday, just as his improvement be-
gan yesterday when he first told you
this story. At least, whatever hap-
pened, it does seem to have brought
the poor gentleman a lot of comfort!”

“I wish you were not going away
§o soon,” pleaded the older woman.
“I realize that you must, but I know
that my brother will miss you. He has
not much longer to live, I'm sure, and
I do hope the new nurse will be half
as sympathetic and gentle as you!l”

The old man repeated his story the
next two mornings. It became obvious
even to Mrs. Maystone that her
brother was not only unafflicted in his
mind but that he was getting better.
His temperature, though still high,
was less erratic, his pulse more regular
and his general condition one of hope.

It still worried his sister that he con-
tinued so frighteningly weak.

Then Nurse Evans arrived. No girl
like her predecessor, she was a com-
petent nurse of some twenty years’
experience—keen, conscientious and
efficient. If she had a fault, it was a
deficiency of the human touch. To
her, the difference between sickness
and health was largely a matter of
germs. It was for the physician to
prescribe medicine and treatment, and
for her to carry out his wishes
scrupulously. It was also her duty to
engage in ceaseless conflict with lurk-
ing germs whose presence might delay
her patient’s recovery.

During her first visit to the old man
her glance alighted with disapproval
upon Odette, She noted the inter-
stices of her ballet-dress and her keen
eyes saw traces of dust. The thin line
of her lips grew hard. Dust, the prime
carrier of germs, so near a patient’s
face? She waited until the young
nurse had left and then returned to
the room and began carrying Odette
away.

“Nurse!i, What are you doing?”
quavered the old man.

Nurse Evans knew how to handle
patients, especially the very young
and the very old.

“You'd like your little figure nice
and clean, wouldn't you?” she asked
brightly. “Sweet, isn’t it? But it
mustn’t harbour nasty germs! Look
at the dust inside these funny little
holes in the skirt! We’ll wash it in
disinfectant and bring it back, shall
we?”

“Please put her down,” pleaded the

-helpless patient, too ill and too weak
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to reinforce his displeasure with
movement. “My sister dusted her
only this morning!”

“But we can't clean that skirt just
by dusting, can we? We’ll have it
back in a jiffy.” And, despite the dis-
tress of the old man, she carried
Odette off to the sink where she
scrubbed her lacy skirt with a nail-
brush and carbolic.

“I've taken such good care of your
little dancer,” she announced as she
re-entered the bedroom, “It would be
much better really if we put it on the
mantelpiece, because then we could
still see it but it wouldn’t be right on
top of us. Look, it’s nice like that,
isn'tit?”

But Henry became suddenly so en-
raged that Nurse Evans, with a con-
ciliatory remark, replaced Odette
upon the bedside table lest her
patient’s condition grew worse.

That evening, after the old man had
taken his customary sleeping-draught,
Nurse Evans crept quietly into the
room to take a final look at him be-
fore going to bed herself. In the glow
of the night-light she saw that he was
asleep and breathing faintly but regu-
larly. Poor man, she thought, he will
not be in this world much longer!
But what jarred upon her was the
proximity to his face of the china
figure. Picking her up on a sudden im-
pulse, she laid Odette gently on the
mantelpiece and left the room. She
knew she could replace her in the
morning before he awakened and the
old man would never know.

Mrs. Maystone awoke suddenly.
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And uneasily. She looked at her
watch. It was shortly after 3 a.m. An
electric bell was pealing ceaselessly,
its clamour in the darkness of the
night fraught with evil. She left her
bed in alarm and hastily threw on her
dressing-gown. And still the bell
pealed, urgently, frighteningly. She
hurried to her brother’s room and
switched on the light. He was awake,
his right hand gripping the pendant
bell-push above his head. The tiled
hearth was littered with the fragments
of the little Chelsea figure, And then
her brother’s voice, shaking with rage
but unwontedly strong, smote her ears
like a buffet.

“Where is she? Damn her! She did
it, she did it! Damn her to hell!”

His voice rose and broke in a hor-
rible shriek. He caught his breath,
sobbed, and gave way to insane laugh-
ter, laughter which shook him more
than his rage or the agues of his fever
had ever done. Terrified, Mrs. May-
stone hurried to fetch the nurse. She
opened the door, and in the bright
electric light which was flooding the
room she saw Nurse Evans still in her
undisturbed bed. She saw on the
pillow, the sheets and the bedding the
ragged stain, crimson and glistening,
caused by the spurt of the still oozing
artery in her almost severed neck.
There she saw too, still embedded 1n
the flesh of her throat, the razor-sharp
kukri. The bell had ceased to peal,
and the only sound in Mrs. May-
stone’s ears was the maniac laughter
of her brother, getting weaker—and
weaker—and weaker
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@ AHE TROUBLE BEGAN
| lfrom the very first
Wmoment they came
I \ aboard.
& IR = Or so it seemed to
\ & Riley. The First Mate
had stood on the
main deck of the S.S. Bombay
throughout the whole tropical even-
ing, and nothing out of the ordinary
had occurred. Then, at last, he turned
to supervise the loading of that strange
cargo, and at once he was affected by
a curious reluctance to go on.

His attention was attracted idly to
the great chattering gang of native
workmen who swarmed like monkeys
all over the two lorries on the quay-
side. In the clean bright sunlight the
excessive whiteness of their garments
suddenly irritated him. Here and
there, where a workman had stripped
to his drawers, even the naked brown
body, glistening with sweat, threw
back a moist brilliance that blinded
the First Mate, A little way apart from
the group of native workmen, the tall
thin figure of Dr. Theodore Strang
waited coolly and calmly. The immac-
ulate radiance of his white drills, the
self-satisfied swagger of his cane,
drove Riley into a fury of bitterness.

At that moment Strang caught his
eye and demanded with his superior
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accent: “Are we quite ready now, Mr.
Riley?”

At once Riley became aware that
his shirt was drenched in cold, un-
pleasant sweat. He had begun to shout
out an order, but his voice, from which
all authority had gone, was stifled. He
waved a silent command for the load-
ing to begin, and, as he did so, he
noted the long greasy smudge of oil
on his uniform spreading even across
the faded gold braid on the sleeve. At
the same instant the white, upturned
face of Dr. Strang flashed back at him
in a dazzling sneer.

A huge steel crate, masked in tar-
paulin, broke from the huddle of
workmen round one of the lorries. It
swung upwards and swayed across the
narrow strip of water between the ship
and the dockside. Quite suddenly the
chattering of the workmen ceased;
only the derrick creaked. All eyes were
turned anxiously upwards to follow
the swaying burden. One of the
natives had remained clinging to the
crate. Now as the naked brown figure
stood perilously astride the great
mysterious box, Riley slowly recog-
nized him as a Lascar from his own
crew. The fellow was there to guide
the crate over the hold; so the First
Mate told himself with professional
awareness but without conviction. The
next instant the Lascar seaman swept
across the fiery circle of the sun. He



hung there, a black sacrifice pinioned
with flame, spread-eagled in the blood
of the dying day. Riley looked away
and down. He shuddered as the cold
shadow of the crate crawled across
the deck and touched him for the first
time.

At once, as though at some secret
signal, the long fingers of the night
stretched out across the harbour. The
sun was gone, The tropical stars stared
clearly. And almost immediately
overhead the squealing and squawk-
ing of a thousand parakeets broke out.
The commotion ended in a human
scream, and before Riley could look
up a dark form fell to the deck, nar-
rowly missing the open hatchway of
the hold. As Riley moved forward, he
made out the twisted features of the
Lascar moaning piteously.
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Half of the native crew were shriek-
ing and wailing by this time. On the
dockside, the labourers joined in the
general dirge. Although they had
formed a lamenting ring around the
injured Lascar, no one would touch
him, and Riley found himself hauling
the seaman to his feet. Apart from a
broken arm, which he hugged to him-
self pathetically, the poor fellow, Riley
saw at a glance, was distressed by fear.
The Lascar kept jabbing a finger from
his unhurt hand at the almost invisible
box, wincing and closing his eyes with
pain at the effort, and crying out as
though it were a protective invoca-
tion:

“Devil-man! Devil-man!”

Riley stepped back, and almost
simultaneously a spotless pith helmet
was poked into the affair,




“These damned superstitious na-
tives!” snapped Dr. Theodore Strang.
The tall, meagre figure still remained
frozen in his anger, and all the time
he spoke he was tapping the naked,
injured man coldly with his swagger-
cane. “Let me remind you, Mr. Riley,
I have over ten thousand pounds In-
vested in that cargo. When are you
going to get it down?”

The great steel crate remained sus-
pended overhead. It had stopped
swinging like a pendulum, and began
to twist slowly and almost impercept-
ibly from side to side. The only in-
formation Riley could extort from the
wounded Lascar was that he had
jumped terror-stricken from the top of
the crate. ‘““Devil-man—he cursed me.
In my own tongue he cursed me—to
the death, Sahib!” The seaman could
only moan the same explanation for
his suicidal leap over and over again.

“Get back to work!” Riley ordered
the crew. No one moved. The First
Mate had to go aloft himself with a
knife. He cut away the tarpaulin sheet,
which fell into the hold. Underneath,
a strong steel cage barred the night
sky with deeper shadows. Within the
gloom an even darker shape stirred
and moved defensively; a shaggy
lump of hair lurched blindly at the
bars.

“You see,” Riley called out clearly.
“It’s only an ape. Now get working!

We've another two cages to get aboard
before we sail.”

1§
“On the contrary, Mr. Riley, these
are no ordinary apes.” Dr. Theodore
Strang spoke at the white walls of the
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cabin. Riley noticed that, although he
seemed to stare hard at you while he
was speaking, he was actually staring
right through yow Dinner threatened
to degenerate into a lecture again. The
First Mate hacked at his meat
savagely. Then he caught the quiet
eyes of Strang’s Malay servant on him.
The Malay stood silently behind his
master’s chair; his white wide-sleeved
coat was as spotless as the walls of the
cabin. Out of the corner of his eye,
Riley saw that in cutting at the meat

he had slopped a spot of gravy on to
his clean shirt.

Before he could contain his bitter-
ness the words were out: “Seem to
know quite a bit about apes, don’t
you, Doctor? Pity you don’t know as
much above natives. Or about seaiaen.
We're lucky to get ’em to sea on time
after what happened last night. That
Lascar—he could cause us plenty of
trouble before we’re through this
trip.”

“Then why didn’t you get rid of
him before we sailed?” Strang’s face
was as dry as a biscuit one moment;
the next it had crumbled into a broken
smile. He turned to the Captain with
a great display of deference. “You
will of course forgive me, Captain, if
I am wrong, but I have always under-
stood that that is one of the First
Mate’s prerogatives, Naturally, as a
passenger, I do not wish to seem to
interfere or even to criticize.”

Captain Stewart, who had pushed
away his food and begun to light his
pipe, acknowledged the Doctor’s
qualification with a wave of the pipe-
stem silently.



Encouraged, Strang went on: “All
the rubbish from that Lascar fellow
yesterday evening! Whoever heard of
an ape speaking a native dialect?
Really, my dear Riley, in your own
interest you ought to stop all this
superstitious nonsense.”

The First Mate really choked this
time. He simply could not swallow the
Doctor’s arrogance any longer. Yet
although he tried to speak loudly and
emphatically, his teeth clamped to-
gether like a vice and compressed his
voice into something between a whis-
per and a hiss. *My men don’t think it
wise to meddle with Nature as you do,
Doctor. Anger her, and they feel
She’ll settle with you in the end.”

Captain Stewart coughed diplo-
matically. “You were explaining,
Doctor, the kind of work you'll do
with these—er—animals, when we put
you ashore at Ape Island.” The Cap-
tain flushed slightly at the words “Ape
Island.” “I hope the name won't
offend you, but that is how we ordin-
ary seafaring folk always speak of
your headquarters. May I add that I
find your explanation of your work
fascinating, absolutely fascinating.”

Strang turned towards the Captain
again with that dry, crumbling smile.
He looked right through the man in
front of him, and began to readdress
the walls. “If you’ve ever observed a
child attempt to disentangle a Chinese
puzzle, you’ve sampled a little of what
we do. Of course, we use apes instead
of children, and, of course, we are
much more methodical about our
observations.”

The cold condescending tone of the
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scientist repelled Riley. He felt injured
by the analogy of child and ape; as
though he, himself, had been reduced
to the level of the ape, and as though
the ape, too, had been insulted.

The Doctor continued to talk at the
walls like a text-book. “Similarly, we
determine the learning patterns of a
chimpanzee by supplying him with
such a problem. Outside his cage we
put a banana. Inside we allow him
two sticks which may be fitted into
each other to make a single extended
pole. The animal discovers when he
rakes for the banana that each of the
sticks is too short. Eventually he learns
to fit themn together, and so rake the
banana into the cage. We observe his
behaviour, and we carefully record the
time he takes. All our experiments are
an elaboration of similar techniques.”

The Doctor stopped suddenly, as
though he had become aware of a pit
which had opened up at his feet. “That
1S, aimost all our experiments. Some-
times we must step into the unknown.
Into the dark.” A refiection of anxiety
like a pale spotlight in open day
flickered across his features and left
them as they were before: all confi-
dent, all optimistic, all cheerfully in-
solent and intolerant. “But that is the
whole superior destiny of science—to
face the challenge of the night.”

Captain Stewart blew a puff of
tobacco smoke gently from his lips.
Even more mildly he suggested : “But
you must admit, Strang, that what
happened this morning does seem,
well—pretty odd to the ordinary
chap’s manner o’ thinking. The way
those apes of yours set about their



cages with that crowbar—they nearly
got loose, you know! And what’s even
more remarkable, they must have
passed the crowbar to each other from
cage to cage. Why, man, they must
have worked rogether!”

“Not so remarkable as it may at
first appear, Captain.” Strang re-
mained unperturbed. “It's hardly sur-
prising that our three captives should
try to escape. Charles Darwin records
that he once saw a young orang-utan
deliberately use a piece of wood as a
lever. Two orang-utans in a London
zoo, I believe, once helped each other
to demolish the front of their cages
with a piece of wire. Why, my dear
Captain,” and here Strang turned not
towards the Captain but towards
Riley with a triumphant smirk, “even
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children know from their visits to the
circus that chimpanzees are intelligent.
They certainly do not regard the ex-
ploits of such animals as miraculous.”

Riley reddened as he felt the cold
eyes pass through and beyond him.
The calm demeanour of the Captain,
the very silence and impassiveness
of the Doctor’s Malay servant, re-
proached his own trembling face and
hands. Relentlessly, Strang continued
to dismiss the First Mate with his
cruel stare and to intone: “Lloyd
Morgan’s canon expressly warns us
that we must never explain animal be-
haviour by attributing to our animals
the thoughts and sentiments of men.
That, my dear Captain, would reduce
us to the level of Mr. Riley’s Lascar
seaman.”
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Ten days later the apes broke loose.

Riley was on the bridge at the time.
The S.S. Bombay was approaching her
island destination. She had cautiously
sniffed and nosed her way delicately
through the splintered fragments of a
great reef system. The reef was past,
and Riley leaned with relief against
the door of the wheel-house. He pre-
pared to relish his first glimpse of
“Ape Island.” Through his binoculars,
he roved across the spacious lagoon,
and along the usual narrow strip of
sandy beach with its occasional
clumps of palms, All along the island,
a step in from the shore, he came up
dead against the customary wall of
jungle—sudden, black, seemingly im-
penetrable. He swung like a gibbon
through the dense tree-tops up to-
wards the summit of the island, and
about half-way up the slope he came
across a ragged clearing which vainly
defied the recent encroachments of the
eternal undergrowth, He had just be-
gun to make out the smothered huts
of the Doctor’s headquarters.

Suddenly a hell of parakeet squalls
burst out and resounded amid the
tree-tops of the island. Shocked, Riley
lowered his glasses, and only gradually
became aware that the din was coming
from the main hold of the ship. His
immediate reaction then was without
thinking. At a stride he was down the
main deck.

Most of the crew were cowering
for'ard. Nearer the main hold, a thin-
bearded, wild-haired native seaman
had thrown himself forward on to his
knees; he was clawing ferociously at
his breast while he wailed, implored,

gibbered to the one, the only, the
almighty god of gods to spare him for
his many sins. Towards the half-open
hatchway a young Indian was ad-
vancing, his only weapon a machette
thrust out defensively before him. As
though beneath a rain of blows, his
tightened features twitched involun-
tarily at the screaming from below,
Riley peered into the black throat
of the hold. The high-pitched screech-
ing lashed his nerves. His eye followed
the rope ladder which slid down the
reeling walls of the shaft and floated
at length like silk thread in a well of
shadows. Down i1n the lowest depths
the three cages stood, catching the
faintest light, like silver trampolins.
From the roof of one of the cages, a
great sprawling hulk bounced on
boneless limbs and somersaulted high
into the air with shrieks of insane
triumph. Another ape, 1In crazy
rhythm with his fellow, beat the open
door of his cage until the whole struc-
ture shook and trembled under the
blows. A third flopped to the floor and
waddled into the darkness. There fol-
lowed a groping, then a high shrill
gigeling, and finally a heavy, slow,
shuffling step; the unseen ape was
dragging something across the floor of
the pit. Into the rectangle of faintest
light, a huge hairy arm moved; it
pulled a small naked brown figure.
The next instant, Riley turned at a
warning vell. The young Indian was
brandishing his machette at the other
wall of the hold. Riley looked down-
wards again. He discovered he was
staring into eyes glowing in the semi-
darkness like white-hot metal. Ugly
flat red nostrils shrivelled as they



scented him. He caught the flash of
brilliant teeth bared and slavering. He
realized that the somersaulting ape
must have sprung at the rope ladder;
it was more than half-way up out of
the hold. He saw the parody of
human fingers and of long, thin,
pointed nails tightened alternately on
the rungs. Then he snatched the
machette from the Indian’s hands.

He felt an arm tighten on his own
and almost dropped the machette.
Strang’s face thrust itself into his.
*They cost me a fortune!” hissed the
Doctor. Riley shook himself free and
hacked twice at the end of the ladder.
It broke away, and then fell coiling
into a tangled net about the ape. With
a hideous yelp, the ape crashed back
into the pit, and then lay struggling
and moaning on the floor of the hold.

It took the best part of three hours
to secure the other two monsters.
When it was done, Riley reported to
the Captain.

Strang, of course, was there before
him. He met the Doctor’s complaint
before he could utter 1t.

“You’re lucky,” the First Mate
rapped out bitterly, “the other two
apes broke its fall. All three of ’em
are uninjured.”

The Doctor’s sallow face brightened
a little. But he said nothing, did not
even betray a motion of gratitude.

Captain Stewart poured out an am-
ple guerdon of whisky. He pushed it
across to Riley. “Shall we all drink
now, gentlemen. To the conclusion of
a successful enterprise!” He finished
off his own glass quickly. Riley
scarcely mouthed his. Strang was
watching the First Mate through his
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own glass, The Captain continued as
though nothing had happened. “My
God, they must be strong to break
open a cage with bars that thick!”

Riley put a piece of strong bent wire
on to the table. ‘“They didn’t break
open the cage, sir,” he explained
quietly. “They picked the locks.”

Even the Captain raised a reluctant
eyebrow. “Er—apes picking locks?”
he 1nquired.

The Doctor snorted. “Really, Riley,
no animal could learn without train-
ing, no animal as quickly as that.”

“Then how,” the First Mate asked,
“do you explain that I took the piece
of wire from one of the locks on the
inside of the cage? Do you suggest
one of the men let the apes out?”

Strang began to ponder. “One of
the men,” he muttered to himself.
“Who was on duty?” Finally he
shouted, “That’s it! Of course, it was
your damned Lascar seaman, Riley.
He was on duty today. He went down
to feed the animals. He opened the
cage. He stuck the piece of wire in the
lock. He wanted to back up his story
of ‘Devil-man.” He wanted to save his
face before the crew. The very first
opportunity, and look what happens.”
He turned to the Captain brusquely:
“I insist on this man being ques-
tioned.”

The Captain shrugged his epau-
lettes. He glanced almost apologetic-
ally at his First Mate, “I suppose
there’s no harm in our just having a
word with him.”

“We can’t,” said Riley stiffly.

“Can’t?” asked the Captain in-
credulously.

“No, I'm afraid not, sir. He's dead.”
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“In the cause of science, my dear
Riley. All in the cause of science.”
With these words, Theodore Strang
had pronounced the epitaph of the
Lascar scaman. The First Mate had
said nothing. Strang and the apes had
departed over the side to the island.
The S.S. Bombay had resumed her
course. Six months had already been
logged when she returned to the island
on her homeward voyage.

“You know, Riley,” suggested Cap-
tain Steward innocently, “I’ll bet old
Strang will be glad to see a white face.
Imagine it. Cooped up on the island
for six long months with all those
apes and a single Malay.”

“Oh, I don’t know, sir.”

The Captain looked at his First
Mate queerly. “You never liked him,
did you?”

“As a matter of fact, no, sir. But it’s
not that. I got the impression he could
do without other mortals about the
place. He was so bound up in his
work.”

“Well, we have to run him supplies
from time to time. He’s a famous man
now, you know, Look at this.” The
Captain handed his First Mate a
crumpled newspaper. “It’s a little old,
but it makes my point.”

NEWLY DISCOVERED APE TO
SUPERSEDE MAN?

Famous Scientist’s Amazing
Prediction

Tall, gaunt Dr. Theodore Strang,
famous zoologist and animal psycho-
logist, in an exclusive interview with

this newspaper here today, described
the new species of apes he recenily dis-
covered and captured in Central Asia.
The Doctor, who has brought his
precious cargo on a perilous journey
through mountain and desert country
never before explored by man, arrived
safely at the Southern Coast yester-
day.

He told our correspondent: ‘‘The
new ape is unlike any other species
discovered before. It appears to com-
bine all the wmost advantageous
features of other species of ape. The
new animal has the strength and
stature of a gorilla and the intelligence
of a chimpanzee. It can climb like an
orang-utan and leap like a gibbon, All
these factors point 10 a higher species.
The whole expedition vindicates my
view that we must now look forward
rather than backward in our investi-
gation of evolution.”

When Dr. Strang was asked to eluci-
date, he replied, *'I mean that I am not
searching for a ‘missing-link,’ as so
many other investigators have done.
There is a theory that out of Central
Asia will come a higher species to
supersede man. I think I can say even
now that the new ape points in that
direction. Of course,’ the famous
zoologist added, “mankind need have
no immediate fear that the apes will
take over. It should be about another
million years before they catch up
with us.”

“Well?” asked the Captain when
Riley bad finished reading.

“Well,” the First Mate commented
dryly, “he did say they were no
ordinary apes.”



The S.S. Bombay had just entered
the complicated system of reefs when
she started to have trouble with her
radar. Riley took one look at the
screen and sent for the Captain.

Captain Stewart bent low over the
radar screen. The bright reflection of
the aerial swiftly circled the dark dial,
tracing out a tiny, flickering continent
of criss-crossed light: distorted coast-
lines, impossible reefs, imaginary
islands gleamed for an instant and
faded 1nto obscurity. The Captain took
the pipe out of his mouth with sur-
prise, “I've never seen anything like it,
Riley. There’s no apparatus that could
do that within a thousand miles of
here. Unless "

“Unless?”

But the Captain did not elucidate.
“You’d better get a man on deck with
a lead. I'll take over. It’s a good job I
-know these reefs fairly well.”

When the danger of the reefs was
past, the Captain gave an absurd little
laugh quite out of character. “You’d
think someone was trying to stop us
getting in, ¢h, Riley?” He was scan-
ning the island with his binoculars.
Suddenly he dropped them. “Good
God! Look at that, man.” The First
Mate took up the binoculars. “No—
over there, where the clearing used to
be.” Riley was guided by the Captain’s
voice.

The same strip of sand. The same
clumps of palm-trees. The same im-
penetrable wall of forest towering
high over the beach. But the clearing
bhalf-way up the slope had vanished;
the jungle had finally closed over the
tiny settlement. Yet where the head-
quarters of Dr. Strang had once been

67

visible, there now poked up through
the tree-tops a tall crazy superstruc-
ture of wooden laths. It was just like,
Riley thought at once, the clumsy
parody of a wireless mast which chil-
dren would have tried to build in 1mi-
tation of the adult thing. Children'
He did not know why, but the very

thought struck him as grotesque and
ominous.

“The radar,”
knowingly.

“Do you think he was trying to get
in touch with us?”

“I don’t know. That’s what you’re
going to find out.”

The small boat pushed off from the
S.S. Bombay with a landing-party,
unenthusiastic but well-armed. The
oarsmen were ladling up the surf re-
luctantly when the firing broke out.
Everyone in the boat dived flat. Only
Riley propped his rifle over the gun-
wale and peered along the sights.

A tiny white-coated figure was rac-
ing along the beach towards the boat.
To Riley this figure seemed, against
the dense dark green barrier of the
jungle, so inexpressibly lonely and
helpless. The strip of sand which had
once looked narrow now appeared to
widen as the solitary figure struggled
to cross 1t. More shots whined over
the waste, spurting up fountains of
yellow dust. By a miracle, the white-
clothed figure had gained the water’s
edge. He plunged into the shallow
ebb-stream, kicking up panic-stricken
little splashes. A single shot and he
scemed to trip over something in the
water. His belly hit the swell with a
heavy slap. For an instant his legs
threshed in the surf like a landed fish,

said the Captain



and were still. The incoming swirl
lifted the limp body, carrying it far
up the wet strand.

Riley had fired at the gun flashes.
A dark shape flopped from the tree-
tops into the undergrowth. Silence.
Riley stood up in the drifting boat.
Nothing moved. He prodded the
shrinking crew over the side with the
barrel of his rifle. They began to wade
ashore.

The white-coated figure still lay,
half in the water, half on the sand. As
they waded closer, Riley recognized
the Doctor’s Malay servant, The once-
immaculate garments were slashed
into rags. The former impassiveness
was torn like an empty mask from a
face of agony. There were old scars
on the limbs, as well as freshly cut
wales.

The men gathered silently round the
corpse. They glanced at it once, and
then they stared at Riley. The First
Mate knew he had to say something.
“Looks as though he’s been in the
bush for months.” The rest of his
thoughts he left unsaid: had Strang
gone completely off his head and
hunted his servant down like an
animal?

With a new sense of urgency, Riley
herded the men forward at a trot.
They moved towards the place where
the sniper had fired. In the under-
growth, the First Mate found an ape.
There was no mistake; it was one of
Strang’s. For the first time, Riley
noticed how hideous were the bony
masses over the eyes. Even in death,
the beast still bared its teeth at the
watcher in a snarl. He pushed the
animal over with his boot. Underneath
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lay a rifle. He picked it up. It was
Strang’s. The crew bolted.

He fired over their heads, but they
continued to run. When they had dis-
appeared he shouted for them to re-
turn, but they did not reply. He un-
clipped the magazine from the
Doctor’s rifle and stuck it in his belt.
He took out the bolt, and then tossed
the rifie back into the brush. Once
more he called out to the renegades.
No reply. Then he started up the
slope, alone.

To his surprise he found his way to
the settlementeasilycnough. Thecrazy
attempt at a wircless mast was a cer-
tain guide. He had only to climb a
tree; as any other ape would have
done—his sharp sense of irony told
him. Only the undergrowth resisted his
going. It tripped up his boots like a
moving net. Long creeps snaked round



his legs, snatched at his clothing. He
kicked out violently with his feet. He
turned round the rifle ¢lubwise and
slashed at the tangled barrier. He
grew at length to ignore the painful re-
prisals on his hands and arms. At ]Jast
he sighted the first of the huts, and
stood at length 1n what had once been
the clearing.

The foliage had spread and joined
thinly again overhead. The under-
brush had crept irregularly but
steadily 1in towards the broken circle
of the settlement. One section of the
jungle had advanced quite openly on
the front of a building, and a long in-
solent creeper lay athwart the open

door. Now he was closer to it, the
wooden wireless mast looked even
more preposterous than from below.

Although 1t was neglected, the
settlement was far from being de-
serted. It had about it that unmistak-
able air of habitation. And from a
long heavily built shed to his right,
Riley heard the sound of movements.
He made for the shed. He stepped
carefully up the veranda steps. He had
meant to rush the door, but came to
an abrupt halt on the threshold. At
what he saw, his presented rifle slipped
down again weakly to the trail.

It was Dr, Strang’s laboratory. Two
of the great cages stood empty and
thrust to one side. The benches were
over-burdened with equipment. Riley
had only time to make out a bunsen
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burner alight and a rack of test-tubes.
Towards the third cage, one of the
apes shuffled incongruously. As it
lurched across the window, the First
Mate could have sworn he saw a hypo-
dermic syringe flash momentarily in a
beam of sunlight.

The next instant his rifle was
snatched from him. He felt a clutch
like an iron wrench crunch into his
shoulder. An unmistakable animal
smell invaded his nostrils. He had for-
gotten the third ape.

It thrust him stumbling into the
centre of the room. He fell at last,
forced on to his knees. He saw what
was 1n the third cage. He judged by
the growth of beard and the dirty un-
kempt hair that it must have been
there for several months.

The creature still looked a little like
the rest of its species; stark-naked, the
flesh was so white. Riley faced up to
the truth at last. He could not mistake
the long thin frame. It squatted on
bare buttocks, wretched and abject in
the sparse sand of its prison; its meagre
fingers clawed meaninglessly at the
bars. From the very posture of the
form all arrogance had 