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			The Lady Commercial

			 

			 

			 

			I

			 

			In the April of 1893 I was staying in the course of my business at the Devonshire Arms in Skipton, Yorkshire. I was then twenty-three years of age, and enjoying a modest and not unsuccessful career as commercial representative of the firm of Josiah Westerman & Sons, Purveyors of Leather Fancy Goods. Not much will be said in this narrative of my employment, for even at that time it was not my major preoccupation, but it was instrumental, in its inglorious fashion, in precipitating the chain of events which are the major purpose of my story.

			The Devonshire was a low, grey-brick commercial hotel, threaded with draughty and ill-lit corridors, drab with ageing paint and dark-stained panelling. The only congenial place in the hotel was the commercials’ lounge, for although it was small and burdened with furniture – the over-stuffed easy chairs were placed so close together it was scarcely possible to walk between them – the room was warm in winter and had the advantage of gas-mantle lighting, whereas the only sources of illumination in the bedrooms were dim and smoky oil-lamps.

			During the evenings there was little for a resident commercial to do but stay within the confines of the lounge and converse with his colleagues. For me, the hour between the completion of dinner and nine p.m. was the one that made me the most impatient, for by long-observed tacit agreement no one would smoke between those times, and it was the accepted period for conversation. At nine, though, the pipes and cigars would appear, the air would slowly turn a suffocating blue, heads would lean back on the antimacassars and eyes would close. Then, unobtrusively, I would perhaps read for a while, or write a letter or two.

			On the evening of which I am particularly thinking I had been for a short stroll after dinner, and had returned to the hotel before nine. I made a brief visit to my room to don my smoking-jacket, then went to the ground floor and entered the commercials’ lounge.

			Three men were already there, and although it was still only seven minutes before nine I noticed that Hughes, a representative from a Birmingham machine-tool manufacturer, had started his pipe.

			I nodded to the others, and went to a chair in the furthest corner of the room.

			At nine-fifteen, Dykes came into the lounge. Dykes was a young man of about my own age, and although I had affected no interest in him it was his wont to address me in some confidence.

			He came directly to my corner and sat opposite me. I pulled down the top leaf over the letter I had been drafting.

			‘Will you smoke, Turnbull?’ he said to me, offering his cigarette case.

			‘No thank you.’ I had smoked a pipe for a while, but had desisted for more than a year.

			He took a cigarette for himself, and made a display of lighting it. Like me, Dykes was a commercial representative, and often declared I was too conservative in my outlook. I was usually enter­tained by his outgoing manner, in the way one may enjoy the excesses of others.

			‘I hear there’s a lady commercial in tonight,’ he said casually now, but leaning towards me slightly to add emphasis to his words. ‘What do you make of that, Turnbull?’

			‘You surprise me,’ I admitted. ‘Are you sure of that?’

			‘I came in late this evening,’ he said, lowering his voice. ‘Happened to glance at the register. Miss A. Fitzgibbon of Surrey. Interesting, wouldn’t you say?’

			Somewhat aloof, as I saw myself to be, from the day-to-day concerns of my fellow commercials, I was nevertheless interested by what he said. One cannot help but become aware of the lore of one’s own occupation, and it had long been rumoured that women were now being employed as representatives. I had never before met one myself, but it seemed logical that sales of certain requisites – shall we say of a toilette or boudoir nature – might be better negotiated by women. Certainly, some of the stores I called at employed women buyers, so there was no precedent barring their entry into the sales aspect of a transaction.

			I glanced over my shoulder, although I knew that she could not have entered the lounge unnoticed.

			‘I haven’t seen her,’ I said.

			‘No, and we’re not likely to! Do you think that Mrs Anson would allow a young lady of gentle breeding into a commercial lounge?’

			‘So you have seen the lady?’ I said.

			Dykes shook his head. ‘She dined with Mrs Anson in the coffee-­room. I saw a tray being taken there.’

			I said, for my interest was persisting: ‘Do you suppose that what is said about lady commercials has any substance?’

			‘Undoubtedly!’ said Dykes at once. ‘No profession for a gentlewoman.’

			‘But you said that this Miss Fitzgibbon was a gentle—’

			‘A euphemism, dear chap.’ He leaned back in his easy chair, and drew pleasurably on his cigarette.

			I usually found Dykes an amusing companion, for his ready abandonment of social niceties often meant that he would regale me with bawdy anecdotes. These I would listen to in envious ­silence, as most of my time was passed in enforced solitude. Many commercials were bachelors – perhaps by nature – and the life of constant movement from one town to another led to an inability to make permanent ties. Thus, when word that some firms now employed ladies as their representatives was rumoured, the smoking-­rooms and commercial lounges of hotels all over the country had been sibilant with salacious speculation. Dykes himself had been a source of much information on the subject, but as time passed it became clear that there was to be no substantial change to our way of life. Indeed, this was the very first occasion on which I had even been aware that a lady commercial was staying in the same hotel as myself.

			‘You know, Turnbull, I fancy I shall introduce myself to Miss Fitzgibbon before the evening is out.’

			‘But what will you say? Surely you would require an introduction?’

			‘That will be simple to arrange. I shall merely go to the door of Mrs Anson’s sitting-room, knock boldly, and invite Miss Fitzgibbon to take a short stroll with me before turning in.’

			‘I—’ My sentence was cut short, for I had suddenly realized that Dykes could not be in earnest. He knew the proprietress of this hotel as well as I, and we both understood what kind of reception such a move could expect. Miss Fitzgibbon might well be an Emancipationist, but Mrs Anson was still firmly rooted in the 1860s.

			‘Why should I describe my strategy to you?’ Dykes said. ‘We shall both be here until the weekend; I shall tell you then how I have fared.’

			I said: ‘Could you not somehow discover which firm she represents? Then you could contrive a chance meeting with her during the day.’

			Dykes smiled at me mysteriously.

			‘Maybe you and I think alike, Turnbull. I have already obtained that information. Would you care to place a small wager with me, the winner being the man who first speaks to the lady?’

			I felt my face reddening. ‘I do not bet, Dykes. Anyway, it would be foolish for me to compete with you, since you have an ad­vantage.’

			‘Then I shall tell you what I know. She is not a commercial at all, but an amanuensis. She works for no firm, but is in the personal employ of an inventor. Or so my informant tells me.’

			‘An inventor?’ I said, disbelieving. ‘You cannot be serious!’

			‘That is what I have been told,’ Dykes said. ‘Sir William Reynolds by name, and a man of great eminence. I know nothing of that, nor care, for my interests lie with his assistant.’

			I sat with my writing-tablet on my knees, quite taken aback by this unexpected information. In truth I had no interest in Dykes’s nefarious designs, for I tried at all times to conduct myself with propriety, but the name of Sir William Reynolds was a different matter.

			I stared at Dykes thoughtfully while he finished his cigarette, then stood up.

			‘I think I shall retire,’ I said.

			‘But it’s still early. Let us have a glass of wine together, on my account.’ He reached over and pressed the electrical bell-push. ‘I want to see you place that wager with me.’

			‘Thank you but no, Dykes. I have this letter to finish, if you will excuse me. Perhaps tomorrow evening …?’

			I nodded to him, then worked my way towards the door. As I reached the corridor outside, Mrs Anson approached the lounge door.

			‘Good evening, Mr Turnbull.’

			‘Good night, Mrs Anson.’

			By the bottom of the staircase I noticed that the door to the sitting-room was ajar, but there was no sign of the lady guest.

			Once in my room, I lighted the lamps and sat on the edge of my bed, trying to order my thoughts.

			 

			 

			II

			 

			The mention of Sir William’s name had a startling effect on me, for he was at that time one of the most famous scientists in England. Moreover, I had a great personal interest in matters indirectly concerned with Sir William, and the casual information Dykes had imparted was of the greatest interest to me.

			In the 1880s and 1890s there was a sudden upsurge in scientific developments, and for those with an interest in such matters it was an enthralling period. We were on the verge of the Twentieth Century, and the prospect of going into a new era surrounded by scientific wonders was stimulating the best minds in the world. It seemed that almost every week produced a new device which promised to alter our mode of existence: electric omnibuses, horseless carriages, the kinematograph, the American talking ­machines … all these were very much on my mind.

			Of these, it was the horseless carriage which had most caught my imagination. About a year before I had been fortunate enough to be given a ride on one of the marvellous devices, and since then had felt that in spite of the attendant noise and inconvenience such machines held great potential for the future.

			It was as a direct result of this experience that I had involved myself – in however small a way – with this burgeoning develop­ment. Having noticed a newspaper article about American ­motorists, I had persuaded the proprietor of the firm that employed me, Mr Westerman himself, to introduce a new line to his range of goods. This was an instrument which I had named the Visibility Protection Mask. It was made of leather and glass, and was held in place over the eyes by means of straps, thus protecting them from flying grit, insects, and so forth.

			Mr Westerman, it should be added, was not himself wholly convinced of the desirability of such a Mask. Indeed, he had manufactured only three sample models, and I had been given the commission to offer them to our regular customers, on the understanding that only after I had obtained firm orders would the Mask be made a permanent part of the Westerman range.

			I treasured my idea, and I was still proud of my initiative, but I had been carrying my Masks in my samples-case for six months, and so far I had awakened not the slightest interest of any customer. It seemed that other people were not so convinced as I of the future of the horseless carriage.

			Sir William Reynolds, though, was a different matter. He was already one of the most famous motorists in the country. His record speed of just over seventeen miles an hour, established on the run between Richmond and Hyde Park Corner, was as yet unbeaten by any other.

			If I could interest him in my Mask, then surely others would follow!

			In this way it became imperative that I introduce myself to Miss Fitzgibbon. That night, though, as I lay fretfully in my hotel bed, I could have had no conception of how deeply my Visibility Protection Mask was to change my life.

			 

			 

			III

			 

			All during the following day, I was preoccupied with the problem of how to approach Miss Fitzgibbon. Although I made my rounds to the stores in the district I could not concentrate, and returned early to the Devonshire Arms.

			As Dykes had said the evening before, it was most difficult to contrive a meeting with a member of the opposite sex in this hotel. There were no social courtesies open to me, and so I should have to approach Miss Fitzgibbon directly. I could, of course, ask Mrs Anson to introduce me to her, but I felt in all sincerity that her presence at the interview would be an impediment.

			Further distracting me during the day had been my curiosity about Miss Fitzgibbon herself. Mrs Anson’s protective behaviour seemed to indicate that she must be quite young, and indeed her style as a single woman was further evidence of this. If this were so, my task was greater, for surely she would mistake any advance I made towards her for one of the kind Dykes had been planning?

			As the reception-desk was not attended, I took the opportunity to look surreptitiously at the register of guests. Dykes’s information had not been misleading, for the last entry was in a neat, clear handwriting: Miss A. Fitzgibbon, Reynolds House, Richmond Hill, Surrey.

			I looked into the commercial lounge before going up to my room. Dykes was there, standing in front of the fireplace reading The Times.

			I proposed that we dine together, and afterwards take a stroll down to one of the public-houses in the town.

			‘What a splendid notion!’ he said. ‘Are you celebrating a success?’

			‘Not quite. I’m thinking more of the future.’

			‘Good strategy, Turnbull. Shall we dine at six?’

			This we did, and soon after dinner we were ensconced in the snug bar of a public-house called The King’s Head. When we were settled with two glasses of porter, and Dykes had started a cigar, I broached the subject uppermost on my mind.

			‘Are you wishing I’d made a wager with you last night?’ I said.

			‘What do you mean?’

			‘Surely you understand.’

			‘Ah!’ said Dykes. ‘The lady commercial!’

			‘Yes. I was wondering if I would owe you five shillings now, had I entered a bet with you.’

			‘No such luck, old chap. The mysterious lady was closeted with Mrs Anson until I retired, and I saw no sign of her this morning. She is a prize which Mrs Anson guards jealously.’

			‘Do you suppose she is a personal friend?’

			‘I think not. She is registered as a guest.’

			‘Of course,’ I said.

			‘You’ve changed your tune since last night. I thought you had no interest in the lady.’

			I said quickly: ‘I was just enquiring. You seemed bent on introducing yourself to her, and I wanted to know how you had fared.’

			‘Let me put it this way, Turnbull. I considered the circumstances, and judged that my talents were best spent in London. I can see no way of making the lady’s acquaintance without involving Mrs Anson. In other words, dear chap, I am saving my energies for the weekend.’

			I smiled to myself as Dykes launched into an account of his latest conquest, because although I had learned no more about the young lady I had at least established that I would not be in a misleading and embarrassing competitive situation.

			I listened to Dykes until a quarter to nine, then suggested we return to the hotel, explaining that I had a letter to write. We parted company in the hall; Dykes walked into the commercial lounge, and I went upstairs to my room. The door to the sitting-room was closed, and beyond it I could hear the sound of Mrs Anson’s voice.

		

	
		
			 

			 

			 

			TWO

			 

			A Conversation in the Night

			 

			 

			 

			I

			 

			The staff of the Devonshire Arms were in the habit-presumably at Mrs Anson’s instruction – of sprinkling the shades of the oil-lamps with eau de cologne. This had the effect of infusing a cloying perfume through the first floor of the hotel, one so persistent that even now I cannot smell cologne without being reminded of the place.

			On this evening, though, I thought I detected a different ­frag­rance as I climbed the stairs. It was drier, less sickly, more ­redolent of herbs than Mrs Anson’s perfumes … but then I could smell it no more, and I went on into my room and closed the door.

			I lit the two oil-lamps in my room, then tidied my appearance in front of the mirror. I knew I had alcohol on my breath, so I brushed my teeth, then sucked a peppermint lozenge. I shaved, combed my hair and moustache, and put on a clean shirt.

			When this was done I placed an easy chair beside the door, and moved a table towards it. On this I placed one of the lamps, and blew out the other. As an afterthought I took one of Mrs Anson’s bath-towels, and folded it over the arm of the chair. Then I was ready.

			I sat down, and opened a novel.

			More than an hour passed, during which although I sat with the book on my knee, I read not one word. I could hear the gentle murmur of conversation drifting up from the downstairs rooms, but all else was still.

			At last I heard a light tread on the stairs, and at once I was ready. I put aside the book, and draped the bath-towel over my arm. I waited until the footsteps had passed my door, and then I let myself out.

			In the dim light of the corridor I saw a female figure, and as she heard me she turned. It was a chambermaid, carrying a hot water bottle in a dark-red cover.

			‘Good evening, sir,’ she said, making a small sullen curtsey in my direction, then continued on her way.

			I went across the corridor into the bath-room, closed the door, counted to one hundred slowly, and then returned to my room.

			Once more I waited, this time in considerably greater agitation than before.

			Within a few minutes I heard another tread on the stairs, this time rather heavier. Again I waited until the footsteps had passed before emerging. It was Hughes, on his way to his room. We nodded to each other as I opened the door of the bathroom.

			When I returned to my own room I was growing angry with myself for having to resort to such elaborate preparations and minor deceptions. But I was determined to go through with this in the way I had planned.

			On the third occasion I heard footsteps I recognized Dykes’s tread, as he bounded up taking two steps at a time. I was thankful not to have to go through the charade with the bath-towel.

			Another half-hour passed and I was beginning to despair, wondering if I had miscalculated. After all, Miss Fitzgibbon might well be staying in Mrs Anson’s private quarters; I had no reason to suppose that she would have been allocated a room on this floor. At length, though, I was in luck. I heard a soft tread on the staircase, and this time when I looked down the corridor I saw the retreating back of a tall young woman. I tossed the towel back into my room, snatched up my samples-case, closed the door quietly and followed her.

			If she was aware that I was behind her, she showed no sign of it. She walked to the very end of the corridor, to where a small staircase led upwards. She turned, and climbed the steps.

			I hastened to the end of the corridor, and as I reached the bottom of the steps I saw that she was on the point of inserting a key into the door. She looked down at me.

			‘Excuse me, ma’am,’ I said. ‘Allow me to introduce myself. I am Turnbull, Edward Turnbull.’

			As she regarded me I felt immensely foolish, peering up at her from the bottom of the steps. She said nothing, but nodded slightly at me.

			‘Do I have the pleasure of addressing Miss Fitzgibbon?’ I went on. ‘Miss A. Fitzgibbon?’

			‘That is I,’ she said, in a pleasant, well modulated voice.

			‘Miss Fitzgibbon,! know you will think this an extraordinary request, but I have something here I think will be of interest to you. I wondered if I might show it to you?’

			For a moment she said nothing, but continued to stare down at me. Then she said: ‘What is it, Mr Turnbull?’

			I glanced along the corridor, fearing that at any moment another of the guests would appear.

			I said: ‘Miss Fitzgibbon, may I come up to you?’

			‘No, you may not. I shall come down.’

			She had a large leather hand-bag, and she placed this on the tiny landing beside her door. Then, raising her skirt slightly, she came slowly down the steps towards me.

			When she stood before me in the corridor, I said: ‘I will not detain you for more than a few moments. It was most fortunate that you should be staying in this hotel.’

			While I spoke I had crouched down on the floor, and was ­fumbling with the catch of my samples-case. The lid came open, and I took out one of the Visibility Protection Masks. I stood up, holding it in my hand, and noticed that Miss Fitzgibbon was regarding me curiously. There was something about her forthright gaze that was most disconcerting.

			She said: ‘What do you have there, Mr Turnbull?’

			‘I call it the Visibility Protection Mask,’ I said. She made no reply, so I went on in some confusion: ‘You see, it is suited for passengers as well as the driver, and can be removed at a moment’s notice.’

			At this, the young lady stepped back from me, and seemed to be about to ascend the steps once more.

			‘Please wait!’ I said. ‘I am not explaining very well.’

			‘Indeed you are not. What is it you have in your hand, and why should it be of such interest to me that you accost me in an hotel corridor?’

			Her expression was so cold and formal I did not know how to phrase my words. ‘Miss Fitzgibbon, I understand that you are in the employ of Sir William Reynolds?’

			She nodded to confirm this, so at once I stuttered out an account of how I felt sure he would be interested in my Mask.

			‘But you have still not told me what it is.’

			‘It keeps grit out of one’s eyes when motoring,’ I said, and on a sudden impulse I raised the Mask to my eyes, and held it in place with my hands. At this the young lady laughed abruptly, but I felt that it was not an unkind laughter.

			‘They are motoring goggles!’ she said. ‘Why did you not say?’

			‘You have seen them before?’ I said in surprise.

			‘They are common in America.’

			‘Then Sir William already possesses some?’ I said.

			‘No … but he probably feels he does not need them.’

			I crouched down again, hunting through my samples-case.

			‘There is a ladies’ model,’ I said, searching anxiously through the various products that I kept in my case. At last I found the smaller variety that Mr Westerman’s factory had produced, and stood up, holding it out to her. In my haste I inadvertently knocked my case, and a pile of photograph albums, wallets and writing-cases spilled on the floor. ‘You may try this on, Miss Fitzgibbon. It’s made of the best kid.’

			As I looked again at the young lady, I thought for a moment that her laughter was continuing, but she held her face perfectly seriously.

			‘I’m not sure that I need—’

			‘I assure you that it is comfortable to wear.’

			My earnestness at last won through, for she took the leather goggles from me.

			‘There’s an adjustable strap,’ I said. ‘Please try it on.’

			I bent down once more, and thrust my spilled samples back into the case. As I did so, I glanced down the corridor again.

			When I stood up, Miss Fitzgibbon had raised the Mask to her forehead, and was trying to connect the strap. The large, flowered hat that she was wearing made this exceptionally difficult. If I had felt foolish at the beginning of this interview, then it was nothing to what I now felt. My impulsive nature and awkwardness of manner had led me to a situation of the most embarrassing kind. Miss Fitzgibbon was clearly trying to humour me, and as she fumbled with the clasp I wished I had the strength to snatch the goggles away from her and run shamefacedly to my room. Instead, I stood lamely before her, watching her efforts with the strap. She was wearing a patient smile.

			‘It appears to have become caught in my hair, Mr Turnbull.’

			She tugged at the strap, but frowned as the hairs were pulled. I wanted to help her in some way, but I was too nervous of her.

			She tugged again at the strap, but the metal clasp was tangled in the strands of hair.

			At the far end of the corridor I heard the sound of voices, and the creak of the wooden staircase. Miss Fitzgibbon heard the sounds too, for she also looked that way.

			‘What am I to do?’ she said softly. ‘I cannot be found with this in my hair.’

			She pulled again, but winced.

			‘May I help?’ I said, reaching forward.

			A shadow appeared on the wall by the top of the staircase, thrown by the lamps in the hallway.

			‘We will be discovered at any moment!’ said Miss Fitzgibbon, the goggles swinging beside her face. ‘We had better step into my room for a few minutes.’

			The voices were coming closer.

			‘Your room?’ I said in astonishment. ‘Do you not want a chaperone? After all—’

			‘Whom would you propose to chaperone me?’ said Miss Fitzgibbon. ‘Mrs Anson?’

			Raising her skirt again, she hurried up the steps towards the door. After hesitating another second or two I took up my samples-case, holding the lid down with my hand, and followed. I waited while the young lady unlocked the door, and a moment later we were inside.

			 

			 

			II

			 

			The room was larger than mine, and more comfortable. There were two gas-mantles against the wall, and when Miss Fitzgibbon turned them up the room was filled with a bright, warm radiance. A coal fire burned in the grate, and the windows were richly curtained with long, velvet drapes. In one corner there was a large French bedstead, with the covers turned down. Most of the space, however, was given over to furniture which would not have looked out of place in the average parlour, with a chaise longue, two easy chairs, several rugs, an immense dresser, a bookcase and a small table.

			I stood nervously by the door, while Miss Fitzgibbon went to a mirror and untangled the goggles from her hair. She placed these on the table.

			When she had removed her hat, she said: ‘Please sit down, Mr Turnbull.’

			I looked at the goggles. ‘I think I should leave now.’

			Miss Fitzgibbon was silent, listening to the sound of the voices as they passed the bottom of the stairs.

			‘Perhaps it would be as well if you stayed a little longer,’ she said. ‘It would not do for you to be seen leaving my room at this late hour.’

			I laughed politely with her, but I must confess to being con­sider­ably taken aback by such a remark.

			I sat down in one of the easy chairs beside the table and Miss Fitzgibbon went to the fireplace and poked the coals so that they flared up more brightly.

			‘Please excuse me for a moment,’ she said. As she passed me I sensed that she had about her a trace of the herbal fragrance I had noticed earlier. She went through an inner door, and closed it.

			I sat silently, cursing my impulsive nature. I was sorely em­barrassed by this incident, for Miss Fitzgibbon clearly had no need for, nor interest in, my motoring Mask. The notion that she would persuade Sir William to experiment with my goggles was even more unlikely. I had annoyed and compromised her, for if Mrs Anson, or indeed anyone else in the hotel, should discover that I had been alone in her room at night, then the young lady’s reputation would be permanently marked.

			When Miss Fitzgibbon returned, some ten minutes later, I heard the sound of a cistern hissing in the next room, and sur­mised that it must be a private bath-room. This seemed to be so, for Miss Fitzgibbon had apparently renewed her maquillage, and her hair was arranged differently, so that the tight bun she had been wearing had been loosened to allow some strands of her hair to fall about her shoulders. As she moved past me to sit in the other chair I noticed that the herbal fragrance was more noticeable.

			She sat down, and leaned back with a sigh. Her behaviour towards me was entirely without ceremony.

			‘Well, Mr Turnbull,’ she said. ‘I find I owe you an apology. I’m sorry I was stuffy to you outside,’

			‘It is I who should apologize,’ I said at once. ‘I—’

			‘It was a natural reaction, I’m afraid,’ she went on, as if she had not heard me. ‘I’ve just spent the last four hours with Mrs Anson, and she seems never to be at a loss for words.’

			‘I felt sure you were a friend of hers,’ I said.

			‘She has appointed herself my guardian and mentor. I accept a lot of advice from her.’ Miss Fitzgibbon stood up again, and went to the dresser and produced two glasses. ‘I know you drink, Mr Turnbull, for I have smelled your breath. Would you care for a glass of brandy?’

			‘Thank you, yes,’ I said, swallowing hard.

			She poured some brandy from a metal flask which she took from her hand-bag, and placed the two glasses on the table between us. ‘Like you, Mr Turnbull, I sometimes find the need for fortification.’

			She sat down again. We raised glasses, and sipped the drink. 

			‘You have lapsed into silence,’ she said. ‘I hope I have not alarmed you.’

			I stared at her helplessly, wishing that I had never set out on this naive enterprise.

			‘Do you come to Skipton frequently?’ she said.

			‘About two or three times a year. Miss Fitzgibbon, I think I should bid you good-night. It is not proper for me to be here with you alone.’

			‘But I still haven’t discovered why you were so eager to show me your goggles.’

			‘I felt you might influence Sir William to consider trying them.’

			She nodded her understanding. ‘And you are a goggles salesman?’

			‘No, Miss Fitzgibbon. You see, the firm I am employed by is a manufacturer of …’

			My voice had tailed away, for I had heard in the same instant the sound that now clearly distracted Miss Fitzgibbon. We had both heard, just beyond the door, a creaking of floorboards.

			Miss Fitzgibbon raised a finger to her lips, and we sat in anguished silence. A few moments later there was a sharp and peremptory rapping on the door!

			 

			 

			III

			 

			‘Miss Fitzgibbon!’ It was Mrs Anson’s voice.

			I stared desperately at my new friend.

			‘What shall we do?’ I whispered. ‘If I am found here at this hour—’

			‘Keep quiet … leave it to me.’

			From outside, again: ‘Miss Fitzgibbon!’

			She moved quickly to the far side of the room, and stood beside the bed.

			‘What is it, Mrs Anson?’ she called, in a faint, tired-seeming voice.

			There was a short silence. Then: ‘Has the maid brought a hot water bottle to your room?’

			‘Yes, thank you. I am already abed.’

			‘With the lamps still alight, Miss Fitzgibbon?’

			The young lady pointed desperately at the door, and waved her hands at me. I understood immediately, and moved quickly to one side so that I could not be seen through the keyhole.

			‘I am doing a little reading, Mrs Anson. Good night to you.’

			There was another silence from beyond the door, during which I felt I must surely shout aloud to break the tension!

			‘I thought I heard the sound of a man’s voice,’ said Mrs Anson.

			‘I am quite alone,’ said Miss Fitzgibbon. I saw that her face was flushing red, although whether it was from embarrassment or anger I could not tell.

			‘I don’t think I am mistaken.’

			‘Please wait a moment,’ said Miss Fitzgibbon.

			She crept over to me, and raised her mouth until it was beside my ear.

			‘I shall have to let her in,’ she whispered. ‘I know what to do. Please turn your back.’

			‘What?’ I said in astonishment.

			‘Turn your back … please!’

			I stared at her in anguish for a moment longer, then did as she said. I heard her move away from me towards the wardrobe, and then there came the sound of her pulling at the clasps and buttons of her gown. I closed my eyes firmly, covering them with my hand. The enormity of my situation was without parallel.

			I heard the wardrobe door close, and then felt the touch of a hand on my arm. I looked: Miss Fitzgibbon was standing beside me, a long striped flannel dressing-gown covering her. She had taken the pins from her hair so that it fell loosely about her face.

			‘Take these,’ she whispered, thrusting the two brandy-glasses into my hands. ‘Wait inside the bath-room.’

			‘Miss Fitzgibbon, I really must insist!’ said Mrs Anson.

			I stumbled towards the bath-room door. As I did so I glanced back and saw Miss Fitzgibbon throwing back the covers of the bed and crumpling the linen and bolster. She took my samples-case, and thrust it under the chaise longue. I went inside the bath-room and closed the door. In the dark I leaned back against the door frame, and felt my hands trembling.

			The outer door was opened.

			‘Mrs Anson, what is it you want?’

			I heard Mrs Anson march into the room. I could imagine her glaring suspiciously about, and I waited for the moment of her irruption into the bath-room.

			‘Miss Fitzgibbon, it is very late. Why are you not yet asleep?’

			‘I am doing some reading. Had you not knocked when you did, I dare say I should be asleep at this moment.’

			‘I distinctly heard a male voice.’

			‘But you can see… I am alone. Could it not have been from the next room?’

			‘It came from in here.’

			‘Were you listening at the door?’

			‘Of course not! I was passing down the lower corridor on the way to my own room.’

			‘Then you could easily have been mistaken. I too have heard voices.’

			The tone of Mrs Anson’s words changed suddenly. ‘My dear Amelia, I am concerned only for your well-being. You do not know these commercial men as well as I. You are young and innocent, and I am responsible for your safety.’

			‘I’m twenty-two years of age, Mrs Anson and I am responsible for my safety. Now please leave me, as I wish to go to sleep.’

			Again, Mrs Anson’s tone changed. ‘How do I know you’re not deceiving me?’

			‘Look around, Mrs Anson!’ Miss Fitzgibbon came to the bath-room door, and threw it open. It banged against my shoulder, but served to conceal me behind it. ‘Look everywhere! Would you care to inspect my wardrobe? Or would you prefer to peer under my bed?’

			‘I here is no need for unpleasantness, Miss Fitzgibbon. I am quite prepared to take your word.’

			‘Then kindly leave me in peace, as I have had a long day at work, and I wish to go to sleep.’

			There was a short silence. Then Mrs Anson said: ‘Very well, Amelia. Good night to you.’

			‘Good night, Mrs Anson.’

			I heard the woman walk from the room, and down the stairs outside. There was a much longer silence, and then I heard the outer door close.

			Miss Fitzgibbon came to the bath-room, and leaned weakly against the door-post.

			‘She’s gone,’ she said.

			 

			 

			IV

			 

			Miss Fitzgibbon took one of the glasses from me, and swallowed the brandy.

			‘Would you like some more?’ she said softly.

			‘Yes, please.’

			The flask was now nearly empty, but we shared what remained.

			I looked at Miss Fitzgibbon’s face, pale in the gaslight, and wondered if I looked as ashen.

			‘I must leave at once, of course,’ I said.

			She shook her head. ‘You would be seen. Mrs Anson wouldn’t dare come to the room again, but she will not go straight to bed.’

			‘Then what can I do?’

			‘We’ll have to wait. I should think if you leave in about an hour’s time she will no longer be around.’

			‘We are behaving as if we are guilty,’ I said. ‘Why can I not go now, and tell Mrs Anson the truth of the matter?’

			‘Because we have already resorted to deception, and she has seen me in my nightwear.’

			‘Yes, of course.’

			‘I shall have to turn off the gaslights, as if I have gone to bed. There is a small oil-lamp, and we can sit by that.’ She indicated a folding dressing-screen. ‘If you would move that in front of the door, Mr Turnbull, it will mask the light and help subdue our voices.’

			‘I’ll move it at once,’ I said.

			Miss Fitzgibbon put another lump of coal on the fire, lit the oil-lamp, and turned off the gas-mantles.

			I helped her move the two easy chairs towards the fireplace, then placed the lamp on the mantelpiece.

			‘Do you mind waiting a while?’ she asked me.

			‘I should prefer to leave,’ I said uncomfortably, ‘but I think you are right. I should not care to face Mrs Anson at this moment.’

			‘Then please try to be less agitated.’

			I said: ‘Miss Fitzgibbon, I should feel much more relaxed if you would put on your clothes again.’

			‘But beneath this gown I am wearing my underclothing.’

			‘Even so.’

			I went into the bath-room for a few minutes, and when I returned she had replaced her dress. Her hair was still loose, though, which I found pleasing, for I felt her face was better suited when framed in this way.

			As I sat down, she said to me: ‘Can I ask one more favour of you, without further shocking you?’

			‘What is that?’

			‘I will be more at ease during the next hour if you would stop addressing me by my surname. My name is Amelia.’

			‘I know,’ I said. ‘I heard Mrs Anson. I am Edward.’

			‘You are so formal, Edward.’

			‘I can’t help it,’ I said. ‘It is what I am used to.’

			The tension had left me, and I felt very tired. Judging by the way Miss Fitzgibbon – or Amelia – was sitting, she felt the same. The abandonment of formal address was a similar relaxation, as if Mrs Anson’s abrupt intrusion had swept aside the normal courtesies. We had suffered, and survived, a potential catastrophe and it had drawn us together.

			‘Do you think that Mrs Anson suspected I was here, Amelia?’ I said.

			She glanced shrewdly at me. ‘No, she knew you were here.’

			‘Then I have compromised you!’

			‘It is I who have compromised you. The deception was of my own invention.’

			I said: ‘You’re very candid. I don’t think I have ever met anyone like you.’

			‘Well, in spite of your stuffiness, Edward, I don’t think I’ve ever met anyone quite like you before.’

			 

			 

			V

			 

			Now that the worst was over, and the rest could be dealt with in good time, I found that I was able to enjoy the intimacy of the situation. Our two chairs were close together in warmth and semi-darkness, the brandy was glowing within, and the light from the oil-lamp laid subtle and pleasing highlights on Amelia’s features. All this made me reflective in a way that had nothing whatsoever to do with the circumstances that had brought us together. She seemed to me to be a person of wonderful beauty and presence of mind, and the thought of leaving her when my hour’s wait was over was too unwelcome to contemplate.

			At first it was I who led the conversation, talking a little of myself. I explained how my parents had emigrated to America soon after I had left school, and that since then I had lived alone while working for Mr Westerman.

			‘You never felt any desire to go with your parents to America?’ Amelia said.

			‘I was very tempted. They write to me frequently, and America seems to be an exciting country. But I felt that I scarcely knew England, and that I should like to live my own life here for a while, before joining them.’

			‘And do you know England any better now?’

			‘Hardly,’ I said. ‘Although I spend my weeks outside London, I spend most of my time in hotels like this.’

			With this, I enquired politely of her own background.

			She told me that her parents were dead – there had been a sinking at sea while she was still a child – and that since then she had been under the legal guardianship of Sir William. He and her father had been friends since their own schooldays, and in her father’s will this wish had been expressed.

			‘So you also live at Reynolds House?’ I said. ‘It is not merely employment?’

			‘I am paid a small wage for my work, but Sir William has made a suite of rooms in one of the wings available to me.’

			‘I should greatly like to meet Sir William,’ I said, fervently.

			‘So that he may try your goggles in your presence?’ Amelia said.

			‘I am regretting that I brought them to you.’

			‘And I am glad you did. You have inadvertently enlivened my evening. I was beginning to suspect that Mrs Anson was the only person in this hotel, so tight was her hold on me. Anyway, I’m sure Sir William will consider purchasing your goggles, even though he does not drive his horseless carriage these days.’

			I looked at her in surprise. ‘But I understood Sir William was a keen motorist. Why has he lost interest?’

			‘He is a scientist, Edward. His invention is prolific, and he is constantly turning to new devices.’

			In this way we conversed for a long time, and the longer we spoke the more relaxed I became. Our subjects were inconsequential for the most part, dwelling on our past lives and experiences. I soon learnt that Amelia was much better travelled than me, having accompanied Sir William on some of his overseas journeys. She told me of her visit to New York, and to Dresden and Leipzig, and I was greatly interested.

			At last the fire burned down, and we had drunk the last of the brandy.

			I said, regretfully: ‘Amelia, do you think I should now return to my room?’

			For a moment her expression did not change, but then she smiled briefly and to my surprise laid her hand gently on my arm.

			‘Only if you wish to,’ she said.

			‘Then I think I shall stay a few minutes longer.’

			Immediately I said this I regretted it. In spite of her friendly gesture I felt that we had spoken enough of the matters that interested us, and that further delay was only an admission of the considerable degree of distraction her nearness to me was causing. I had no idea how long it was since Mrs Anson had left us – and to take out my watch would have been unpardonable – but I felt sure that it must be much more than the hour we had agreed. Further delay was improper.

			Amelia had not removed her hand from my arm.

			‘We must speak again, Edward,’ she said. ‘Let us meet in London one evening; perhaps you would invite me to join you for dinner. Then, without having to hush our voices, we can talk to our hearts’ content.’

			I said: ‘When are you returning to Surrey?’

			‘I think it will be tomorrow afternoon.’

			‘I shall be in town during the day. Will you join me for ­luncheon? There is a small inn on the Ilkley road …’

			‘Yes, Edward. I shall enjoy that.’

			‘Now I had better return.’ I took my watch from my pocket, and saw that an hour and a half had elapsed since Mrs Anson’s intrusion. ‘I’m very sorry to have talked for so long.’

			Amelia said nothing, but simply shook her head slowly.

			I took my samples-case, and walked quietly to the door. Amelia stood up too, and blew out the oil-lamp.

			‘I’ll help you with the screen,’ she said.

			The only illumination in the room was from the dying embers of the fire. I saw Amelia silhouetted against the glow as she came towards me. Together we shifted the folding screen to one side, then I turned the handle of the door. All was still and silent beyond. Suddenly, in that great quietness I wondered how well the screen had muffled our voices, and whether in fact our innocent liaison had been overheard by more than one other person.

			I turned back to her.

			‘Good night, Miss Fitzgibbon,’ I said.

			Her hand touched my arm again, and I felt a warmth of breath on my cheek. Her lips touched me for a fraction of a second.

			‘Good night, Mr Turnbull.’ Her fingers tightened on my arm, then she moved back and her door closed silently.

			 

			 

			VI

			 

			My room and bed were cold, and I could not sleep. I lay awake all night, my thoughts circling endlessly around subjects that could not be further removed from my immediate surroundings. In the morning, surprisingly alert in spite of my sleeplessness, I was first down to the breakfast-room, and as I sat at my usual table the head waiter approached me.

			‘Mrs Anson’s compliments, sir,’ he said. ‘Would you kindly attend to this directly you have finished breakfast?’

			I opened the slim brown envelope and found that it contained my account. When I left the breakfast-room I discovered that my luggage had been packed, and was ready for me in the entrance hall. The head waiter took my money, and conducted me to the door. None of the other guests had seen me leave; there had been no sign of Mrs Anson. I stood in the sharp cool of the morning air, still stunned by the abruptness of my enforced departure.

			After a while I carried my bags to the station and deposited them at the luggage office. I stayed in the vicinity of the hotel all day, but saw no sign of Amelia. At midday I went to the inn on the Ilkley road, but she did not appear. As evening drew on I went back to the station, and caught the last train of the day to London.

			 

		

	
		
			 

			 

			 

			THREE

			 

			The House on Richmond Hill

			 

			 

			I

			 

			During the week following my premature return to Skipton, I was away on business in Nottingham. Here I applied myself to my work to such a degree that I adequately made up for the poor sales I had achieved in Skipton. By the Saturday evening, when I returned to my lodgings near Regent’s Park, the incident had receded to a regrettable memory. To say this is not wholly accurate, however, for in spite of the consequences, meeting Amelia had been an uplifting experience. I felt I should not hope to see her again, but I did feel the need to apologize.

			As I should have known it would, though, the next move came from Amelia, for waiting for me on that Saturday evening was a letter postmarked in Richmond.

			The main part of the letter was type-written, and simply stated that Sir William had been told of the motoring aid I had demonstrated, and that he had expressed a desire to meet me. Accordingly, I was invited to the house on Sunday, 21 st May, when Sir William would be glad to speak to me over afternoon tea. It was signed: ‘A. Fitzgibbon’.

			Underneath this main message, Amelia had added a hand­written postscript:

			 

			Sir William is usually busy in his laboratory during most of the daylight hours, so would you care to arrive at about 2.00 p.m.? As the weather is now so much finer I thought you and I might enjoy bicycling through Richmond Park.

			 Amelia

			 

			I did not take long to make up my mind. Indeed, within minutes I had written my acceptance, and posted it within the hour. I was very glad to be invited to tea.

			 

			 

			II

			 

			On the appointed day I left Richmond Station, and walked slowly through the town. Most of the shops were closed, but there was much traffic – mostly phaetons and broughams, carrying ­families on Sunday outings – and the pavements were crowded with pedestrians. I strolled along with everyone else, feeling smart and fashionable in the new clothes I had bought the day before. To cele­brate the occasion I had even indulged myself in the extravagance of a new straw boater, and this I wore at a jaunty angle, reflecting the carefree mood I was in. The only reminder of my normal way of life was the samples-case I carried. This I had emptied of everything except the three pairs of goggles. Even the unwonted lightness of the case, though, emphasized the special nature of this visit.

			I was far too early, of course, having left my lodgings soon after breakfast. I was determined not to be late, and so had over-­estimated the amount of time it would take me to reach here. I had enjoyed a leisurely walk through London to Waterloo Station, the train journey had taken only twenty minutes or so, and here I was, enjoying the mild air and warm sunshine of a May morning.

			In the centre of the little town I passed the church as the congregation was leaving, walking out into the sunlight, the gentlemen calm and formal in their suits, the ladies gay in bright clothes and carrying sunshades. I walked on until I reached Richmond Bridge, and here I stepped out over the Thames, looking down at the boats plying between the wooded banks.

			It was all such a contrast from the bustle and smells of London; much as I liked to live in the metropolis, the ever-present press of people, the racket of the traffic and the dampening grey of the industrial pall that drifted over the rooftops all made for an unconscionable pressure on one’s mind. It was reassuring to find a place like this, such a short journey from the centre of London, that enjoyed an elegance that too often I found easy to forget still existed.

			I continued my stroll along one of the riverside walks, then turned round and headed back into the town. Here I found a restaurant open, and ordered myself a substantial lunch. With this finished, I returned to the station, having previously forgotten to find out the times of the trains returning to London in the evening.

			At last it was time to set out for Richmond Hill, and I walked back through the town, following The Quadrant until I came to the junction with the road which led down to Richmond Bridge. Here I followed a smaller road which forked to the left, climbing the Hill. All along my left-hand side there were buildings; at first, near the bottom of the Hill, the houses were terraced, with one or two shops. At the end of the terrace there was a public house – The Queen Victoria, as I recall – and beyond this the style and class of house changed noticeably.

			Several were set a long way back from the road, almost invisible behind the thickly growing trees. To my right there was parkland and more trees, and as I climbed higher I saw the sweeping curve of the Thames through the meadows by Twickenham. It was a most beautiful and peaceful place.

			At the top of the Hill the road became a pitted cart-track, leading through Richmond Gate into the Park itself, and the pavement ceased to exist altogether. At this point there was a narrower track, leading more directly up the slope of the Hill, and I walked this way. Shortly along this track I saw a gateway with Reynolds House carved into the sandstone posts, and I knew I had come to the right place.

			The driveway was short, but described a sharp S, so that the house was not visible from the gate. I followed the drive, remarking to myself on the way in which the trees and shrubbery had been allowed to grow unhindered. In several places the growths were so wild that the drive was barely wide enough to allow passage of a carriage.

			In a moment the house came into sight, and I was at once impressed by its size. The main part of the house seemed, to my untrained eye, to be about one hundred years old, but two large and more modern wings had been added at each end, and a part of the courtyard so produced had been roofed over with a wooden-­framed glass structure, rather like a greenhouse.

			In the immediate vicinity of the house the shrubbery had been cut back, and a well-kept lawn lay to one side of the house, stretching round to the far side.

			I saw that the main entrance was partially concealed behind a part of the glasshouse – at first glance I had not noticed it – and walked in that direction. There seemed to be no one about; the house and grounds were silent, and there was no movement at any of the windows.

			As I walked past the windows of the conservatory-like extension, there was a sudden scream of metal upon metal, accompanied by a blaze of yellow light. For an instant I saw the shape of a man, hunched forward, and silhouetted by a blaze of sparks. Then the grinding ceased, and again all became dim within.

			I pressed the electrical bell-push by the door, and after a few moments the door was opened by a plump, middle-aged woman in a black dress and white apron. I removed my hat.

			‘I should like to see Miss Fitzgibbon,’ I said, as I stepped into the hall. ‘I believe I am expected.’

			‘Do you have a card, sir?’

			I was about to produce my regular business-card, supplied by Mr Westerman, but then recalled that this was more of a personal visit. ‘No, but if you would say it is Mr Edward Turnbull.’

			‘Will you wait?’

			She showed me into a reception-room, and closed the doors behind me.

			I must have walked a little too energetically up the Hill, for I found that I was hot and flushed, and my face was damp with perspiration. I mopped my face with my kerchief as quickly as possible, then, to calm myself, I glanced around the room, hoping that an appraisal of its furniture would gain me an insight into Sir William’s tastes. In fact, the room was ill-furnished to the point of bareness. A small octagonal table stood before the fireplace, and beside it were two faded easy chairs, but these, apart from the curtains and a threadbare carpet, were all that were there.

			Presently, the servant returned.

			‘Would you please come this way, Mr Turnbull?’ she said. ‘You may leave your case here in the hallway.’

			I followed her along a corridor, then turned to the left and came into a comfortable drawing-room, which opened on to the garden by way of a french window. The servant indicated that I should pass through, and as I did so I saw Amelia sitting at a white, wrought-iron table placed beneath two apple trees on the lawn.

			‘Mr Turnbull, ma’am,’ said the woman, and Amelia set aside the book she had been reading.

			‘Edward,’ she said. ‘You’re earlier than I expected. That’s wonder­ful … it’s such a lovely day for a ride!’

			I sat down on the opposite side of the little table. I was aware that the servant was still standing by the french window.

			‘Mrs Watchets, will you bring us some lemonade?’ Amelia said to her, then turned to me. ‘You must be thirsty from your walk up the Hill. We’ll have just one glass each, then set off at once.’

			It was delightful to be with her again, and such a pleasant surprise that she was as lovely as I had remembered her. She was wearing a most pleasing combination of white blouse and dark blue silk skirt, and on her head she had a flowered raffia bonnet. Her long auburn hair, finely brushed and held behind her ears with a clip, fell neatly down her back. She was sitting so that the sunlight fell across her face, and as the branches of the apple trees moved in the gentle breeze, their shadows seemed to stroke the skin of her face. Her profile was presented to me: she was beautiful in many ways, not least that her fine features were exquisitely framed by the style of hair. I admired the graceful way she sat, the delicacy of her fair skin, the candour of her eyes.

			‘I haven’t brought a bicycle with me,’ I said. ‘I wasn’t—’

			‘We have plenty here, and you may use one of those. I’m delighted you could come today, Edward. There are so many things I have to tell you.’

			‘I’m terribly sorry if I got you into trouble,’ I said, wanting to get off my chest the one matter that had been preoccupying me. ‘Mrs Anson was in no doubt as to my presence in your room.’

			‘I understand you were shown the door.’

			‘Directly after breakfast,’ I said. ‘I didn’t see Mrs Anson …’

			At that moment Mrs Watchets reappeared, bearing a tray with a glass jug and two tumblers, and I allowed my sentence to go un­finished. While Mrs Watchets poured out the drinks, Amelia pointed out to me a rare South American shrub growing in the garden (Sir William had brought it back with him from one of his overseas journeys), and I expressed the greatest interest in it.

			When we were once more alone, Amelia said: ‘Let us talk of those matters while we are riding. I’m sure Mrs Watchets would be as scandalized as Mrs Anson to hear of our nocturnal liaisons.’

			There was something about her use of the plural that sent a pleasurable, though not entirely guiltless, thrill through me.

			The lemonade was delicious: ice-cold, and with a sharp hint of sourness that stimulated the palate. I finished mine with im­moder­ate speed.

			‘Tell me a little of Sir William’s work,’ I said. ‘You told me that he has lost interest in his horseless carriage. What is he engaged in at the moment?’

			‘Perhaps if you are to meet Sir William, you should ask him that yourself. But it is no secret that he has built a heavier-than-air flying machine.’

			I looked at her in amazement.

			‘You cannot be serious!’ I said. ‘No machine can fly!’

			‘Birds fly; they are heavier than air.’

			‘Yes, but they have wings.’

			She stared at me thoughtfully for a moment. ‘You had better see it for yourself, Edward. It’s just beyond those trees.’

			‘In which case,’ I said, ‘yes, let me see this impossible thing!’

			We left our glasses on the table, and Amelia led me across the lawn towards a thicket of trees. We passed through these in the direction of Richmond Park – which ran right up to the boundary of the house grounds – until we came to an area which had been levelled, and the surface compacted with a hard covering. On this stood the flying machine.

			It was larger than I could have imagined it would be, extending some twenty feet at its widest point. It was clearly unfinished: the framework, which was of wooden struts, was uncovered, and there appeared to be nowhere that the driver could sit. On each side of the main body there was a wing, sagging so that the tip touched the ground. The overall appearance was similar to that of a dragonfly at rest, although it had none of the beauty of that insect.

			We walked over to it, and I ran my fingers along the surface of the nearer wing. There seemed to be several wooden formers under the fabric, which itself had the texture of silk. It was stretched very tightly, so that drumming one’s fingers on the fabric produced a hollow sound.

			‘How does it work?’ I said.

			Amelia went over to the main body of the machine.

			‘The motor was fixed in this position,’ she said, indicating four struts more substantial than the others. ‘Then this system of pulley s carried the cables which raised and lowered the wings.’

			She pointed out the hinges which allowed the wings to flap up and down, and I found by lifting one that the motion was very smooth and strong.

			‘Sir William should have continued with this!’ I said. ‘Surely to fly would be a wonderful thing!’

			‘He became disillusioned with it,’ Amelia said. ‘He was discontented with the design. One evening he told me that he needed the time to reconsider his theory of flight, because this machine simply imitates unsuccessfully the movements of a bird. He said that it needed a thorough reappraisal. Also, the reciprocating engine he was using was too heavy for the machine, and not power­ful enough.’

			‘I should have thought that a man of Sir William’s genius could have modified the motor,’ I said.

			‘Oh, but he did. See this.’ Amelia pointed out a queer assemb­lage, placed deep inside the structure. It seemed on first sight to be made of ivory and brass, but there was a crystalline quality to it that somehow deceived the eye, so that within its winking, multifaceted depths it was not possible to see the constituent parts.

			‘What is this?’ I said, very interested.

			‘A device of Sir William’s own invention. It is a substance that enhances power, and it was not without effect. But as I say, he was not content with the design and has abandoned the machine altogether.’

			‘Where is the engine now?’ I said.

			‘In the house. He uses it to generate electricity for his laboratory.’

			I bent down to examine the crystalline material more closely, but even near to, it was difficult to see how it was made. I was disappointed with the flying machine, and thought it would have been fun to see it in the air.

			I straightened, and saw that Amelia had stepped back a little.

			I said to her: ‘Tell me, do you ever assist Sir William in his laboratory?’

			‘If I am called upon to do so.’

			‘So you are Sir William’s confidante?’

			Amelia said: ‘If you mean that I could persuade him to purchase your goggles, then I suppose so.’

			I said nothing to this, for the wretched affair of the goggles was not on my mind.

			We had started walking slowly back towards the house, and as we came to the lawn, Amelia said: ‘Shall we now go for our bicycle ride?’

			‘I’d like that.’

			We went into the house and Amelia summoned Mrs Watchets. She told her that we would be out for the rest of the afternoon, but that tea should be served as normal at four-thirty. Then we went to an outhouse where several bicycles were stacked, selected one each, and pushed them through the grounds until we reached the edge of the Park.

			 

			 

			III

			 

			We rested in the shade of some trees overlooking the Pen Ponds, and Amelia at last told me what had happened to her on the morning following our conversation.

			‘I was not called for breakfast,’ she said, ‘and being tired I overslept. At eight-thirty I was awakened by Mrs Anson bringing a breakfast-tray into the room. Then, as you might expect, I was given the benefit of Mrs Anson’s views on morality … at her customary length.’

			‘Was she angry with you? Did you try to explain?’

			‘Well, she wasn’t angry, or at least she didn’t reveal her anger. And I had no chance to explain. She was tight-lipped and solicitous. She knew what had happened, or she had made up her mind what had happened, and at first I thought that had I made any attempt to deny what was already a foregone conclusion it would have provoked her to a rage, so I sat and listened humbly to her advice. This was, in substance, that I was a young lady of education and breeding, and that what she referred to as “loose living” was not for the likes of me. It was, however, very revealing in another way. I realized that she could censure the imagined actions of others, yet at the same time display a prurient and consuming curiosity about them. For all her anger, Mrs Anson was hoping for insights into what had happened.’

			‘I suppose her curiosity was disappointed,’ I said.

			‘Not at all,’ said Amelia, smiling as she held a stem of grass in her hand and stripped away the outer leaves to reveal the bright-green, soft inner stalk. ‘I supplied her with a few illuminating details.’

			I found myself laughing in spite of the fact that I was at once very embarrassed and rather excited.

			‘I should like to hear one or two of those details,’ I said, boldly.

			‘Sir, what of my modesty?’ Amelia said, fluttering her eyelashes at me in an exaggerated way, then she too laughed aloud. ‘With her curiosity satisfied, and with my life revealed to be on the downward path, she hastened from my room, and that was the end of that. I left the hotel as soon as I could. The delay had made me late for my appointment at the engineering works, and I wasn’t able to get to our luncheon in time. I’m very sorry.’

			‘That’s all right,’ I said, feeling well pleased with myself, even if my scandalous reputation were a fiction.

			We were sitting together against the bole of a huge tree, the bicycles leaning against another tree. A few yards away, two little boys in sailor suits were trying to make a toy yacht sail out across the Pond. Near by, their nanny watched without interest.

			‘Let’s ride further,’ I said. ‘I’d like to see more of the Park.’

			I leaped up and extended my hands to help Amelia to her feet. We ran over to the bicycles and disentangled them. We mounted and turned into the breeze, heading in the general direction of Kingston-upon-Thames.

			We pedalled at a leisurely rate for a few minutes, but then, just as we were approaching a slight rise in the ground, Amelia called out: ‘Let’s race!’

			I pedalled harder, but with the combination of the headwind and the gradient it was heavy going. Amelia kept abreast of me.

			‘Come on, you’re not trying!’ she shouted, and surged slightly ahead of me.

			I pressed down harder on the pedals and managed to catch her up, but at once she pulled ahead again. I raised myself from the saddle, and used all my strength to try to make up the difference, but for all my efforts Amelia managed somehow to stay a few yards ahead. Suddenly, as if tired of playing with me, Amelia shot quickly forward and, bumping alarmingly over the uneven surface of the path, climbed quickly up the slope. I knew I could never keep up with her, and at once gave up the unequal struggle. I watched her ahead of me … then realized with a shock that she was still sitting upright in the saddle, and, as far as I could see, was free-wheeling!

			Aghast, I watched her bicycle spin over the crest of the slope, at a speed that must have been well in excess of twenty miles an hour, and then vanish from my sight.

			I pedalled on peevishly, sulking a little at the way my pride had been thwarted. As I came over the crest I saw Amelia a few yards further on. She had dismounted, and her bicycle was lying on its side, the front wheel spinning. She was sitting on the grass beside it, laughing at the sight of my hot and perspiring face.

			I flung my bicycle down beside hers, and sat down in a mood as near displeasure as I had ever experienced in her company.

			‘You cheated,’ I said.

			‘You could have done so too,’ she cried, still laughing at me.

			I mopped my face with my kerchief. ‘That wasn’t a race, it was a deliberate humiliation.’

			‘Oh, Edward! Don’t take it so seriously. I only wanted to show you something.’

			‘What?’ I said in a surly tone.

			‘My bicycle. Do you notice anything about it?’

			‘No.’ I was still not mollified.

			‘What about the front wheel?’

			‘It’s still spinning,’ I said.

			‘Then stop it.’

			I reached out and gripped the pneumatic tyre with my hand, but snatched it away as the friction burned me. The wheel con­tinued to spin.

			‘What is it?’ I said, my distemper immediately forgotten.

			‘It is one of Sir William’s devices,’ she said. ‘Your bicycle is fitted with one too.’

			‘But how does it work? You were free-wheeling up the hill. That is against all the laws of physics.’

			‘Look, I’ll show you.’

			She reached over to her machine and took hold of the handle-­bar. She held the right-hand grip in a certain way, and the front wheel stopped its uncanny spinning. She righted the bicycle.

			‘Under here.’ She showed me where to look, and between the rubber grip and the brake-bar I saw a tiny strip of mica. ‘Move this forward with your fingers, so, and—’

			The bicycle started to move forward, but she raised the front wheel from the ground and it spun effortlessly in the air.

			‘When you wish to stop, you simply slide the strip back, and the bicycle may be ridden normally.’

			‘And you say my machine is fitted with this?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Why did you not tell me? Then we need not have expended any effort on the ride!’

			Amelia was laughing again as I hastened to my own machine and righted it. Sure enough, under the right-hand grip there was a similar piece of mica.

			‘I must try this at once!’ I shouted, and mounted my machine. As soon as I had found my balance I slid the mica strip forward, and the bicycle moved faster.

			‘It works!’ I cried to Amelia, waving to her in delight … and at that moment the front wheel hit a tuft of grass, and I was unseated.

			Amelia ran over to me and helped me to my feet. My bicycle lay a few yards from me, the front wheel spinning merrily.

			‘What a marvellous invention!’ I cried, full of enthusiasm for it. ‘Now we shall race in style!’

			‘All right,’ Amelia said. ‘First back to the Ponds!’

			I retrieved my machine, and she ran back to hers. In a few moments we were both mounted, and speeding spectacularly towards the crest of the slope. This time the race was more even, and as we rolled down the long gradient towards the distant Ponds we kept abreast of each other. The wind drummed against my face, and it was not long before I felt my boater snatched away. Amelia’s bonnet was blowing backwards, but stayed around her neck because of its strap.

			As we came to the Ponds we speeded past the nanny and the two little boys, who stared after us in amazement. Laughing aloud, we circled around the larger of the two Ponds, then pulled back the mica strips and pedalled towards the trees at a moderate pace.

			As we dismounted, I said: ‘What is it, Amelia? How does it work?’

			I was feeling breathless, even though the actual physical energy expended had been negligible.

			‘It’s in here,’ she said.

			With a twisting motion she slid back the moulded rubber hand-grip, so exposing the tubular steel of the handle-bar. She held the bar so that I could see into its interior … and there, nestling inside, was some of the crystalline material I had seen on the flying machine.

			‘There is a wire which runs through the frame,’ Amelia said, ‘and that is connected to the wheel. Inside the hub is some more of that.’

			‘What is this crystalline material?’ I said. ‘What does it consist of?’

			‘That I don’t know. I’m aware of some of the materials it comprises, for I have to order them, but I’m not sure how they are joined to produce the effect.’

			She explained that the adapted bicycle had been developed by Sir William when bicycling became popular a few years before. His idea had been to assist the weak or elderly whenever they encountered a hill.

			‘Do you realize that this device alone would make him a fortune?’

			‘Sir William does not want for money.’

			‘No, but think of the public good it would do. A machine like this could transform the carriage industry.’

			Amelia was shaking her head. ‘You don’t understand Sir William. I’m sure he has considered taking out a Patent on this, but I think he judged it better unknown. Bicycling is a sport, mostly enjoyed by the young, and it is done for fresh air and exercise. As you have seen, it requires no effort to ride a bicycle like this.’

			‘Yes, but there would be other uses.’

			‘Indeed, and that is why I say you do not understand Sir William, nor could you be expected to. He is a man of restless intellect, and no sooner has he developed one device than he goes on to another. The bicycles were adapted before he built his horseless cariage, and that was before his flying machine.’

			I said: ‘And he has abandoned his flying machine for a new project?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘May I enquire what that is to be?’

			She said: ‘You will be meeting Sir William shortly. Perhaps he will tell you himself.’

			I thought about this for a moment. ‘You say he is sometimes an uncommunicative man. Maybe he would not tell me.’

			We were once more seated close together beneath the tree.

			Amelia said: ‘Then you may ask me about it again, Edward.’
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