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The woman at the table languidly peeling a peach looked like a beautiful
white flower floating on a lake of flame as she sat half hidden in ferns and
flowers under the glare cast by the shaded electric lights. Any less fortunate
sister of hers who had glanced in through the open windows leading to the
garden would have envied her as one of those who toil not, neither do they
spin. She looked so beautiful, so detached and aloof from the cares and
troubles of the world. She was dressed in a pallid evening gown, all lace and
dainty chiffon, and about her was all the evidence of luxury and wealth.
Nothing was wanting there, from the dull red of the walls with their pictures,
the glint of silver on the table, the gleam of crystal glass; it seemed not
unlike a scene from some society comedy. And yet the girl's face was drawn and
hard, there were deep lines under her eyes and a queer, proud tremor about the
corner of a mouth that was made for smiles and kisses, rather than for the hard
lines of sorrow.

At the other end of the table the man was seated, a big fine-looking man
with the frame and appearance of an athlete, comparatively young, handsome in
an animal way, and the owner of this beautiful house. But, at the same time,
the blue eyes were dull and bleared, the hand that trifled with the coffee cup
was tremulous and shaky, and on the man's forehead a bead of perspiration had
gathered. A doctor would have guessed what Robert Molyneux was suffering from
at a glance. To the trained eye those twitching muscles and the loose, hanging
lips would have told their own story in a word. For Robert Molyneux was a
dipsomaniac, and the beautiful girl sitting opposite to him was his wife. The
beautiful surroundings were no more to her than a human cage.

For two years Cecil Molyneux had lived a life that it would be impossible to
describe. If there was one comfort that she deprived, one drop of consolation
in her sea of misery, it lay in the fact that she cared nothing for her
husband, and that he was equally indifferent to her. He had never loved her; he
had married her because he would, because she had loathed and despised him, and
because it had seemed good to him that he should break that proud spirit of
hers. He had known at the time that her heart was given to Godfrey Coventry,
but this had merely been part of the punishment that he had designed for her.
He had taken every advantage of the fact that fate had placed her father's good
name in the hollow of his hands, and with this lash over her head she had gone
like a statue to the altar. She had known, too, only too well, the character of
the man whose name she had taken. She was used now to his insults and
humiliations, and she was little better than a nurse who is charged with
looking after a dangerous lunatic. And there were times when her husband was
dangerous, there were times when she carried the marks of his violence on her
white flesh, times when she knelt by her bedside and prayed a merciful
Providence to put an end to it. And one of these times was at hand now. She
knew the signs too well to be deceived even for a minute.

For an hour or more Molyneux sat opposite to her, glowering at her,
muttering, and threatening her. He had touched nothing of the dainty dinner
which had been set before him. She had contrived to swallow a mouthful or two.
The peach before her was the first thing that appealed to her appetite. And all
this time Molyneux had been steadily drinking. Cecil knew that he was fighting
off the horrors that were fast closing in upon him after a week during which he
had hardly touched anything save the brandy which at times like this was his
sole support. She could see in his clenched muscles and the narrow pupils of
his eyes that the crisis was at hand. At any moment now he might break out
wildly, might lay his hands upon her and do her some deadly violence. Not that
she was afraid, for it seemed to her that she was afraid of nothing now, except
the prospect of the dreary existence before her.

"Why don't you say something?" Molyneux demanded. "Why do you sit there
sneering at me like that?"

"What can I say?" Cecil asked. "What is the use of saying anything? You know
perfectly well—"

"There you go. Always so superior. Always so cold and distant when I am
suffering the tortures of the damned. I wonder what the devil I married you
for.

"I have often asked myself the same question." Cecil replied. "If you had
really cared for me, if you had had any affection for anybody but
yourself—".

"I should have let you go, of course." Molyneux sneered, "Then you could
have married Coventry, and deluded yourself that you were happy with love in a
cottage. But you didn't know then that Coventry's father's old partner was
going to die and leave him all that money. If you had—"

"If I had," Cecil cried, "then I should not be here to-night. But it is like
you to twit me with this after you have deliberately spoilt my life."

"Why don't you go to him now?" Molyneux demanded. "Shall I tell you why you
don't?"

"You know perfectly well why I don't."

"Because you are too proud. Because you are too cold. It isn't in you to
love any man as a man likes to be loved, I don't see you, in spite of that
infernal beauty of yours, driving a man mad for love of you, making him forget
everything for a kiss and a smile. Oh, I know I can trust you all right, though
you do meet Coventry sometimes. You see, I know all about it. But I'm not
worrying. When is he going—Coventry I mean?—When is he going to
America?"

"To-morrow, I believe," Cecil said coolly. "I think he is coming to see me
before he goes."

She forced herself to speak quietly, conscious at the same time that the
blood had mounted to her checks. She would not let this man see how he was
stinging her; she would not let him know that he was torturing her till she
could have cried out with the agony that wrung her to the soul. And yet she
knew that all this was so much sport to the man opposite. She knew that he
played with her most sacred feelings as a cat plays with a tortured little
mouse. Apparently it was all he lived for now. There was a time when he would
go off for a day or two with his golf clubs or his gun, or, perhaps pass a week
or so at Newmarket. Now he was past all that sort of thing. His shattered nerve
kept him in the house, his friends had fallen away one by one, and the only
comfort that he knew, and the only transient happiness that he felt, lay behind
the glass of a bottle of brandy. He looked at his wife now with a cold, cruel
gleam in his eyes.

"You look at me as if I were so much dirt," he said. "Well, perhaps I am.
But you are my wife, and don't you forget it. You treat me as if I were a dog,
but you don't mind spending my money on your clothes. I wonder what that dress
cost you, and I see you are wearing that ring I gave you the day we were
engaged. It belonged, to a—a friend, of mine in China, the only creature
on God's earth who ever cared for me. Take it off, do you hear me? Take it off
at once."

Cecil scornfully obeyed. It was a beautiful ring, an antique, quite unique
in its workmanship, and a striking ornament which would have been noticed
anywhere. It lay flashing on the table till Molyneux reached for it with a
shaking hand, and dropped it with a laugh into his pocket.

"You are obedient," he sneered. Then he stopped and placed his hand to his
head and staggered to his feet.

"Oh. Oh," he cried. "Here they come. All the devils in hell after me. Give
me that stuff at once."
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From the lips of the tortured man there came a queer, horrible whistling
scream, the scream of a man on the verge of epilepsy. His eyes were full of a
nameless horror, the sweat poured down a face white and ghastly. Molyneux
staggered across the room in the direction of the fireplace, where a large
plant in a big pot stood. He picked it up, and held it at arm's-length as if it
were a feather weight. At that moment he possessed the strength of a dozen men.
Then the pot came crashing down upon the Persian carpet, and the next moment
the tortured drunkard was fighting a legion of unseen horrors as if his life
depended on it. His cries rang through the house, they echoed out into the
garden and carried far down the road. But it was only for a brief space, and
then the temporary madness passed, leaving Molyneux faint and helpless, and so
spent that he dropped into a chair with no strength left in that big frame of
his. He wiped the horror from his face, and out of his eyes.

"For goodness sake, make haste," he cried in a voice so small and still that
it hardly carried to Cecil's ears. "Give me a dose of the stuff that Barclay
prescribed. Hurry up, or all those devils will be back again. Do what I tell
you, or by Heaven I won't be responsible for what happens. Give me a double
dose. If it kills me, so much the better for you."

Cecil crossed the broad hall and made her way to her own sitting-room. Here
she took a key from a dragon vase on a little Chippendale table, and opened her
desk. From it she took a tiny blue bottle in which were a few drops of some
white fluid. This was a powerful drug that had been placed in her hands by the
London specialist who had pulled Molyneux through his last bout. The phial and
the prescription had been placed in Cecil's hands with strict injunctions that
she was to keep them carefully under lock and key, and that in no circumstances
was she to allow either of them out of her possession. She knew that the drug
was a powerful poison, to be most carefully administered; she knew that the
local chemist would not make up the medicine unless she presented the
prescription herself. And she knew, too, that those deadly drops were only to
be administered when a violent attack came on. And that was why she kept the
bottle in a secret place, knowing only too well the recklessness and cunning of
the man with whom she had to deal. She knew, too, that more than once Molyneux
had threatened her with violence because she would not hand over to him the
prescription. She had found him searching for it on more than one occasion, and
now he was trying to bully her into giving him a double dose. She was thankful
to know that there were only sufficient drops in the bottle to comply with the
doctor's orders, and that there was not another drop in the house. Dr. Barclay
had told her that her husband's heart was in a terrible state, and that any
sudden exertion might prove fatal. And this was why he had been so careful to
warn her of the necessity of exercising the greatest care in pouring out the
medicine. In no circumstances was it to be administered more than once in
twenty-four hours.

Cecil hastened back to the dining-room with the bottle in her hand. She rang
the bell and the butler appeared.

"Can I get anything for you, madam?" he asked.

"A wine glass, Barton," Cecil said. "A wine glass half filled with
water."

"And buck up, Barton," Molyneux cried. "Your mistress is in a hurry. She has
got an important appointment to keep. Mr. Coventry is waiting for her down the
road."

The blood flamed into Cecil's face. But this was not the first time by a
good many that Molyneux had grossly insulted her before the servants. A wave of
disgust swept over her, but her hand was steady enough as she allowed the drops
to trickle one by one into the glass of water. There were twenty-four of these
altogether, and when the last petered out the bottle was empty. Cecil handed it
to the butler, who carried it gravely from the room.

"Is that all?" Molyneux growled. "Didn't I tell you to give me a double
dose? None of your tricks with me. Go and fetch another bottle. This is no
good."

"There isn't another drop in the house," Cecil said. "I have given you a
full dose, and in no case can you have any more till to-morrow night. I will go
down to Metcalfe's in the morning, and get some more of the medicine made
up."

A queer cunning look came into Molyneux's eyes. He seemed to be amused about
something, though Cecil did not notice it at the time. He held out a trembling
hand for the glass, and poured the contents down his throat. Then, for some
little time he sat holding on rigidly to the arms of his chair, his teeth and
his eyes glaring as if he were looking into some inferno visible only to
himself. Then gradually, very gradually, the tension of his muscles relaxed,
his mouth fell open, and the horror faded from his eyes, leaving them strangely
colourless and devoid of expression. At the same time a profuse perspiration
broke out upon his face, and the big drops gathered and rolled down upon the
lapels of his dinner jacket. He drew a deep breath of shuddering relief.

"Ah, that's better," he gasped, "I've done them again, I've beaten the
devils. My goodness, if you only knew what it is to go through what I have to.
If you only knew what the tortures of hell are like. You needn't stay here any
longer. Not that I feel fit yet, for that stuff doesn't act like a charm as it
used to. That's why I wanted a double dose."

"Which would probably kill you," Cecil said.

"I don't believe it would. At any rate, I'm ready to risk it. I'd give half
my fortune at the present moment for another twenty-four of those drops. What's
the good of standing there looking at me as if I were some disgusting animal?
Why don't you go? Go and meet Coventry if you like. Tell Barton to bring me my
cigar-case and the evening paper. Great Scot, is it only nine o'clock?"

A big timepiece on the mantel-shelf pealed out the hour of nine on a drift
of silver bells, as Cecil turned with a sigh of relief and made her way from
the room. Upstairs in her dressing-room her maid, Judith Carr, was putting her
mistress's things away in a big wardrobe. She seemed just a little confused as
her mistress entered, but the confusion was lost upon Cecil.

"I thought you were going out for the evening, Carr," she said. "Have you
already been?"

"No, madam." the neat, refined-looking maid returned. "I had a letter or two
to write. But I am going now if you have no objection. I think you said if I
was back by eleven it would be early enough."

"Oh, yes, that will do, Carr. You needn't trouble to see me when you come
in."

The maid murmured her thanks and departed, and Cecil was alone. She raised
her white arms above her head imploringly.

"How long?" she cried. "How long? How long can I go on living like this?
What have I done to deserve it?"

There were no tears in her eyes, for Cecil was long past tears, and there
was something to be done before she slept. She pulled the blind aside and
looked out into the sweet and fragrant September night.

"There can be no harm in it," she whispered. "No harm in my wishing Godfrey
good-bye. It will be a wrench, but it will be best for both of us that he
should go."

She wound a wrap about her shoulders and made her way into the garden.
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Cecil drew a long breath of relief. She was feeling like a swimmer who has
taken his life in his hands and has plunged into an unknown sea of difficulties
and dangers; anything to get away from the peril behind. Outside it was so
sweet and wholesome after the trying atmosphere of the house and the horror
that faced her day and night that, for the moment, she could think of nothing
else. From a puritanical point of view she was doing a wrong thing, and yet her
heart did not reproach her or conscience whisper, for there was no guile in
her, and, after all, she was doing no more than seeing the man she loved for
the last time.

She had never disguised from her husband the fact that as long as she could
recollect she had loved Godfrey Coventry. They had been brought up together,
they had lived almost side by side until Robert Molyneux had come along with
that masterful way of his and swept all opposition aside and robbed Coventry of
his promised wife. Coventry was a poor man, and his prospects none of the best,
and Cecil's dead father had been in needy, not to say desperate, circumstances.
It was the pressure at home that had finally forced Cecil to defy the dictates
of her own heart, and embark on a sea of trouble and misery with her eyes wide
open. True, her father's good name had been saved, true he had died honoured
and respected, but this had only added to Cecil's humiliation.

Then a distant relative had died, and Godfrey Coventry was no longer poor.
But the fortune had come too late to save Cecil, and she knew she would have to
'dree yer ain weird' so long as it pleased Providence, and that she must cling
to her own misery until the end, whenever that might come. And Coventry had
understood; no one appreciated better than himself the sacrifice that Cecil had
made and why. He had never reproached her, he never said one word in anger to
her, for he fully appreciated the nobility of that sacrifice. Cecil understood
his feelings, and she knew that Godfrey was going to Canada on the morrow
entirely for her sake. She knew that in meeting him this evening she was going
to say good-bye to him, perhaps for ever. There would be no attempt on his part
to influence her in any way, and she would be as safe in his hands as she would
be in the hands of her own mother. And no one knew this better than Robert
Molyneux, though he had taunted her with her love for Coventry, and had
outraged her finest feelings before her own servants. But this much it seemed
to her she owed to her lover, and not for a moment was she going to hesitate or
draw back.

He came presently across the lawn from under the shadow of the elms and
stood there before her in the moonlight, a fine figure of a man, and a striking
contrast to the physical and mental wreck upon which Cecil had turned her back
only a few minutes before. He came forward with a smile upon his lips and held
out his hand.

"It's very good of you to see me like this," he said. "Though of course I
should have much preferred to have called at the house, and said good-bye to
you in the ordinary way."

"Ah, well, there is very little of the ordinary way in my mode of life,"
Cecil said bitterly. "Robert would only have been rude to you, to put it
mildly, and I have had quite enough humiliation in the presence of the servants
already. It is an insult to you, Godfrey, to be here like this at all, and I
know you must feel it so; but what can I do?"

"Don't you think about me at all," Coventry said. "In any case, what does it
matter? This is entirely between you and me; we have nothing to reproach
ourselves with. It has been a hideous blunder altogether, dear. There are times
when I feel hard and bitter against Providence that you should have been made
to suffer like this from no fault of your own. And heaven knows, I love and
respect you all the more because you have suffered so terribly, and because you
have sacrificed yourself on the altar of a mistaken duty. And it was a mistake,
Cecil; no girl is called upon to sell herself as you did, even to save the
honour of a parent. But we have had all this over before. You know why I am
going away."

"Of course," Cecil said gently. "You are turning your back on this fine
property of yours, you are leaving all your friends and all you value in life
to make things easy for me. You are going away because you think that Robert
may be kinder and more considerate. It is very noble of you, and, if possible,
I love you all the more for it. Because I understand; it is only one in my
unhappy position who can understand. But it will make no difference, nothing
could make any difference to a man who has gone so far down as Robert Molyneux
has fallen."

Godfrey Coventry's jaw stiffened.

"He has been ill-treating you again," he said.

"Does it matter?" Cecil asked wearily. "In a degradation as deep as mine
there are hurts worse than blows. Even my position has consolations. I might
once have loved that man, and, if I had, how much worse it would have been. But
I never did, there were no deceptions between us, and I think he hates me all
the more for it. You see, all this life he has been accustomed to have what he
wants, and opposition was to him a sheer delight. If I could have deceived him,
if I had angled for him like some women did, he would never have glanced at me
again. But why speak of the things that might have been? I must go back, I must
say goodbye to you here and now."

And yet they lingered on there in the moonlight till an hour or more had
elapsed before they finally parted. How Godfrey was fighting with his feelings
perhaps Cecil only knew. He was holding himself well enough in hand, but he
could not disguise the passionate love in his eyes, though when the moment came
to part he did no more than take her hand in his and lift it gently to his
lips. A moment later he was gone, half an hour later and he would have turned
his back on the place for ever, and Cecil slowly retraced her steps to the
house.

She crossed the hall. Barton, white, agitated, came out of the
smoking-room.

"I have been looking everywhere for you, madam," he exclaimed. "Something is
the matter with Mr. Molyneux. I cannot rouse him anyway, madam."

More or less mechanically Cecil turned her gaze in the direction of the hall
clock. She was alarmed and uneasy to see that it was long past eleven. She had
been in the garden for at least an hour and a half. And she was prepared to
swear that not more than half an hour had elapsed since she left the house. But
there was the evidence of the long clock in its beautiful Chippendale case, and
there was no gainsaying it.

"Where is Mr. Molyneux?" she asked.

"In the smoking-room. He had a cigar after you went out, and the evening
paper, and I took in the spirit stand and the syphons as usual. He told me to
go in at a quarter-past eleven, as he wanted to go to bed early. I went in a
little time ago, and he seemed to be asleep. I couldn't wake him any way,
madam. He seemed to be quite insensible."

"I had better go in and see," Cecil said. "Is Carr anywhere about. Oh, gone
to bed, has she? Yes, I recollect telling her that I shouldn't want her
again."

Cecil moved across the hall into the smoking-room and stood by the side of
the couch where her husband was lying. She laid her hand upon his head and
started back.

"He is dead," she cried. "Send for Dr. Barclay."
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There was no disorder or confusion in that perfectly appointed household. To
Cecil, standing dumb and frozen there, in the hideous amazement of the moment,
came the strange feeling that this was all part and parcel of a well-ordered
scheme, and that she had expected it in the ordinary course of things. And even
in that trying moment behind the horror of it was a certain sense of freedom
and knowledge that her chains were broken that amounted almost to exultation.
She was strangely calm, so calm and collected as to be absolutely amazed at her
own self-possession. She had never cared for this man, she had gone to him,
hating and loathing him, and perfectly comprehending what manner of man he was.
So there need be no self-deception, no mockery of grief or even a passing
regret. Robert Molyneux had died practically by his own hand. He had drunk, and
drugged himself into his grave, he had piled up the horrors on his own head
knowing perfectly well what the result of the self-constituted tragedy would
be. No doubt that last dose of the drug had been too much for a heart enfeebled
and strained to breaking point by a long course of dissipation.

And though the master of the house lay there dead and cold, the
establishment was going on smoothly and regularly as if nothing out of the
common had happened. All the servants, with the exception of Barton, had gone
to bed, and, for the moment, at any rate, there was no occasion to disturb
them. On the hearthrug in front of the fireplace Molyneux's favourite spaniel
lay at full length fast asleep; in the window a parrot in a gilded cage climbed
restlessly up the bars and clicked his iron beak in imitation of a pair of
nut-crackers. Robert Molyneux was dead, but the world was going on just the
same.

Barton moved on tiptoe across the room into the hall, and a moment or two
later the silence was broken by the whirr of the telephone handle as the
well-trained servant quietly called up the doctor, and got in contact with him.
Then there was a matter of conversation, and Barton came back again.

"Dr. Barclay will be here in ten minutes, madam," he said. "Is there
anything I can do for you?"

He expressed no regret, he ventured on no condolences. It seemed to Cecil
that he perfectly understood, and that, if he had spoken his mind, his words
would have taken the form of congratulation more than condolence.

"Nothing, thank you, Barton," Cecil said. "You will of course wait up till
the doctor comes and bring him to me in the drawing-room. You need not wake the
other servants—at any rate, not for the present."

There was nothing for it now but to sit down and quietly wait for Dr.
Barclay. He came presently bland and suave and quiet as usual. From his lips
there came the usual polite professional condolences, the inevitable phrases
due to such an occasion, but it seemed to Cecil that even Dr. Barclay looked at
her with a certain expression in his eyes that spoke of something of
congratulation. Molyneux had not been a popular man, and there was no one in
the neighbourhood who would have gone out of their way to say a good word for
him.

"It must have been a great shock, of course," Barclay said. "But, knowing
what we do, Mrs. Molyneux, not—er—altogether unexpected. I told my
late patient several times what to expect if he persisted in his irregular mode
of life."

"Quite so, doctor; I don't think there need be any delusions as far as you
and I are concerned, Robert has been drinking heavily for a week. In that time
he has hardly touched any food at all. I suppose you want to know exactly what
happened. All day to-day he has been dreadful, such a state of nervous
irritation that the brandy he has been drinking has had practically no effect
on him. He had one of his attacks this evening after dinner, so that I had to
give him a dose of that medicine. He seemed to grow better after that."

Dr. Barclay nodded gravely.

"You were duly careful, I hope? I never cared about that drug myself, and,
if you remember, I protested against it when Mr. Molyneux consulted the
Harley-street specialist. It is a very powerful drug, and ought not to be
administered to any man who is in the habit of drinking heavily. I always said
that any one should not touch that drug who was not practically a teetotaler.
Still, the responsibility wasn't mine. I want you to remember that I
particularly cautioned you not to give Mr. Molyneux a single spot out of that
bottle beyond the proper dose. Of course, there will be an inquest to-morrow,
and for your sake I want to clear the ground as much as possible. Do you follow
me?"

Cecil started slightly. She had not thought of this.

"I have been most particular," she declared. "As you know, that prescription
was given into my hands with special instructions that no one was to have it
made up but myself. Even the chemist was warned that no one was to handle that
prescription except me. And since I have had it it had been under careful lock
and key in my own room. I keep the key of the drawer where it is locked up in a
secret hiding-place. I dare say you will think all these unnecessary
precautions, but I can assure you they were not unnecessary in my husband's
case. When he was on the verge of an attack of his horrors, he used to go on
his knees to me and implore me to give him a dose. He has even gone further
than that. It is not a nice confession to have to make, but I have suffered
from his violence when he has found persuasion use-less."

"I have suspected as much," Barclay murmured.

"But I was always firm," Cecil went on. "And never once have I given him a
spot except at intervals of twenty-four hours, which are the directions on the
bottle. Of course, I quite understand the most searching inquiries will be
made, but it is fortunate for me that this evening I gave him the very last
dose in the bottle. Of course, if necessary, I can give you the dates and times
on which I have administered every dose. But surely you don't think—"

"Oh, quite so, quite so," Barclay said hastily. "But at a coroner's inquest
there is always some fool of a juryman who asks questions. As an old family
doctor, of course I can speak freely. And everybody knows the history of, shall
I say, your unfortunate married life."

The hot blood flamed into Cecil's face.

"Yes, in a small place like this people will talk," she said. "You see, I
never anticipated anything like this. But I shall be able to meet all
inquiries. I shall be even able to produce the empty bottle. But I don't mind
telling you that my husband to-night implored me to give him an extra dose.
Would you like to have that empty bottle?"

"It would be just as well, perhaps," Barclay said.

Cecil led the way into her own sitting room where she turned on the lights
and proceeded to take the key of her writing table from the big china vase
where she usually kept it concealed. She put the key in the lock and pulled
open the drawer. With an unsteady smile on her lips she handed Barclay the
envelope containing the Harley street prescription, and together with this a
little green bottle graduated as to its doses by lines on the back of the
label.

"There," she said. "Here is the empty bottle which you had better take care
of. I want you to see that I have made no mistake in what I am saying."

"But what's this?" Barclay asked. "This is a phial of the drug right enough,
but it appears to be full all except one dose. Where is the empty bottle?"

Cecil stood there with parted lips and a face from which every drop of the
blood had been drained. For the empty phial had vanished and only the new one
remained.
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The frozen horror that gripped Cecil's heart and seemed to hold her numb and
helpless to the very soul left her brain clear and alert enough. Even in that
very first moment of peril she was quick to see the danger. She could read it
in the startled look on Barclay's face, in the eyes of a man who had known her
from childhood, and had been one of her best and most stalwart friends.

"What does it mean?" she murmured. "My dear old friend, I am prepared to
swear to you—"

The rest of the words died on her lips in very hopelessness. She did not
require any words from Barclay to show her where she stood. She knew, too, as
well as if she had been present at the time, that the missing dose from the
fresh bottle of medicine had been administered to her husband in her absence,
and that the dose had been fatal. She knew, too, that she would be accused of
secretly administering it to him, that she had purchased the freedom which
everybody knew she longed for at the cost of Robert Molyneux's life.

"What can I say?" she asked.

"As a friend, everything," Barclay said. "At least, that is the advice I
should give you in ordinary circumstances."

"Then you don't think I am innocent?"

"Isn't it rather early to talk of innocence or guilt?" Barclay asked. "My
dear child, I have known you all your life. I have always been your friend, as
you know. And no one fought harder to save you from this ill-favoured marriage
than I. But you must see that their are times when silence is almost a duty. I
mean, towards yourself. Tell me what you like, or as little as you please. The
less I know the less I shall be able to say at the inquest. I am not addressing
you now as a friend, but as a man of the world."

"Oh, what do I care for all these subtle distinctions!" Cecil cried. "I am a
desperate and unhappy woman, and the only thing that I crave is sympathy."

"God knows you have it, my dear," Barclay murmured.

"Oh, yes, yes, I know. Pray forgive me. But why should I not speak? I am
innocent, even in intent. I have told you everything, I have told you how I
administered the last dose in the old bottle to my husband in the presence of
Barton. I brought you here to prove it. Had I been guilty, should I have been
mad enough to open that drawer under your eyes and show you the damning
evidence that you hold in your hand? Should I not have destroyed it? And if I
had planned this crime should I have been insane enough to have procured this
second bottle of poison from Metcalfe, the chemist who always makes up our
prescriptions? Why, I should have gone a long way for that: and if I had not
brought you here to-night I should not have read in your eyes the doubt and
sudden horror that you could not conceal. Don't you believe me?"

"Heaven knows I do. And, in a way, I am glad that you can see the position
in which you stand. There must be some explanation for this, an explanation
which, doubtless, you will be able to make to the coroner. Perhaps you will be
able to prove an alibi. You may be in a position to state that from the time
when you administered the drug to the moment that Barton found his master lying
dead, you never saw him. If that is so—"

Cecil made no reply. The alibi would have been easy enough, but then, how
many people would have understood it? She had been in the garden all the time
saying good-bye to Godfrey Coventry. But what would be the use of that? There
would be spiteful tongues only too willing to say the worst. There would be
those again prepared to believe that here was a hideous crime concocted between
an injured wife and her guilty lover. There would be thousands ready to believe
that Godfrey had come forward and committed a deliberate parjure to save the
woman he loved from her just punishment.

"Well," Barclay asked impatiently. "Well?"

"I cannot do it," Cecil said after a long pause. "What you suggest is
impossible. All the same, I have my own idea. You know what a life mine has
been. It is not for me to blacken the character of the dead. But I am firmly
under the impression that Robert planned all this in that diseased mind of his.
By some means he discovered where the prescription was hidden, and obtained
possession of it. He managed to get it made up, and after administering himself
a second dose hid the bottle in my desk. He would argue that if it was not
fatal his scheme would convince me that in future I need not be quite so
particular to follow instructions. If it did kill him, then I should run a
chance of being accused of murdering him. He planned it all deliberately in
that diseased mind of his. He hated me, and this is his method of striking at
me from beyond the grave. Oh, I know it's a horrible thing to say, but Robert
was quite capable of it."

Barclay listened to all this in silence. Knowing something of his dead
patient, he was not inclined to disagree with Cecil's theory. He sat there,
turning the little bottle over in his hands, then his eyes suddenly became
fixed on the label and an exclamation broke from his lips.

"Why, this medicine was not made up by Metcalfe at all," he said. "It is not
Metcalfe's label, but Johnson's. I had not noticed it before."

"Is that so?" Cecil asked. "Of course, Metcalfe would not make up that
prescription for anybody but me, which fact must have been known to the person
who stole it. The more we go into this, the more complicated it becomes. But
don't you think this fact is rather in my favour?"

For a little while longer they sat there talking till at length Barclay
aroused himself from his painful thoughts and suggested that long before he
should have called up the Inspector of Police on the telephone. The Inspector
came presently, grim and silent, and listened coldly and professionally to the
story that Cecil and her companion had to tell. He made no comment, there was
nothing to be judged from the expression of his face. He made a few notes
coolly.
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