
 
 
 
 
 



Fergus Hume


The Curse



[image: ]


    Published by Good Press, 2022




goodpress@okpublishing.info



    EAN 4066338079206
  


"

Chapter 1

  Gossip


Table of Contents



Mrs Heasy was a comfortably-stout, old-fashioned landlady of the true Dickens type, who lived in the past, tolerated the present, and had as little to do with the future, as she possibly could. All the same being both thrifty and human, she felt secret satisfaction when a smart motor-car in charge of a smart chauffeur stopped at the door of the Harper Inn. It was late in the afternoon of a sober October day when the new-fangled machine—as Mrs Heasy called it—buzzed through Hepworth village. She came forth to scorn the invention and remained to welcome its occupant on learning that he desired to stay for the night. Nevertheless, she objected when the chauffeur inquired about a garage.

“There’s nothing of that sort here, young man,” said Mrs Heasy with asperity. “Stables, sheds, outhouses, and a cobble-stone yard of the cleanest; you can put your engine in any one of these. But garage—what next I wonder in the way of silly words. Thank Heaven I’m none of your Board-school scholars.”

A head with a mop of shaggy, grey hair, and a ruddy face with a shaggy, grey beard, appeared from under the hood of the car to make an abrupt inquiry. “Can you cook?” asked this wild man of the woods, who was so hirsute as to appear scarcely civilised.

“Fifty years of standing over the kitchen range has taught me something,” said Mrs Heasy with delicate irony. “Bless the man, would I keep an inn if I could not cook? There’s no indigestion to be found in my dinners, I promise you.”

“Humph!” growled the wild man alighting from the car, “I’ll test your bragging, Madam. Medway, you can put the machine in the stables, sheds, outhouses, or in the cobble-stone yard of the cleanest; then bring the luggage in, and look after yourself. Madam—”

“Mrs Heasy, sir! I don’t hold with foreign chatter. Do what your master tells you to do, young man, and I hope your engine won’t explode and blow us all to pieces. This way, sir; mind the step, take care of your head for the ceiling is low, and don’t mind the darkness of the passage, for the day’s dark and the lamps are not lighted.”

“It’s five o’clock and they ought to be,” grumbled the traveller stumbling along a kind of narrow alley towards the back part of the house. “Do you want me to break my legs, Mrs Heasy?”

“You’d stay the longer here if you did, sir, and I should get the benefit.”

“Humph! Candid, upon my soul. You’re a despot.”

“I’m a woman as God made me, seventy years of age and in full possession of my wits. I may be behind the age, and I am pleased to be so, but if you and me’s to get on, sir, no names must be called on either side.”

The new-comer chuckled. “A character, by Jupiter. One must come to these dead-and-alive holes to find people of your sort, Mrs Heasy. There, light the lamp and let me have a look at you.”

Finding that her guest had a tongue quite equal to her own, Mrs Heasy, who was the village tyrant and the village gossip, prudently held her peace until she knew more about the man. With a doubtful snort and much rustling of her stiff black silk, the landlady lighted the lamp which stood on a mat of Berlin wool in the middle of an oval table. As the soft radiance spread around, the sitting-room into which they had entered revealed itself as one of no great size, crowded with cumbersome early Victorian furniture. The visitor dropped into a slippery horse-hair arm-chair, and Mrs Heasy lowered the blind of the one French window which looked out on to a misty garden. At the conclusion of these preparations she carefully examined her guest and he stared hard at the quaint landlady. The scrutiny was satisfactory on both sides. “You’ll do,” said the man.

“You’re more decent than most,” retorted the woman, “Mr—Mr—”

“No Mister at all, Mrs Heasy. Dr Minister, if you please: Theophilus Minister of nowhere in particular. I’ve travelled all over the world, Mrs Heasy.”

“And I’ve never been more than a dozen miles from Hepworth, Dr Minister.”

The guest chuckled, and smote his thigh with a mighty hand. “Extremes meet, you see. And talking about meat reminds me of dinner—”

“Dinner you can’t have, sir. But supper—”

“Oh what’s in a name? Give me what you like, but serve it up immediately. And I want you to stay and talk with me while I eat.”

“What about?” asked Mrs Heasy suspiciously.

“About everything. A woman with a tongue such as you have must be a gossip of the best. I love to hear about my neighbours, and—”

“The folk hereabouts are no neighbours of yours, Dr Minister.”

“Never mind, I want to hear all about them.”

“Are you a spy?” demanded the landlady with a doubtful look, for, although she was eccentric herself, she did not approve of eccentricity in others.

“A German spy, Mrs Heasy. I’m arranging about an invasion, and—”

“Such nonsense,” interrupted Mrs Heasy tossing her ancient head, which was surmounted by a wonderful cap of artificial flowers, cheap lace, and gaudy beads. “You’re one of those funny fellows who say what they don’t mean, to get a laugh.”

“Exactly. You have summed up my character accurately. But the supper?”

“In fifteen minutes. Cold roast beef, hot apple-tart, cheese, and beer, and the Lord forgive you if you aren’t satisfied.”

When the plain-spoken landlady departed. Minister gave vent to a Homeric laugh, and ponderously rose from his chair to look round. Experience of danger in queer corners of the world led him mechanically to examine the window and provide means of escape should it be necessary. Certainly in this somnolent English village there was nothing to escape from, and only habit made the man raise the blind and look out into the rambling old garden, now growing indistinct in the swiftly falling night. With a grunt, he dropped the blind and moved cautiously in the small space afforded by the ever-encroaching furniture. This was massive and ugly, as table, chairs, sideboard, bookcase, and fender-stool were all of mahogany, solid and sullen in their looks. On the green-leaved, rose-besprinkled wall-paper were steel engravings of Queen Victoria and the Prince Consort, together with pictures of “Wellington meeting Blücher after the Battle of Waterloo” and “Nelson dying after the Battle of Trafalgar.” The curtains, the carpet, and the table-cloth were all flowery and faded, and the gilt-framed mirror over the fire-place was swathed in green muslin. A marble timepiece, china ornaments, and vases with tinkling glass prisms, completed the decoration of the mantelshelf, while antimacassars of crochet-work clothed every chair. The room was thus overcrowded and hideous, but all the same suggested comfort, as Minister recognised when he lighted the fire and sat down before its pleasant blaze. He was old enough to appreciate the inartistic homely look of the room, which reminded him of the days of his youth.

“And the landlady is quite a character,” said the man to himself, as he raked his shaggy, grey beard with the outspread fingers; “I’ll have some fun out of her. She’s original enough to have her own opinions even though these may be out of date.”

Dr Minister was a tall and bulky man, carelessly dressed in a well-worn tweed suit. Since he was the owner of the smart motor-car and employed the smart chauffeur, he could well have afforded better clothes, but his mind was so crammed with big ideas that he had no room for sartorial details. From the untidy look of him he might have dressed in the dark, and probably did when pressed for time. Although a physician by profession he had enough money to give himself up to his favourite of archaeology, and had wandered far and wide over the continents. Circumstances connected with an old friend of his who dwelt in Hepworth had brought him to the Harper Inn, and before calling on the said friend he wished to know everything about him and his surroundings beforehand. As they had not met for ten years Minister considered that any information Mrs Heasy could supply on this point would be useful. Experience in the Lands-at-the-back-of-beyond had always showed him that it was just as well to learn as much as he could before acting in any way. Yet with a twinkle in his deep-set grey eyes he reflected that Dr Josiah Borrin, his brother-physician, would not have altered one iota in the decade.

While the traveller played with the poker and nursed the fire, so that it might blaze the more, a rosy-faced maid bustled in and out of the room laying the snow-white cloth, bringing in the old-fashioned china, and arranging knives and forks and spoons. When she set down a mighty sirloin of beef, together with hot potatoes in their jackets, and an enticing beetroot salad, she finally appeared with an earthen jug of foaming beer to inform Minister that his supper was ready. He sat down at once being sharp-set.

“Bring in the apple-tart and cream, the cheese and Mrs Heasy all at once,” he said slicing the beef. “I don’t want to be bothered with your running in and out like a confounded ant.”

The girl looked rather offended at thus being classed and at her mistress being alluded to as part of the supper. But she smiled when Minister raised his twinkling eyes, and with a toss of her head disappeared. It was Mrs Heasy who brought in the tray with the remainder of the supper.

“But I don’t know that I’ll stay, sir,” said Mrs Heasy, putting the tray down stiffly. “It’s none of my business to tell tales about my neighbours.”

“Bless the woman, I want you to tell truths and not tales.”

“Tales may be truths and may be lies,” said the landlady sententiously.

“Leave me to judge. Come now, sit down in that arm-chair and make yourself comfortable.”

“In my own house.” Mrs Heasy looked indignant. “Well I’m sure.”

“And where should you be comfortable if not in your own house?” inquired the doctor dryly, “the night’s young and the liquor’s plentiful. Is Medway all right?”

“If eating goes for anything—yes!”

“Well, my dear woman, we’ve both motored from London to-day, and that’s forty miles, so it’s natural we should both be hungry.” Minister was eating like a cormorant as he spoke, with his mouth full. “Come sit down and make yourself agreeable.”

Mrs Heasy hesitated. There was nothing for her to do, and she loved to gossip, especially with one who was—as she put it—quick in the uptake. “I don’t mind waiting for a few moments,” she observed, taking the slippery arm-chair by the fire, “but I should like to know what you want to know.”

“Listen, and you shall know. How’s Borrin?”

“Dr Borrin! Do you know him?”

“None better, Mrs Heasy. We were at school together and walked the London hospitals side by side. He made his money and retired to grow cabbages here ten and more years ago like Caius, Valerius, Jovius, Diocletianus, a gentleman you never heard of, I’ll be bound. I made money also, but preferred to travel, while he desired to vegetate. I’ve come down here to call on him, but I wish to know what he’s doing before I make myself known.”

“He’s growing cabbages,” said Mrs Heasy tartly.

“Good for you, Ma’am. I use an illustration and you knock me out of time by taking me at the foot of the letter.”

“Bless the man,” cried the landlady bewildered, “what do you mean?”

“Gammon and spinach. If you’ve read the novels of the late Mr Charles Dickens you will understand. But there, I’m not a spy, or a police-officer, and Borrin hasn’t killed anyone since he gave up practice, so—”

“He hasn’t quite given up practice,” interrupted Mrs Heasy, folding her fat hands on her black silk lap. “He’s always curing the poor.”

“Curing them, is he? Ah, he must have improved, though to be sure Borrin was always a decent doctor!”

“Decent! Why, he’s a wonder, and cures everyone.”

“And why shouldn’t he, when the man’s a genius?” demanded Minister as if he expected to be contradicted. “Borrin’s a good man and a clever man, and hasn’t an enemy in the wide world. Married?”

“No, he isn’t. He’s got no time to be married, and his sister Mrs Venery with her pretty daughter looks after the Manor for him.”

“Lavinia! I remember Lavinia: a most tiresome woman with a tongue like a bell-clapper, and looks as though you could blow her away like a feather. I never could understand where Lavinia got her strength to talk so much.”

“She’s very popular and looks after the poor, Dr Minister. Ah, you can say what you like, sir, but Dr Borrin and Mrs Venery are angels. They give themselves up to good works.”

“I dare say you do the same, Mrs Heasy; there’s a philanthropic twinkle in your eye. Now don’t deny what I say.”

“I’m not going to,” replied the landlady laughing right out, so infectious was Minister’s good-humour. “I do my share, and why not? Heasy died years ago, and my sons and daughters are all married with plenty of healthy children and houses of their own. It’s little that I have to do save helping the doctor and Mrs Venery, though I don’t deny but what these engines as you came in sir, have brought a deal of custom to the Harper Inn.”

“Then don’t call them names, my good woman,” said Minister, attacking the cheese. “These motors are opening up all the old coaching inns which Dickens said were closed for ever. Moral—don’t prophesy until you know.”

“I don’t hold with engines puffing about the streets. Railway stations are the place for them. As for narrow skirts and women’s votes and insurance acts and income taxes and what they call flappers and nibs and nuts and—”

“Take breath,” advised Dr Minister, twinkling. “You’re too stout to waste any in this fashion. I see you love the past, although you know a considerable deal about the present. Well we can talk of these things later, as I intend to stay here on a visit to Borrin.”

“In his house? At the Manor?”

“Here, don’t I tell you, here—under this roof. I like my freedom, and I like you with your free tongue and good suppers. There”—Minister pushed back his plate, and advanced to the fire—“I’m filled up. A pipe now unless you object, my dear woman.”

“No! no!” Mrs Heasy’s broad shoulders shook with amusement. “Why should I object when my late husband dried me like a herring with his smoking for many a year? Sit down, doctor, and I’ll order port wine.”

“You won’t, for I’m teetotal and prefer coffee. Port wine: it’s not hard to see that you belong to the Crimea epoch.” The doctor chuckled as she pulled at an out-of-date bell. “Get the things cleared and then we can talk. I dare say you think me honest enough now.”

“Oh, you’re honest as men go,” said Mrs Heasy when the rosy-faced maid entered to clear away and receive orders.

“Then you don’t object to tell me about Borrin and about anything else of interest in your dead-and alive neighbourhood?”

“It’s not dead and alive,” objected Mrs Heasy, mending the fire and sweeping the hearth. “We have plenty of people here who go up to London.”

“Young men. Ha! When you mentioned that Miss Venery was pretty, I knew you would speak of young men.”

“I haven’t spoken of them. Here’s the coffee. Milk and sugar, doctor.”

“Neither, thank you.” Minister accepted a cup of black coffee, and glanced round to see that the table was cleared and the door closed. “Well?”

“Well what?”

“About these young men who admire Miss Venery.”

Mrs Heasy’s large face broadened into a genial smile. “They will be lucky if they get her,” said she, nodding mysteriously.

“Bless the woman, is the girl going to marry a syndicate?”

“Disliking newfangled words, I don’t know what a syndicate is, doctor. But Miss Ida is a charming young lady and as good-hearted as her uncle and ma, say what you will. I don’t know which of the twins she loves, but it’s one of them, unless Mr Mark Bally offers, which he may.”

“You confuse me; you confuse me,” cried the doctor, waving his large hands in the air. “Twins—what twins?”

“Mr Edwin Gurth, who is the elder by an hour, and Mr Edgar Gurth, who wears a red necktie as his brother does a blue one.”

“What for?”

“Why, you can’t tell the one apart from the other,” explained Mrs Heasy, with a nod. “Both dark and clean-shaven and handsome and well-dressed. Mr Edwin always wears a blue tie, and Mr Edgar a red one. They live in a nice house at the end of the village, and Miss Jane, who is their sister, looks after them like a mother. She’s older than they are.”

“Have they any occupation?”

“Why, yes. Mr Edwin is a barrister and Mr Edgar is a solicitor, and they go to London every day at nine, coming back at seven. Very nice young men they are. I don’t know which is the nicer.”

“Does Miss Ida Venery?” questioned Minister shrewdly and raking his beard.

Mrs Heasy laughed comfortably. “Well, they do say as Mr Edwin with the blue necktie is the one she likes, and she’ll be as lucky in gaining him as he will be in getting her.”

“Really,” remarked the doctor dryly, “the folk hereabouts seem to be paragons, Mrs Heasy. Are there no wicked people?”

“Plenty, but not at the Manor. Dr Borrin, Mrs Venery, and Miss Ida are the best people in the world, and them twins with their sister are as good as you can expect anyone to be. But we have wicked people here too: those who drink and beat their wives, and those who waste their husband’s money on dress. Oh Satan’s as busy here as elsewhere, I do assure you, doctor.”

“Humph! Borrin’s angelic household must have plenty to do to circumvent the gentleman. We have Shakespeare’s authority for saying that the Prince of Darkness is a gentleman you know, Mrs Heasy.”

“You and your nonsense,” said the landlady, shaking her head, “if your wife—”

“I haven’t got a wife,” interrupted the traveller, “if I had I shouldn’t have been able to see so much of the world. However, the chances are that I shall settle down in my old age; I’m nearing sixty, you must know, and will have time to choose a helpmate. Come now, don’t you think I can cut out the twins with Miss Ida Venery?”

“If a tongue could do it, yes,” responded Mrs Heasy dryly, “but youth draws to youth, say what you will, doctor, and them twins are nice young men. But as Miss Ida will inherit heaps of money from her uncle, she might look a deal higher than lawyers. Why there’s Mr Mark Bally—”

“You mentioned him before. Who is Mr Mark Bally?”

Mrs Heasy opened her eyes widely. “Ain’t you never heard of the Ballys with their family mystery?”

“No. The fame of these local celebrities doesn’t extend all over the wide world, Mrs Heasy.”

“Oh, but the mystery’s been in print, and folk have tried to find it out ever so many times.”

“What is the mystery?” asked Minister curiously, for the old lady spoke in a very earnest manner, and with an uneasy look.

“Blood and ghosts, and vampires and hauntings!”

“What? What? What?” the doctor shrugged his big shoulders contemptuously.

“Well then, no one knows what the mystery of the Ballys is,” confessed Mrs Heasy in a more sober tone. “But it has to do with a black cell.”

“A black cell. Humph! that suggests hangings and criminals.”

The landlady nodded. “You can put it that way or any other way you like, but what it is the Bally family keep concealed, I don’t know. They’ve been at the Abbey ever since Henry VIII.’s days, and the tales about the black cell make your blood run cold.”

“Chill it at once,” cried Minister with relish. “What is the legend?”

Mrs Heasy stood up, folded her arms and shook her head vigorously, “Why I shouldn’t sleep a wink if I told the horrid thing,” she declared. “It’s about some monkish curse and a black cell as is the entrance to the nether pit.”

“Oh what rubbish,” said the doctor contemptuously. “I suppose you simple creatures down here believe in a material hell situated under our feet.”

Mrs Heasy ignored the latter part of the speech to reply to the earlier observation. “Rubbish, is it? Well, you can say so. But there is a secret and a black cell, and evil beyond thinking connected with the Bally family. The family solicitors know the secret, and the steward and the head of the family.”

“This Mr Mark Bally you speak of is the head, I presume?”

Mrs Heasy became more mysterious than ever. “He might be and he might not be. There’s someone, or something else.”

“What do you mean?”

“I can’t say what I mean, nor can anyone else, until the secret is known which will never be known. But if Miss Ida marries Mr Mark she’ll rue the day she calls herself Mrs Bally and lives at the Abbey. Golden sovereigns,” added the landlady with a shudder, “would not lure me into making a fool of myself in that way.”

“Humph!” mused Minister, as she moved heavily towards the door, “this sort of thing reminds one of the Glamis Castle mystery.”

“Nothing of the sort,” cried Mrs Heasy with local pride. “I never heard of your Glamis Castle, but there’s no mystery like the Bally mystery. And it will never be found out,” she ended solemnly.

“I’m not so sure of that,” replied the doctor coolly. “You have piqued my curiosity to such an extent that I think I shall stay here and learn the truth whatever it is.”

“Then you’ll never die in your bed.”

“Oh, I’ve risked dying out of it for so many years that a danger more or less doesn’t matter in the least. Well,” he stood up bulky and tall to stretch himself, “so Mr Bally loves Miss Ida Venery?”

“He may or he may not,” rejoined the landlady rubbing her nose. “They do say as he also favours Miss Jane Gurth, the twin’s sister.”

“You’re confoundedly slippery, Mrs Heasy. First you say one thing and then you say another. But as I intend to stay here for a few weeks, I dare say I shall get at what you mean in time. Meanwhile I shall step up to the Manor, and surprise my old friend Borrin.”

“It’s at the end of the village, standing in its own grounds,” explained Mrs Heasy, relieved at getting away from the Bally legend. “You can’t mistake it, for the gate’s open day and night to admit the poor and needy. And as it’s Saturday, I dare say you’ll find them twins paying attention to Miss Ida.”

“They won’t thank me for my visit maybe,” said Minister humorously. “However, I’m no spoilsport, and my business is with Borrin. Now get out there’s a dear soul—or, stop, take me to my bedroom.”

“It’s just opposite this very room,” said Mrs Heasy opening the door of the sitting-room and that of the bedroom. “I lock up the inn at ten as my mother did before me. So if you are late—!”

“I’ll throw stones at the windows to get in,” said Minister with a twinkle in his eyes. “I won’t be later than ten. It’s only six now. Oh, here’s my luggage. Go away now and don’t bother me.”

“Well, I’m sure, doctor, and me letting my work alone while staying to entertain you. I hope,” she added ironically, “that I haven’t bored you.”

“No! no! I have been much entertained. You have given me something to do here, for I intend to learn the secret of the black cell.”

Mrs Heasy looked incredulous. “If you can,” said she with a doubtful snort.


Chapter 2

  At the Manor


Table of Contents



Dr Minister, as an accomplished traveller, was accustomed to the wild and wonderful, upon which he stumbled constantly. In fact it was his love for the unexpected which had sent him roaming in dangerous lands. He knew tales as strange as those of The Thousand and One Nights, and could very easily make an ordinary person’s hair stand on end with a recital of his adventures. Therefore he was less surprised than pleased to discover that a mystery existed in the neighbourhood, and determined by hook or by crook to fathom the same. In all that concerned men, he was devoured by an insatiable curiosity, and Mrs Heasy’s fragmentary hints piqued this to an extraordinary degree. If she had told a plain, straightforward story, the doctor would not have been so interested, but her nods and winks and ejaculations and shudderings made him desperately earnest to arrive at the truth. That—so far as he could gather—was connected with a black cell; but what the black cell might be it was impossible to say at the moment. Still the two words thus connected, suggested the weird and terrible.

“I shan’t hurry myself,” chuckled Minister, changing rapidly into a serge suit still more untidy and rumpled than the one he wore. “A few months in this place with an original landlady, and Borrin at hand won’t bore me. Mark Bally!—humph! I mustn’t question him, for he’ll only tell lies. Ida!—humph! She won’t know. It’s difficult to know how to start. There’s Lavinia Venery to be sure. She’s a magpie for chattering, and is sure to know something if her daughter has any idea of marrying this young man. Then there’s the twins. I see—three Richmonds in the field. Well! Well! well! the more haste the less speed: I must be cautious and slow. Where the deuce is that box? Ah, here!”

Fishing about amongst his luggage which Medway had piled in the bedroom. Minister hauled out from under a heap of clothes a rather large dispatch-box of black japanned tin with a brass lock. Opening this by means of a key which dangled from his watch-chain he took from the box a small parcel, which, when unrolled, revealed a dozen or more dry leaves of a reddish colour. With a nod of satisfaction the old man thrust these into his pocket and huddled into his rough frieze overcoat. Then he opened the window to admit air into the somewhat stuffy room, and thereby saw that the darkness had shut down, a discovery which led him again to fumble in his trunk. Finally, after possessing himself of an electric torch, he extinguished the two candles which he had lighted and went into the passage. This, now illuminated with a small oil lamp giving out a feeble light, conducted him to the front door of the inn, and he emerged into the damp, dark night.

In the tap-room, the yokels were engaged in their autumn pleasures of drinking beer and singing songs, seemingly very cheerful in their mirth. A glance through the half-curtained window showed that Medway was amusing them and entertaining himself at their expense, so the doctor with a nod of approval passed along the crooked little street, knowing that his smart chauffeur was quite at home in these rustic wilds. Owing to the misty gloom it was difficult to see what Hepworth village was like; but being Saturday night the tiny shops were yet open, and filled with customers. An inquiry here and there from a passing woman or child—the men apparently were all collected in the tap-room—directed Minister in the right way, and shortly he found himself beyond the village in a windy lane, which curved round to end in two iron half-gates swung wide open between stone pillars. From the description of Mrs Heasy this appeared to be the hospitable entrance to the Manor, so Minister walked up a wet and dripping avenue, waving his torch here and there to see where he was going. Five minutes brought him into an open space, where a large rambling house bulked on a rise, blacker than the blackness of the night. Light streaming from many windows did away with the necessity for the electric torch. Minister therefore economically dispensed with the same and strode ponderously up to the front door, which loomed under a mighty porch like the portal to an ogre’s castle. An ivory button to the right of this showed him that the Manor was up to date in the way of civilisation.

The shrill vibration of the bell brought a fat footman to the door, and the visitor was informed that Dr Borrin was at home. No. Dr Borrin was not at dinner, as he dined at five o’clock in quite an old-fashioned style. He was in the drawing-room, and did not mind being disturbed. Yes! The fat footman would take in the gentleman’s card, and this he did leaving the said gentleman standing in the hall. And a very quaint old-world hall it was, of dark panelled oak with the heads of deer and bison and fox on the walls; a fire-place with a cheerful fire, and a stone floor carpeted with Persian praying-mats. Nothing very original to be sure, but the aspect of the whole was home-like and inviting. Minister, wandering round, was beginning to think that he would like just such another habitation, when the fat footman returned preceded by a lean dry little man in evening dress. With outstretched hands Dr Borrin hurried up to Dr Minister, and greeted him warmly.

“Theo, well, I am glad; to think of your coming here so unexpectedly. How are you, my dear friend? But I needn’t ask, you are just the same, just like that head with your shaggy hair and beard,” he pointed to a staring glass-eyed buffalo head on the wall. “Dear, dear, and it’s ten years since we met. Have you dropped from the moon, Theo? and have you come to stay, and—?”

“You talk as much as ever, Josiah,” interrupted Minister, banging his friend on the back until he winced. “I have come by motor from London and have put up at the Harper Inn, where I intend to stay for a few weeks.”

“No! no! Theo. You must stay with me. Lavinia will be so pleased, and Ida and the boys. We have quite a merry party here.”

“The deuce!” Minister surveyed his host’s accurate evening-dress and then glanced down at his own untidy serge suit. “I’m not trimmed up for a party.”

“You always were a sloven,” sighed Borrin, shaking his head which was neatly adorned with a brown wig. “But you have a heart of gold, Theo. Don’t deny it for I won’t be contradicted. William,” to the fat footman, “take Dr Minister’s coat off. Do you wish to wash your hands, Theo? Will you have a glass of wine, my dear fellow? Bless me,” he caught Minister’s hands to shake them once more, “I am glad to see you, old bear. Come along; come along!” and thrusting his little arm under Minister’s big one the host dragged his unexpected guest into a vast room with a low ceiling, lighted with many lamps.

Here a girl was seated at a grand piano with a young man on either side of her, and another girl was seated near the fire, close to a solemn, thin lady, wrinkled and elderly and remarkably sedate. The soft glow of the lamps showed that the prevailing colour of the room was a pale green; walls, hangings, carpet, and the upholstering of chairs and couches were as emerald as grass in spring-time. The atmosphere was restful and serene, and Minister felt like a bear blundering into a flower-garden, as Dr Borrin dragged him forward. Five pair of eyes stared at his shaggy looks, and smiles beamed on five faces as the little host presented him.

“Lavinia, I needn’t tell you who this is. Theophilus Minister, my dear, whom we have not seen for ten long years. Ida, you were a small girl when you saw our friend last. Miss Gurth, Edwin, Edgar, this is the first time you have seen the greatest traveller and the cleverest physician of the present day.”

“Come, come, Josiah, draw it mild,” said Minister, smiling broadly and in his deep mellow voice, as he advanced. “How are you all, you young people? Ha, I needn’t ask: happy and merry, quite unaware of the troubles of life that are ahead of you. Lavinia has been through them.” He halted before the solemn and lean lady who had risen to her feet. “Lavinia, what is the meaning of this?”

“Of what, Theophilus?” faltered Mrs Venery primly, as she took his big hand.

“Of your funeral looks and black dress and want of tongue?”

“I have suffered agonies during these ten years of your absence,” said Mrs Venery sighing, and seating herself again.

“Pooh! pooh! We all think that we suffer agonies; it is vanity that makes us think so. Brisk up, Lavinia, and be the merry happy chatterbox I knew when I saw you last in London, looking about for your second.”

“I never did look about for a second,” cried Mrs Venery indignantly. “My heart is buried in the grave of Ida’s father.”

“No wonder you look like a person who has lost a sovereign and found a penny, my dear woman. Dig it up again and smile on your old admirer.”

“Theophilus! Theophilus!” Mrs Venery shook her head sadly, “you have not changed in the least. Still rough and honest.”

“Only fit for the Naked Lands, eh? Well, I shall go back there if you don’t want me.”

“Don’t be an ass, Theo,” cried Borrin, who was listening with his hands behind his back and his head on one side like a pert cock-sparrow. “Now we have got you we don’t intend to let you go. Lavinia, he is staying at the Harper Inn, and won’t come here.”

“Oh, but you must come here, Uncle Theo,” cried Ida, advancing.

“Humph!” Minister looked very pleased, “Since when have you learned to call me uncle, my dear?”

“Why, I did so when I was a small girl, and Uncle Josiah is always talking of you. He is one uncle and you are another.”

“Ha!” said the doctor, more pleased than ever. “Out of sight I have been, but not out of mind.”

“I’m sure I have never forgotten what a bear you were,” said Mrs Venery in a melancholy tone, “quite a rough diamond.”

“You don’t say such nice things as Ida does, Lavinia. Yet you were full of gush when we last met. Well, well, it’s old age, I presume.”

“Nothing of the sort,” said Mrs Venery indignantly, as the young men laughed, “a woman is as old—”

“As she says she is. I’ve heard that before. Well I shall stay at Hepworth and come here daily if only to make you merry again. Miss Gurth, you look a sensible young lady, why don’t you bully Mrs Venery into brighter looks?”

The girl addressed looked up from a silk tie she was knitting and laughed in a sedate manner. “Mrs Venery is quite happy,” she observed.

“The Lord save me from such happiness. Humph! So you are twins, are you, young sirs. Which is Edwin and which is Edgar? Where’s your red and blue badges? I’m hanged if I can tell you together.”

With a simultaneous smile the young men each produced handkerchiefs, one of blue silk and one of red, whereby, remembering what Mrs Heasy had said, the doctor was able to identify. “You are the barrister,” he said to the twin with the blue handkerchief, “and you are the solicitor,” looking at the other.

“How did you know our professions?” asked the twins together in one breath.

“Made inquiries at the Harper Inn,” said Minister coolly. “I always get to know my ground you know, gentlemen.”

“Oh, that Mrs Heasy,” groaned Lavinia, “she forgets that the tongue is a raging fire which destroys many.”

“Nonsense, she’s a dear old newspaper worth reading.”

“Really, Theophilus, you say strange things.”

“Oh, there’s no end to my eccentricities, Lavinia. What else can you expect from a wild man of the West? Josiah, I shall sit down although you have not asked me. Ida—Niece Ida—be good enough to go on with the firework piece you were playing when I blundered in. I want to look at you all, and as the music will reduce you to silence if you have any manners, there will be a chance of my forming my judgment on the lot.”

Minister’s rough humour made the assembled party laugh, although Mrs Venery, as in duty bound, sighed deeply. However, she made a sign to her daughter to obey and shortly Ida with a twin on either side was seated again at the piano, while the good lady took up her tatting, an early Victorian industry which she largely indulged in, and Miss Gurth went on knitting. As for the little host, he hid himself in a gigantic arm-chair and gazed affectionately at his best friend, who had been absent for so long. When the music started, Minister with his big hands on his big knees looked round calmly first at this person and then on that. He was pleased with what he saw, and contrasted this peaceful haven with the wild and stormy ocean of life upon which he had been tossing for so long.

Ida was tall, graceful, and beautiful, and of a Saxon fairness, with calm blue eyes, golden locks and a complexion of roses and lilies; she was as lovely as Edith of the Swan-neck whom Harold adored to his destruction. And Minister was glad to see that there was nothing fragile, or neurotic about her. She was as stately as a Norse goddess, largely made and deep-bosomed: a woman of nerve and brains who would be a helpmate for an ambitious man dealing with the rough and tumble of life. The doctor was not quite sure if the two young men who hung over her were worthy of such blooming health and majestic beauty. To describe one of course means to describe both, since Edgar and Edwin were twins. They were tall and slim, with dark hair and dark eyes, possessed of the fire of youth to the full and evidently very determined natures. As both had clean-cut features and were clean-shaven it was difficult to tell one from the other; but on the whole Minister approved of Edwin most, as his gaze was franker and less lowering than that of his brother. Being both in evening-dress the wonderful resemblance was accentuated. All the same the doctor shrewdly concluded that their natures differed considerably. But whether this was positively the case he could not determine until he saw more of them.

As to the sister, she was a dark-haired girl of no great beauty, as it was evident that her brothers had monopolised the good looks of the Gurth family. But she appeared to be sensible and domesticated, the kind of woman who would make an admirable wife and a conscientious mother. There was nothing particularly original about her, but Minister, a restless man himself, liked her serene manner and quiet looks. She appeared to have quite a maternal adoration for the handsome twins and glanced at them every now and then in a silently affectionate manner.

“Yes! Yes!” said Minister loudly, and rubbing his hands. “There’s luck in store for the man who gets her.”

This unexpected observation was made just as the music came to a gentle conclusion, and Ida swung round on the piano stool to ask what the visitor meant. The faces of the others also looked inquiring, and Minister came back to a sense of his surroundings with a start. “Don’t be alarmed any of you good people,” he said, raking his beard as usual; “I have an odd habit of picking up my thoughts and putting them into speech at the wrong moment.”

“You are full of odd habits, Theophilus,” said Mrs Venery severely.

“Ah, old age and passing years,” grunted Minister staring hard at her. “You dressed like a parrot and chattered like one when I last saw you, Lavinia, now you are a raven, croaking disaster in black plumage. You haven’t been told the secret of the Bally family, have you, which is said to stop all smiles?”

Everyone started, and Borrin made himself the spokesman for all. “Where on earth did you hear about the Bally secret, Theo?”

“My newspaper, my gazette, my old wife gossip at the inn.”

“She told you the story—the legend?” asked Ida excitedly.

“No. She did worse. Mrs Heasy hinted and shivered and roused my curiosity to such a degree that I wanted to shake the tale out of her. Tell it.”

“There is nothing to tell,” said Mrs Venery crossly. “It’s all rubbish.”

“Even the rumours about the black cell?”

Edgar Gurth laughed mockingly. “Mrs Heasy has been playing with her imagination, doctor,” he said with a shrug. “There is no black cell and no legend of any particularly dreadful kind.”

“Humph!” murmured Minister disbelievingly, “You don’t deny but what there is some sort of legend. What it is I want to know.”

“We must ask Mark Bally to show you the family records,” said Borrin briskly, and looking more bright-eyed than ever, “then you can try and guess the secret, if there is one. For my part I think the whole thing is merely moonshine. Moreover, Theo, you are not here to waste time over the fireside stories of our country-side, but to tell us all about yourself. I have scarcely received a single letter since we parted at Lima ten years ago. Where have you been? What have you been doing? How are you—?”

“One thing at a time, Josiah,” interrupted the traveller throwing up his big hand with a deep, mellow laugh. “If Lavinia has left off talking you have not. I shall tell you of my wanderings when you tell me about yourself.”

“There is little to tell, Theo,” said Borrin modestly. “When we last parted, you remember, it was when we arrived at Lima with the Inca treasure which we found in the Andes.”

“I know all about that,” retorted Minister, impatiently. “You took your share and came home to settle down, while I took my share and spent the most of it in prosecuting my archaeological inquiries. Well?”

“Well,” echoed the host placidly, “what more do you wish to know? I turned my share of the treasure into coin of the realm and invested the money. Aided by Edwin’s father, and later by Edwin himself, I have prospered exceedingly with my investments and I am now very wealthy. So if you are in want of money—”

“I am not. It is true that I have lived on my capital, and did not invest the proceeds of the treasure as you did, Josiah, but there is enough left to keep me in comfort, and even in luxury, for the rest of my misspent life.”

“Well, well! Remember you always have a home here, Theo. And when I am gone, Ida, who is my heiress, will afford you shelter should you need it.”

“That I will, Uncle Theo,” said the girl heartily, “but now that you know all about Uncle Josiah tell us about your adventures.”

“Do I know all about Uncle Josiah?” questioned Minister, smiling broadly.

“Certainly,” replied the little doctor quickly. “I have been here for close upon a decade, having bought this tumble-down old family mansion and repaired it, I asked Lavinia and Ida to stay with me and look after the house. A very dull record compared with yours, Theo.”

“A very noble record,” put in Edwin suddenly. “He does not tell you, Dr Minister, that he is known throughout the length and breadth of Essex for his large-minded charity, and—”

“There! there!” interrupted Borrin hurriedly, “I have not hired you to be my trumpeter, Edwin.”

“I don’t think Josiah requires one,” observed Mrs Venery sadly. “The noble charity which led him to take under his roof a pauper widow and her—”

Borrin interrupted again, blushing like a schoolgirl. “I shall leave the room if you talk such rubbish, Lavinia. Why, you and Ida are my blessings. Now, Theo, tell us about yourself.”

Minister laughed gruffly, and cast a kindly look towards his small and amiable friend. Then he settled his big-boned frame more comfortably in the arm-chair he occupied and began his recital. It embraced wanderings all over the South American continent, hairbreadth escapes, the witnessing of weird ceremonies, the hospitality of strange races, and the exploration of steaming tropical forests. From Panama in the north, to Tierra del Fuego in the far south. Minister had wandered on foot and on mule-back, inquiring into the manners and customs and morals and histories of queer dark-skinned people, hearing prehistoric secrets and discovering hidden civilisations.

“And what I have learned convinces me of one thing,” said the doctor, as his fascinating narrative drew to a conclusion, “and that is, that the great lost continent of Atlantis, alluded to by Plato, actually existed. Thence came the civilisation of Peru and Mexico and Yucatan; the learning of Egypt and Chaldea, and the buried cities of the West African coast. I intend to write a book about my discoveries, and its writing will occupy my declining years.”

“It’s wonderful to hear you, doctor,” said Edgar Gurth, drawing a long breath. “You have talked yards of marketable stuff to-night. Did you bring anything back from these wilds?”

“Idols and pottery; inscriptions and photographs of mighty buildings,” said Minister, smiling. “Also these,” and he suddenly produced the packet of red leaves which he had taken out of his dispatch-box. As he did so he looked inquiringly at Borrin. “Do you know what these are?”

The little man took the leaves, examined them, smelt them, and shook his head gravely. “Something to do with medicine, I suppose,” he remarked, returning the packet with a smile.

The traveller put away the leaves carefully after the rest of the party had looked at them. “Do you remember that root we found together near Cuzco—the root which the mountain and forest Indians used in their sacred ceremonies to part soul from body?”

“Yes,” replied Borrin after a pause, “but I have put what roots I had away, and quite forgot about them until you spoke now.”

“What root is this?” inquired Mrs Venery severely.

“That of a certain plant known to the Indians who are the descendants of the Inca Indians,” said Minister quietly. “They pressed it and boiled it and extracted a kind of juice in which they steeped arrowheads and sharp flints. The arrow-heads they used in war to kill people, but the flints thus tainted were used during sacred ceremonies to scratch chosen people, who then were paralysed—”

“Paralysed,” cried Edwin startled, “and what had that to do with any sacred ceremony, doctor?”

“When paralysed,” explained Minister gravely, “the soul of the person went into the unseen world, and returned with information for the priests.”

“What rubbish,” muttered Edgar contemptuously.

“There was less rubbish and more wisdom in the knowledge of these elderly races than you think, young man,” retorted Minister bending his bushy brows. “Several times I saw the ceremony and witnessed the fact that the soul by this process could be separated from the body. Josiah saw that also. Do you remember, Josiah, how one of the Indians thus paralysed went to England to describe your parents’ home?”

“Well, yes,” admitted Borrin reluctantly, “but that might have been a kind of telepathy. However, I know that the juice of the root produces death when used largely and paralyses when administered in small quantities. But the leaves, Theo, what have they to do with what you are talking about?”

Minister shrugged his broad shoulders and smiled pityingly. “Your brains are growing mouldy in this place, Josiah. There was only one antidote to the poison of the root, and the Indian priests refused to reveal from what plant it could be taken. This is the plant—I mean these are the leaves of the plant—which when boiled and pressed in the same way as the root revive the person paralysed.”

“Not the person who is dead?” said Mrs Venery curiously.

“No. Only the paralysed person could be revived. So you, Josiah, have the root which paralyses, and I have the leaves which revive.”

“What is the use of either? “asked Borrin with a shrug.

Minister rose to take his leave. “One never knows. I only mentioned this to satisfy your curiosity, Josiah, as formerly you were so curious about the matter of the separation of soul from body.”

“Oh, I have forgotten all such unprofitable things,” smiled Borrin. “It is better to be charitable and helpful than to possess vain knowledge. Don’t go yet.”

“I must,” said Minister resolutely. “Mrs Heasy locks up at ten, and as I intend to stay at the Harper Inn I must keep in her good graces.”

Everyone laughed and approved, so Dr Minister departed very pleased with his successful visit.
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In spite of Minister’s loudly expressed declaration that he would remain for an indefinite period at Hepworth, his lifelong friend knew him too well to believe that he would hold firmly to such determination. Borrin was well aware that the traveller was one of those restless people who are never satisfied with surrounding circumstances for any great length of time. Moreover, Minister was so accustomed to travelling that constant movement had strengthened his love of change. However, Borrin believed that the strong friendship between them would induce the new-comer to stay at the Harper Inn for a few weeks. Longer than that he could not hope to keep his too-active friend. “You’re more like a fly than a human being, Theo,” said Borrin, when Minister made his daily appearance at the Manor. “You settle on nothing for more than a second. At your age you should try and cultivate sitting still.”

Minister, who looked more untidy than ever, clutched his shaggy beard with two great hands and laughed in his usual stentorian fashion. “Legs were given us to walk, and eyes to see, and brains to fill with knowledge of the wide, wide world,” he roared gleefully. “I go round the world, Josiah, while you sit and watch the world go round; that is all the difference between us.”

“A very great difference,” replied Borrin with his quiet smile.

"Well, well! It takes many to make a world, and it would never do if we were all alike. Would Columbus have discovered America had he been Josiah Borrin?”

“Oh, I’m not so stay-at-home as all that,” rejoined the neat little man, adjusting his smooth, brown wig; “I have travelled in my time, remember, Theo.”

“Pooh,” said Minister with the contempt of the gipsy for the house-dweller, “your travelling amounts to nothing—simply nothing. You certainly went on that scientific expedition to Paraguay fifteen years ago, but five years of exploration was enough for you. Since then you have vegetated here.”

“Quite so, but I could not have vegetated, as you call it, had I not found the Inca treasure along with you, Theo. That is, you found it, and were good enough to let me share it.”

“Pooh! pooh! You helped, Josiah, by translating the document which revealed its whereabouts. I found the script and you put it into English; I owe you as much as you owe me. I am glad you have the money as you will live a long time to enjoy it, since you are just over fifty, and your health is good.”

“Thank God for that, Theo,” said Borrin reverently; “you will live long also I sincerely trust. You are only sixty.”

“A few months off,” said Minister carelessly. “Bless you there is so much to see in this world that I intend to live until one hundred, wearing out, and not rusting out. When I am eighty or thereabouts I shall return here and marry Lavinia. I always had an admiration for Lavinia, although she did talk nineteen to the dozen.”
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