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            I. — The book of arrangement
   

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter I
   

         

         EVERYBODY agreed that a man of twenty-eight was a poor sort of guardian for a girl of sixteen—everybody, that is, except Bart.

         It is doubtful whether Bart ever knew his age or reckoned it by years.

         He had accepted his trust solemnly and with an exalted sense of responsibility, and went to Cheltenham carrying a Teddy Bear and huge boxes of chocolates. He found a self-possessed orphan reading Browning under a lime tree, and pretended that he had picked up the Teddy Bear in the street. He even advertised his find in the Cheltenham Herald. That was years ago, before Fay came to live with him in the house which had been left by her mother to the erratic Bart.

         It was a condition of the will that Fay should so live until her twenty-fifth birthday. Bart thought it was an excellent arrangement, and when people, very correct people, murmured “chaperon,” Bart said “Tush!” out loud and pointed to a housekeeper, a cook, several maids and a respectable butler.

         Nobody need be in any sort of doubt as to the kind of man Bart was. His room described and explained him. Its most striking feature said “genius,” loudly and defiantly. The six-sheet poster which mercifully hid an oblong of the egregious wallpaper was emphatic on this point. It demanded that all the world should see “Caught by Fate,” a drama “of love, romance and action” (the phrase is lifted bodily from such letterpress as adorned the advertisement) by Bartholomew Foreman, “author of ‘Shattered Fibres,’ etc.” The lithographic portion of the poster represented a soulful lady in the grip of a villain; and however much, or however loudly, Bartholomew Foreman might deny the fact, there is no question that the lady’s face resembled that of Agatha Tamarand. There was that baby-blueness of eye, the same droopy little mouth and obstinate chin, the same thinness of cheek, and air of general discontent which distinguished Agatha in the life. The artist might very well have been supplied with the newest (as it was then) of Agatha’s picture-photographs, and Bartholomew possessed so many, that he could very well have spared one, without any one being the wiser.

         Fay Milton, coming into her guardian’s study, never saw that poster without a little smile of amusement, and amusement salted with contempt, for she lived too near this genius to share the glamour of his large and lovable mind.

         If the distressed heroine was Agatha, who else was the villain, with his heavy full moustache and his exaggerated vacuity, than Harold Tirrell? Harold had protested incoherently, indignantly, at the unauthorized portraiture, and had referred ominously to his solicitors.

         This adherence to nature had been responsible for the failure of “Caught by Fate,” for, however interesting an Agatha-like heroine might be to Bartholomew, and however paltry and scoundrel-like Harold might seem to his eyes, the public, knowing neither Agatha nor Harold, and accustomed to heroines more tender, and villains less vacuous, had voted the play a bore, and it had run for exactly six nights.

         Bartholomew had drawn his characters too faithfully, that was the trouble.

         “Make him a baronet, turn the woman into something young and innocent, put in a scene on the Thames Embankment by night, and there’s enough in the play to give it a long run.”

         This was the verdict of Ohlson, who assisted with the finances of the play—he had put up a third of the cost, but so hedged about with contingencies that Bartholomew discovered at the end he had to pay the whole cost of the production himself.

         The poster was not a solitary representative of its kind. There was a smaller, but less arresting, example of the lithographer’s art upon the wall over the bookcase. It proclaimed the marvellous qualities of Bart’s Boot Burnisher.

         Bartholomew had invented his Burnisher, during one fussy, smelly week, when the kitchen became a place of noisome stinks, and his desk a litter of unsavoury messes. Here again something had gone wrong. Possibly Bartholomew’s superintendence of the advertisements had been at fault. He had insisted upon a range of humorous announcements, and it is an axiom in the advertising world that comic announcements do not draw trade. Money is a very serious thing and shrinks from ribaldry. Twelve hundred pounds this venture had cost, some four hundred and fifty of which Fay had contributed.

         She could have paid the whole amount without any trouble, for she, the favourite niece of John Banter—as her mother had been his favourite sister—had been the heiress, through her mother, of his quarter million, but there was a streak of John Banter in her composition—and she wanted to punish Bartholomew for having engaged in a speculation against her advice.

         There was nothing of John Banter in Bartholomew. He had loathed his wealthy, unforgiving uncle, and from the day when Bart, after a furious family quarrel, had circulated the fatal limerick which began:

         
            There was a curmudgeon named Banter Who lived very near a decanter….
   

         

         his name had been anathema, and in the old man’s will was mentioned in a manner which afforded Bart almost as much glee as though he had been made heir to the property. For Bart’s legacy was that same decanter.

         In the circumstances it was something of a tragedy that Mrs. Milton, dying a year after her brother, should have made Bart Foreman the sole executor of her estate, and co-trustee and guardian of her sixteen-year old daughter. Bart was twenty-eight at the time, and in the eyes of the girl an aged man. At seventeen she respected him, at eighteen felt superior to him—at twenty she looked upon him with the contempt which capable youth has for middle-age failure. For Bart was not a success.

         He had a thousand a year from his mother, and this, sufficient for his daily needs, was of little assistance to him in the crises which came so frequently in his life.

         He wrote a novel and published it himself. He organized a lecture tour and financed it. He produced a new cure for neuralgia and put it on the market. The market, after an unconscionable period of reflection, had put it back on him. When the war broke out he offered his services, but was rejected on the eyesight test. Later, when that test was less rigid, he went to the Admiralty and did nothing in particular for two years.

         In a score of ways you might trace the temperamental progress of Bartholomew Foreman by a careful examination of his room. It was a big apartment on the ground floor of 23, Colholm Place, Kensington. From the large, leaded windows on the north side there was a view of the garden, for Number 23 was one of those old-fashioned houses which boasted that bourgeois appendage.

         From the east side you overlooked Colholm Place, and a parallelogram of tree-shaded green, entirely surrounded by railings, where, on sunny afternoons, nursemaids gossiped, whilst their diminutive charges either slept in their expensive perambulators, or toddled recklessly about so much of the world as the railings enclosed.

         One wall of the study was occupied by bookshelves, in which had assembled a whole tatterdemalion army of books, ranging from the costly volumes which Bartholomew purchased at sales, in moments of mental aberration, to the paper-covered novels which were the relics of innumerable railway journeys, and were now preserved because they contained “ideas” which Bartholomew had indicated with conspicuous blue pencil marks, though he could never recall the ideas they suggested when he came to examine the books.

         The pictures which hung upon the walls were in excellent taste, the engravings, if modem, were pleasing, and the great china bowls which were kept filled with flowers all the year round, condoned, to some extent, the bizarre character of the other decorations.

         On the left of a large desk (built to his own design) stood a japanned dictaphone into which, in moments of literary frenzy, Bartholomew might express the thoughts which arose in him.

         Sometimes he forgot to pull the recording lever over, and the end of his efforts was a number of cylinders blandly blank and uncommunicative; whereupon he would write furious letters to the manufacturers, and they would send a pleasant young man to explain that unless the recording needle touched the wax it was impossible for the machine to do its work, since a dictaphone had no intuitions.

         Picture this room, all speckled and flooded with the golden light of a sunny morning in May. Picture it in its tidiest aspect, with a desk clear of papers and a stretch of white blotting paper innocent of inky impression; with new nibs in agate pen-holders, a virgin jar of paste, the date of the month truthfully displayed in a red morocco case; with absolute serenity and quiet reigning in the house.

         For Bartholomew Foreman was still in America offering a new life-saving boat to the Marine department—a boat which he had invented on the spur of the moment, whilst watching the children sail their little ships on the waters of Kensington Gardens.

         He wrote a letter to Agatha Tamarand—one of many. It was addressed from the Manhattan Hotel, Forty-eighth Street and Fifth Avenue, to Mrs. Tamarand, 23, Penter Avenue, Chelsea, and ran:

         
            “My dearest,—
   

            “I am back from Washington, after a terrible struggle to make those infernal American officials understand the immense advantages which my boat offers. They are considering the matter, they say, which means they will hold up my plans for ten years, at the end of which they will inform me that, under the conditions then existing, my invention is valueless. But I find compensation for such disappointment as mine in the thought that three weeks will bring me to you—my dearest dear.
   

            “I must stay another fortnight because Malcolm Suggs, the theatrical person, is going to ‘ try out ’ that one-act play of mine—you remember, darling, the one in which—no, on second thought I remember you have not seen it. It is one I wrote on my way over. Think of it! I have been three months away! It hardly seems possible that I could have been so long without seeing you—without hearing your dear voice. What a fool you must think me sometimes! You are so calm and so wise, and so well-balanced. Do you ever see Fay? I want you to be good friends with her. She is a real good sort, though a cold-blooded little beggar. And please let me have a cable about yourself—are you fit and well? Have you seen anything of that monstrous and bounding Tirrell? Does the brute still persist in sending you flowers? I shall end up by kicking him.
   

            “All my love, dearest,
   

            “Yours for everlasting,
   

            “Bart.”
   

         

         Agatha Tamarand, a widow of singular attraction—she had lost her husband before they had lived together long enough to spoil her beauty—read the letter through, and with a thoughtful expression on her face put it away in her dainty little bag.

         Three weeks. It brought a sense of respite to her. She had three weeks in which she could make up her mind. She had decided one thing, at any rate, that things could not go on as they had gone for three years.

         Their friendship had run on conventional lines. Obviously Bart’s thousand a year made marriage possible, but he had so profound a contempt for that sum, and was so confident in his ability to direct fate to his enrichment that the question of marriage had never been considered as an immediate possibility. He was content to wait for the return of that ship which never made harbour. In the meantime she was (as she told herself) growing older, and Bart’s monopoly was, to say the least, compromising.

         She was fond of Bartholomew, tremendously fond of him; she even told herself that she loved him. Perhaps she did in her way, but her way was neither a fiery nor a reckless way. It was not altogether the way Bart desired, for he was one of those people who scoffed at the opinions of the Browns and Jones of life.

         It was sufficient, he said, if two people loved one another dearly, that they should be content with one another, and let the world go hang. Such philosophy, however, did not satisfy Agatha. To her it was amazing that an impetuous person like Bart should want to wait until his fortune came—she did not know his dreams of magnificence, or sense the splendour he planned for her.

         Agatha’s little house was a model of what little houses should be. The furnishing was tasteful and quiet, the air of the home one of subdued refinement.

         She was not a woman of any great intellectual capacity. She neither wrote nor read, and, beyond a taste for auction bridge, which developed and exercised an unsuspected mathematical talent in her, she had few occupations. She hated sewing. She disliked children, and she was easily bored.

         That she had attracted Bart was a peculiar sense of the grotesque in him which amused her. He was entertaining and prodigal. Mrs. Tamarand wanted to be entertained, and she was something of a spendthrift—a weakness that the meagre annuity to which she became entitled on her husband’s death, gave little scope. Their friendship had developed with startling suddenness. Exactly how it happened she did not know. Bart was impetuous and big and plausible, and carried her off her feet. Before she knew where she was she was engaged to him.

         Rather, she was “sort of” engaged—there had been no public announcement which would have implied obligations on the part of both— obligations which neither was anxious to incur. So she had waited whilst Bart’s schemes grew and faded, and had waited with growing impatience.

         In the meantime new factors had come into her life, and the most potent of these was Harold Tirrell, with his inconsequent speeches and his large and impressive bank balance. He was a Member of Parliament, and when his party returned to power he would be created a baronet, for he was a generous subscriber to the funds. He offered to Mrs. Tamarand opportunities which were at once dazzling and frightening. She was frightened in the main at the thought of Bart. Shallow as she undoubtedly was, she knew her man, for she was shrewd and was possessed of an insight into humanity which is denied to women much cleverer.

         The wife of a popular M.P. and a baronet— that was as good as settled, for the Government of the day was wobbling horribly—one of the leaders of society, and rich…

         She would not be dependent upon Bart’s generosity for the little luxuries which came her way; her position would be assured and she might even help Bart in his schemes, because, though Harold hated him just now, this hatred was probably due to jealousy more than to any other cause.

         The dislike was mutual, she knew, that was why it was so difficult for her to bring herself to make any definite decision. She sighed wearily, and picked up the other letter which awaited her attention.

         It was from Fay Milton, and was short and pleasant. Could dear Agatha come to tea that afternoon; she had something of the greatest importance to discuss with her?

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter II
   

         

         FAY MILTON was tall and dark. “A typical Rossetti girl,” Bart had described her. Her hair, of which she had masses, was of that deepest shade of brown which nearest approaches black, and is indistinguishable from that colour at a short distance. Her eyebrows were pencilled, and here there was no compromise as to colour, for they were of jet. Black, too, were the long lashes which never showed to advantage, for she was one of the open-eyed sort. Nature had tinted her cheek with the clear pink and white of health, and her complexion was voted flawless. The shape of the face left something to be desired, yet it would be a captious and hypercritical person who ventured on the ungracious task of criticism. It was a thought too long, and the lips just a little too straight—but that was all. For the rest she was almost beautiful. Her eyes were violet blue, so dark as to appear black in some lights, her nose straight and well placed, her chin prettily moulded. When she laughed, which she rarely did—more's the pity!—you saw two straight rows of teeth unblemished and of a porcelain whiteness. Even in repose the face was pleasant to look upon, and people wondered amongst themselves why a woman possessed of such superlative qualities remained single. The answer was the very simple one which might be offered in a hundred such cases—she had never met any one for whom she entertained the least affection.

         She was something of a student of affairs, wrote clever articles in The Woman’s Age, and was voted eccentric by some, as unwomanly by others, and as somewhat unapproachable by most people. Only in books and stories are very pretty women, who are also very rich, surrounded by crowds of suitors. Men, on the whole, are too vain to crowd a woman, however much in love, or in debt, they may be. Pique jerks the bridle of perseverance, and the haughty spirit of young manhood shrinks from the revelation of conscious rivalry. From the man’s point of view, the “rival” is the other fellow— he never sees himself at any other place than at the apex of the triangle.

         The main consequence, so far as Fay was concerned, was that she had had in her life two proposals : one from Andrew Gillboy, the “Car King,” who was forty years her senior, and one from Bray Sunley, who drank whisky before breakfast, with breakfast, and, with intervals for sleep, until his next breakfast.

         They were both wealthy men and were, from certain points of view, excellent matches, but Fay had the right of choice—and remained a spinster at twenty-three.

         Her attitude toward her cousin requires explanation. Fay had inherited a large fortune— Bart had inherited nothing from their uncle’s will. When he said he did not care he was sincere. There was neither envy nor meanness in his composition. She did not know him well enough to believe him. She did not trust him—that was the impression she gave.

         In the first year of his guardianship she had seen little of him; in the second year she had seen enough. When she was sixteen he was too old to be taken into her confidence—at twenty he was too young. She thought his appointment absurd, and longed for her twenty-fifth birthday which would free her from the obligation of sharing the same house—another absurd provision of her mother's will. He was quick to detect the antagonism, and his patience, never a limitless quantity, was as quickly exhausted. From being the tender and considerate guardian he became the casual friend. He treated her as he would treat a man with whom he had little in common, but respected. Curiously enough, he never thought of changing his abode. They had lived together since her mother died, and he had neither the desire nor the thought of changing his mode of life, for in some things he was conservative.

         That they remained good friends was less a tribute to his self-discipline than to his marvellous power of shrugging his cares to the devil.

         They had developed away from one another as twin trees will develop, irrespective of prevailing winds. She made no attempt to come to any better understanding, though she gave much of her spare time to evolving a solution to her problem. He gave no time at all, considering the position insusceptible to improvement.

         If she had learned to respect him, she might have revived the old affection between them, but he seemed determined to frustrate the growth of any such sentiment. She had been taught, first by her mother, and then by Uncle Banter, who had assumed responsibility for her on her father’s death, that there were twenty shillings in every pound, and she had, at her fingers’ tips, most of the familiar adages which go to the encouragement of thrift.

         Since “thrift” was a word which Bart had deliberately ruled out of his lexicon, such adventures as she made into the mazy jungle of his finances were as irritating as they were bewildering. She helped him at times when financial depression made him unbearable, but she was helping herself more, for the gloom which came upon him in these moments of crisis was communicated to the rest of the household, and 23, Colholm Place produced in Fay a sensation which, paraphrasing a well-known advertisement, she described as “that Morgue feeling.”

         She admired him up to a point. There was a certain noisy chivalry about him which was effective. He made sacrifices, and explained them in such detail, yet withal with such modesty of language, that you might be deceived into the belief that you had discovered the measure of his altruism without aid.

         He was generous and kindly, yet his generosity was never wholly uncontroversial, nor his kindliness without injustice. He had a sense of humour, which enabled him to see his own shortcomings in a favourable light, and a breadth of vision which found something admirable even in his own faults. He was charitable to all who saw eye to eye with him, and he hated the intolerance of those dogmatists who found themselves in uncompromising opposition to his point of view.

         Fay knew him for an egoist. He had no stability of purpose—this distressed her, as did a certain unscrupulousness where money was concerned. He had never asked her for money, and had resisted with solemn indignation her first effort to help him—it was after the failure of the Foreman Vacuum Pump. She had found an unusual pleasure in the thought that she could help him. She knew that in some way she had failed him; here was an opportunity to recover some of the ground she had lost. His refusal (accompanied by a long homily, elegantly phrased and punctuated) on the character of men who accept financial help from women, even though they were his sisters, had created a new sense of respect for him. She had left his study considerably impressed by the loftiness of his views. There was something particularly wholesome and clean about them, she told herself. When, two hours later, without any evidence of embarrassment, he came to her room and accepted her offer, justifying the volte-face in some twelve-hundred well-chosen words, she was a little bewildered.

         Thereafter, in all matters of finance, there was a certain formula to be observed, the offer on her part, the refusal on his, and later the reconsideration. She timed her offers to follow certain exhibitions of pessimism on his part; the gloom which found expression in locked study doors and tragic silences.

         To say that Fay was contemptuous of her guardian cousin, with his mad-hatter schemes, his wild inventions, and his frantic enthusiasms, would be to employ too strong a word to describe an emotion which was not amusement, pity nor derision. She was superior, that was all. From her heights she could afford a certain mental patronage, which would have been intolerable to him, had he paid her sufficient attention to be aware of her line of thought. Once she had come near to betraying her inward feeling. It was when Bart had suddenly conceived a violent distrust for the directors of Southern Properties. Much of her fortune was invested in this concern, which owned large blocks of flats and offices in various parts of London. They paid a steady ten per cent, and her interest in the concern was safeguarded by the fact that George Waterson represented her on the board.

         George Waterson was an hereditary partner in the firm of Waterson, Gasby & Quale, and, though the youngest member of that eminent firm of solicitors, he was for many reasons the dominant partner. He was a serious young man of thirty. He had been a serious young man of thirty ever since Fay could remember. When he was twenty-two and she was seventeen he had as much the air, the manner and the deliberation of thirty as he would have at forty.

         He was a clean-shaven, long-faced man, of a peculiar pallor of countenance and a blackness of chin. That chin was big, and his nose was long and thin. His eyes were large and brown, and he dressed with exceptional care. Nobody had ever seen George Waterson smile, and nobody had ever expressed a desire to see him smile.

         He was solid amongst solid men. His firm was so immensely respectable that nobody outside the profession and its own clientele had ever heard of it. It was seldom mentioned in court, for it dealt, in the main, with those manifestations of law which do not figure in the daily Press, but are rather concerned with the sticking on of stamps and the signing of signatures, than with the more dramatic and alluring aspects of the legal game.

         Bart hated and loathed George, with his attitude of polite antagonism, and his cold-blooded lack of enthusiasm for Bart’s schemes. George Waterson was co-trustee of the Milton estate, and as such stood between Bart and his cousin. Waterson’s main business in life seemed to be to prevent his client investing in the schemes which her cousin propounded.

         Now Bart was a queer man, and in the course of his days collected a great deal of information, which was almost as queer. He heard whispers against the probity of certain directors of the Southern Properties. There was talk of their buying lands and buildings thereon, in which they were personally interested. Bart came with the revelation, and offered it dramatically to a startled Fay. If she followed his advice she would “get out” of her holdings, but she never followed his advice without consulting George, and so George had come, cold and sceptical, demanding facts which Bart was not in a position to give, names, particulars of purchase and locations of same. Bartholomew had said much, without adding greatly to the sum of Fay’s knowledge.

         “I am afraid you have discovered a mare's nest,” George had said calmly, and there the matter ended. It was an impossible position, and Bart had dropped all interest in his cousin’s affairs. He forgot her in the construction of a new three-act comedy. Then the life-saving boat had flashed across his vision, and he had hurried to America.

         He had never been away so long from home, and she had time to think. She spent many hours considering his character, his life, his friends. It puzzled her to know what to do with him. Could he always be as he was now, the irresponsible hunter after chimerical fortunes? There was something in all his schemes—even George Waterson admitted as much—but if they contained the germ of a possibility, they lacked the something which made that possibility an actuality. Bart, too, was deficient in a quality or two. “He wants a shock,” suggested George with the assurance of one who stood on perfectly safe ground—the ground of long friendship and unassailable business relationship. But what would shock Bart? Death might, but who would obligingly die on the off chance of bringing an erratic genius to his senses? Certainly Fay was not so inclined. That was the horrid part of it, Bart was so impregnable. You could not hurt him, nor reason with him; he stood aloof, his great soul permanently preoccupied and refusing to be unpleasantly impressed.

         Fay, turning the subject over in her mind, was inspired by a spirit of mischief to further the cause of Harold Tirrell. She did not hope that she would succeed in penetrating the armour of her cousin’s indifference, but she might at least prick him—and even a wince would be welcome from this perfectly self-satisfied man. She wrote to Agatha to come to her, and had a pleasurable conspirator-like feeling when she had written the letter.

         “I want this posted at once,” she said. Packer had come noiselessly to the room in answer to her bell.

         “Yes, madam.”

         He glanced furtively at the address, and a look of interest came into his eyes. The precious secrets whispered behind drawing-room doors, and scarcely more than thought about in locked studies, are public property in the servants’ hall.

         “Wait,” she said, as he was going from the room.

         Should she post the letter? Would it not be better to let matters take their course? After all, Bart married would be a load off her mind. She had reached that point where she felt responsibility for Bart’s life. And he was her guardian…. But would he marry? If it were “an affair”… but Bart was not that kind. He was one of those quixotic persons, who could even walk through the fires of passion and come out in the end unscorched.

         The obedient Packer stood, one eye upon the letter, conscious that “something was up” but not guessing what the something was.

         Perhaps there was going to be a row. Packer loved the idea of rows—especially amongst his employers. They gave a servant certain liberties and certain freedom of expression. They even (on occasions) let the kitchen into the confidences of the boudoir. Sometimes they led to court and the joyous publicity of the evening papers. Packer would love to have seen his portrait in the Evening World as a witness in a cause célèbre.

         “No,” she said, after a while, answering her unspoken question, “you may post the letter.”
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