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    When what ought to be most visible suddenly vanishes, the hunt for truth becomes a contest between what people see, what they choose to believe, and the stubborn facts that refuse to stay hidden, drawing witness, suspect, and sleuth into a shifting maze where absence itself becomes the most compelling clue and the measure of character is taken not in bold declarations but in the quiet calibrations of observation, patience, and doubt, all of it balanced on the uneasy recognition that perception is both our guide and our most treacherous adversary.

The Disappearing Eye is a work of mystery fiction by Fergus Hume, the extraordinarily prolific author whose name became synonymous with popular crime storytelling around the turn of the twentieth century. Best known for The Mystery of a Hansom Cab, Hume produced scores of novels that fused sensation with detection, helping to shape the commercial landscape in which the modern whodunit flourished. Written within that late Victorian to early Edwardian milieu, this book bears the imprint of a period hungry for intrigue, moral ambiguity, and brisk entertainment, while remaining accessible to contemporary readers who appreciate classic puzzle-driven narratives.

Without venturing into spoilers, the novel’s premise is anchored by an unsettling absence that ignites an inquiry, bringing together a small constellation of figures whose lives intersect at the point where something crucial has slipped from view. The disappearance operates as both a plot engine and a metaphor, forcing characters to navigate the gap between what is known and what can be proved. Readers encounter the early stirrings of a case, a suggestive trail of clues, and the mounting pressure of consequences, all arranged to invite active participation: noticing patterns, questioning testimony, and weighing motive against means.

Hume’s craftsmanship favors momentum and clarity, with a narrative voice that privileges clean description, measured reveals, and strategic misdirection. The pace is steady rather than florid, sustaining curiosity through accumulating detail rather than grand set pieces. Red herrings appear with disciplined regularity, yet the story remains fair-minded, seeding observations a careful reader can test. Dialogues carry social nuance; scenes shift between private parlors and public spaces with economical framing; and the investigative through-line proceeds in increments that reward attention. The tone balances the cool logic of deduction with the nervous energy of sensation, yielding a cultivated, readable tension.

At its core, the book probes the unreliable circuitry of seeing and knowing: how evidence can be overlooked or misunderstood, how testimony reflects wish as much as memory, and how reputation colors judgment. It explores the social theater surrounding crime—the way communities manage scandal, protect appearances, and ration trust—and it tracks the moral drag that accumulates when convenience outruns conscience. Thematically, it asks whether truth emerges from a single decisive revelation or from the slow accretion of small, resilient facts. In doing so, it considers the costs of certainty and the temptations of doubt in a world of competing narratives.

These concerns remain timely. Readers attuned to today’s debates about misinformation, confirmation bias, and institutional trust will recognize familiar pressures at play in Hume’s carefully staged inquiry. The novel’s focus on how people interpret signs—and how quickly interpretations harden into stories—speaks to contemporary anxieties about perception and proof. It also offers a reflective space: the pleasure of solving a puzzle while considering the ethics of deduction, the responsibilities of witnesses, and the limits of perspective. The book’s period atmosphere adds distance without dulling relevance, inviting a modern audience to test their interpretive habits against a classic framework.

To approach The Disappearing Eye is to enter a meticulously arranged game of attention: a fair, engaging mystery that rewards patience, observational care, and a willingness to revise first impressions. Expect a compact cast, a clear investigative spine, and a sequence of reveals that favor cumulative understanding over shock. The satisfactions here are those of pattern recognition, motive analysis, and the quiet thrill of inference confirmed. For readers who relish classic crime fiction—where moral stakes matter, clues are legible, and justice must contend with ambiguity—Hume offers both entertainment and inquiry, a reminder that seeing truly is never as simple as it seems.
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    The Disappearing Eye opens in late-Victorian London with a private viewing of a legendary jewel known simply as the Eye, a rare green stone shrouded in superstition and rumor. The gem belongs to a wealthy collector who delights in displaying it under strict security. When the light falters and the gathering is momentarily thrown into confusion, the Eye vanishes from its velvet setting. The theft unsettles high society and draws official attention. Whispers of a curse mingle with practical questions about locks, keys, and alibis, establishing a mystery that blends sensation, social intrigue, and methodical detection from the outset.

A varied cast quickly comes into focus. The fastidious collector presides over his household, assisted by a discreet secretary and a dedicated housekeeper. Among the guests are a debt-ridden acquaintance hoping for a loan, a learned traveler fascinated by Eastern artifacts, and a reserved young woman linked by family ties to the host. A steady Scotland Yard inspector assumes charge, bringing patience and procedure. Alongside him, an observant outsider is drawn into the case by proximity and curiosity, supplying fresh angles and noticing small, practical details. Their combined perspectives allow the narrative to probe motives while cataloguing routines, habits, and inconsistencies.

The initial inquiry turns on a puzzle of access and opportunity. The display cabinet appears intact, its lock unforced, yet a broken clasp and a faint smear on the velvet suggest a practiced hand. Each guest offers an alibi shaped by the outage and the room’s bustle. Servants describe movements in hallways and on the staircase. An absent watchman’s brief disappearance adds to the uncertainty. The inspector tests timings, reconstructs positions, and compares testimonies. The amateur note-taker observes the pattern of glances and the conspicuous silence around certain topics, hinting that the theft may be only the visible surface of a deeper plan.

As interviews unfold, practical motives emerge. Money troubles, professional rivalry, and questions of inheritance place several figures under scrutiny. At the same time, stories circulate that the Eye was once part of a sacred image and has a guardianship beyond mere ownership. The investigation weighs superstition against fact, treating legends as potential disguises for crime. A false key, traces of wax, and an unfamiliar footprint suggest preparation. The press seizes on the gem’s notoriety, intensifying pressure on the household. The inspector maps the rooms and service passages, while the amateur considers how a theft can be committed without appearing to have happened at all.

A sudden death shifts the case from audacious theft toward graver stakes. A messenger connected to an attempted sale is found under ambiguous circumstances, and a cryptic scrap bearing a symbol of an eye that sees introduces an older history. The Yard broadens its net to pawnbrokers, dealers, and riverfront warehouses, tracing rumors of duplicates and discreet exchanges. Letters reveal longstanding ties among several players, suggesting that the Eye’s arrival merely rekindled unfinished business. The narrative tightens as coincidence yields to pattern, and the investigators, working in parallel, begin to test whether the jewel’s disappearance masks a calculated effort to settle past accounts.

The hunt roams through London’s markets, lodging houses, and dim embankments. Leads produce a suspect stone that looks right under gaslight but wrong in the morning, hinting at substitution. A veiled visitor, a fragment from a carved idol with a hollow socket, and a ledger coded in initials complicate the chain of custody. Alibis fray under reexamination, and confidences blur the line between protectiveness and complicity. The amateur considers the mechanics of concealment, noting how a small object might travel inside ordinary things. The inspector remains focused on means and opportunity, convinced that the method, once understood, will narrow the field decisively.

A second turning point comes with a journey beyond the city. At a country house linked to the collector’s affairs, a concealed door and traces of nightly traffic suggest staging grounds rather than refuge. A tense exchange elicits a partial admission, yet the central figure remains unexposed. The Eye appears to reemerge only to slip away again, reinforcing the title’s theme of things seen and unseen. This repetition forces the investigators to reconsider earlier assumptions about the outage, the cabinet, and the order of movements that evening. The circle of suspects contracts as practical logistics, rather than rumor, determine who could have done what and when.

The climax gathers the principals under a pretext that tests loyalty and nerve. A careful demonstration of timings, keys, and sightlines clarifies how the gem could vanish in public and travel unnoticed through private channels. Without naming names in advance, the narrative presents the connections that bind motive to method, showing how debt, fear, or pride guided several choices. The Eye’s fate is accounted for in terms consistent with earlier clues, and the gap between legend and fact is closed. The inspector’s steadiness and the amateur’s attention to small anomalies converge, bringing the plot’s threads to a point of clear, practical resolution.

In the aftermath, order is restored with measured consequences. Relationships strained by suspicion reset on new terms, and unspoken bargains are replaced by formal judgments. The novel’s underlying message favors patience, observation, and reason over panic and superstition. The Eye, emblem of covetousness and fascination, proves more potent as a cause of action than as a treasure in itself. By mirroring the social world’s surfaces and undercurrents, the story suggests that crimes seldom begin at the moment they are committed. The closing pages emphasize closure without flourish, leaving readers with a sense of balance regained and appearances finally made to align with truth.
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    The Disappearing Eye unfolds within the bustling late Victorian and early Edwardian British world, with London as the central stage and provincial towns as satellites connected by rail. In the 1890s-1910s metropolis, gas and then electric lighting, the telephone, and dense omnibus and suburban rail networks made rapid movement - and disappearance - plausible. The city's West End clubs, law courts in the Strand, the commercial lanes of the City, and the crowded East End formed a social map marked by hierarchy and proximity. Imperial trade funneled exotica and wealth through docks at Tilbury and the Pool of London. Newspapers, evening editions, and public inquests shaped opinion, while Scotland Yard symbolized a modernizing, if contested, authority.

The reorganization of metropolitan policing after the Detective Department scandal and the creation of the Criminal Investigation Department (CID) in 1878 framed the late-century fight against urban crime. Public anxieties peaked with the Whitechapel murders of 1888 attributed to Jack the Ripper, which exposed limits in surveillance and record-keeping and fixed Whitechapel as a cartography of fear. The Metropolitan Police's visible patrols and plainclothes detectives, headquartered at Scotland Yard on the Embankment, became cultural fixtures. Hume's plotting taps this climate: The Disappearing Eye places investigators amid crowded thoroughfares and anonymous lodging houses, evoking a London where official detection is organized yet constantly pressured by sensational crime and public scrutiny.

Between 1897 and 1901 Britain adopted scientific identification systems, culminating in the Metropolitan Police Fingerprint Bureau's opening in 1901 under Sir Edward Henry. The first British conviction secured by fingerprints came in 1902 (the burglar Harry Jackson), and the first murder conviction followed in 1905 with the Stratton brothers in Deptford. Bertillonage, photography, chemical tests for poisons, and the rise of specialist pathologists such as Bernard Spilsbury (prominent from 1910) entered courtrooms. This forensic turn reshaped detective method. The novel reflects these transitions by treating trace evidence - smudged prints, the chemical properties of jewel settings, or coded custody of valuables - as central to establishing identity and guilt in an increasingly scientific legal culture.

New communications compressed distance in policing. Telegrams linked provincial stations by the 1890s; telephones spread through exchanges in the City and West End after 1902; and in 1910 the pursuit of Hawley Harvey Crippen used Marconi wireless to alert the SS Montrose at sea - an international first. The press amplified these technologies through illustrated editions and specials, forging a loop between investigation and publicity. In The Disappearing Eye, the speed of rumor, telegraphed instructions, and the coordination of train timetables underpin plot mechanics, mirroring a Britain where timeliness and information flows could decide a case as decisively as a witness, and where criminals exploited the same networks.

Imperial circuits fed London's jewel markets and tastes. De Beers, consolidated in 1888 under Cecil Rhodes, funneled South African diamonds to dealers in Hatton Garden; Indian rubies and emeralds entered through Bombay and Calcutta exchanges and London brokers. Public spectacles celebrated imperial luxury - the Colonial and Indian Exhibition (South Kensington, 1886), the Franco-British Exhibition (White City, 1908), and the 1911 Delhi Durbar crowning George V, with the Koh-i-Noor remounted in the Crown of Queen Mary. Hume, who moved from colonial New Zealand and Australia to London in 1888, wrote amid these flows. The Disappearing Eye channels this milieu: a coveted eye evokes a gem or idol inset, entangling crime with imperial commerce and smuggling via Tilbury or Southampton.

London's population surged from about 4.7 million (1881) to over 7.2 million (1911), sharpening contrasts between Mayfair wealth and East End precarity. Labor militancy defined the period: the London Dock Strike of 1889 organized 100,000 workers; the 1906 Trade Disputes Act protected unions; and fiscal reform climaxed in the 1909 People's Budget and the 1911 Parliament Act curbing the Lords. Social legislation - Old Age Pensions (1908) and National Insurance (1911) - addressed insecurity. Hume's narrative world, including The Disappearing Eye, mines motives born of debt, inheritance, and employment anxiety, staging encounters among servants, clerks, adventurers, and titled patrons to expose how class stratification and economic shocks precipitate calculated crimes.

Mass journalism transformed crime into spectacle. Alfred Harmsworth's Daily Mail (launched 1896) and W. T. Stead's campaigning exposes (notably the 1885 Maiden Tribute in the Pall Mall Gazette) pioneered New Journalism that blended investigation and sensation. London also confronted fears of political violence and migration: the Greenwich Park bomb of 1894, the 1911 Siege of Sidney Street, and debates culminating in the Aliens Act (1905) targeting Eastern European arrivals. These currents inform The Disappearing Eye's ambience: the quick circulation of rumor, vigilantism in press-fed crowds, and the reflex to suspect foreign conspiracies around valuable objects reflect a metropolis negotiating cosmopolitanism, security, and civil liberties.

As social and political critique, the book employs a jewel-centered crime to interrogate the moral economy of Edwardian Britain. It exposes how elites legitimated wealth derived from colonial extraction while criminalizing analogous acts by the poor, how social deference impeded scrutiny of high-born suspects, and how policing oscillated between science and spectacle under press pressure. By staging bargaining in pawnbrokers and brokers' offices beside clubland respectability, The Disappearing Eye critiques class divides, the precariousness of women and migrants in urban markets, and legal asymmetries that privilege property over persons. Its mystery form thus articulates systemic inequities rather than merely resolving individual guilt.
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CHAPTER I.

A WEIRD DISCOVERY




"Adventures are to the adventurous[1q]," said Cannington, with the air of a man who believes that he is saying something undeniably smart.

"Good Lord!" I retorted, twisting the motor car round a corner. "Since when has the British subaltern given up his leisure to reading Beaconsfield's novels[1]?"

Cannington serenely puffed his cigarette into a brighter glow. "I don't know what you're talking about, old chap," said he indifferently.

"I talk of 'Ixion in Heaven,' or--if you prefer it--of 'Coningsby.' Beaconsfield was so enamoured of his apothegm that he inserted it in both tales."

"I don't know what you're talking about," said Cannington again, and his puzzled look proved that he spoke the truth. "A chap called Marr wrote that in my sister's album, and told her it was his own."

"I daresay; more ideas are stolen than pocket-handkerchiefs[2q], according to Balzac[2]. And, after all, Beaconsfield may have cribbed the saying."

"Oh! I see what you are driving at: Marr copied it out of a book."

"Undoubtedly, unless he lived before 'Coningsby' and 'Ixion' were written--somewhere about the beginning of the nineteenth century."

"Oh! Marr isn't so old as that," protested the boy, chuckling; "although he isn't a spring chicken, by any means. What Mabel sees in him, I can't for the life of me imagine."

"Humph! You were never renowned for imagination, Cannington," I said kindly, "and in your particular case it doesn't much matter. You're the man behind the gun, and all you have to do is to fire against the seen enemy."

"Huh! Why, half the firing is against the unseen enemy. If I haven't got your rotten imagination, Vance, I've got common-sense, and that's what you jolly well need."

"Rash youth, to speak thus to the man at the wheel. Don't you know that, with a little dexterity, I could shoot you into yonder ditch?"

"You'd travel with me," he sniggered.

"Why not? It would be an excellent advertisement for a popular playwright."

"Playwright be hanged! You only write beastly melodramas."

"Precisely; that is why I am popular. And if I'm not a playwright, what am I?"

"A carpenter. You collar other people's ideas----"

"Like your friend Marr," I interpolated.

"And knock them into weird shapes for second-rate theatres."

"Not at all," I rejoined tartly, for the criticism piqued me. "I scour the country in search of flesh and blood tragedies[4], and improve them into moral lessons for the British Public. But you're talking all round the shop, my lad. Who is this Marr, of whom your sister approves, and why does he write down other people's ideas in her album?"

"Wentworth Marr." Cannington lighted another cigarette, and explained: "He's a well-preserved old buck of--I should say--fifty, and looks forty. Unmarried, with heaps of tin and no family. Mabel likes him."

"And he likes Lady Mabel, or loves her. Which is it?"

"Well"--Cannington drawled this out reluctantly--"he's in love with her, sure enough. And, of course, Mabel is as poor as I am, and Marr having no end of shekels[3], you see----"

"What about Dick Weston?" I broke in abruptly.

"Oh, he's too much taken up with his inventions to bother about love. Poor Mab feels it," sighed Cannington, "so she flirts with Marr."

"To keep her hand in, I suppose. She'll burn her fingers. Tell me all about it, boy, if it will relieve your mind."

"I have told you all. Mabel wants to marry Dick Weston, and I think he wants to marry her, only he's too much taken up with his airship to trouble about proposing. Wentworth Marr is wealthy and a gentleman and all that, and wants to make Mabel his wife. She likes him, but she doesn't love him. Still there's the money, you see, Vance."

"Weston is also rich," I suggested.

"Well, I know that," snapped Cannington testily, "but he's an absent-minded beggar, who lives in the clouds along with his bally airship, and won't come up to the scratch. I say," he broke off, "don't secure a paragraph for your confounded transpontine plays[5] by running over that child."

"Little beast!" The child in question was playing "Who's across first," and I had considerable difficulty in dodging him. However, I just managed to avoid a Coroner's Inquest and swung the machine along the straight Roman road, while the escaped infant shouted insultingly behind.

Cannington giggled, but I was too much taken up with steering the Rippler[6] through a somewhat crowded village street to tell him that he was several kinds of ass. I had known the boy since he was a forward brat at Eton, and we were intimate friends, as can be judged from the way in which he confided in me. At the present moment I was conveying him from Gattlingsands to Murchester, as he had been stopping at the former place for some days and now sought his own Mess. Previously I had motored from London to remain the night at Tarhaven, which is four miles from Gattlingsands, and thus was enabled to save Cannington a train fare. Considering that he and Lady Mabel Watton had about sixpence between them, he was duly grateful, although pointedly saucy. I was always sorry for Cannington's poverty, as he was a thoroughly healthy-minded sporting boy, who keenly enjoyed such good things of this life as he could lay hands on. A pauper commoner is an object to be met with everywhere; but a pauper lord is a more unusual spectacle. Certainly the boy was not yet knocking at the workhouse door, but, for his position, he was assuredly desperately hard-up. And thinking of these things, I made a remark when clear of the village.

"You must marry a dollar heiress, Cannington."

"O Lord! what rot. Who'd marry a pauper with a tumbledown family mansion, next to nothing a year, and several hundred waste acres?"

"You have forgotten one asset," I said dryly; "your title."

"Huh! Who cares for that in these democratic days?"

"Heaps of rich spinsters, American, Colonial, and otherwise. Besides, you're not altogether as ugly as sin, though you might be better-looking."

"Thanks, awfully. But would you mind being less personal?"

I kicked his ankles. "If I am to advise you I must quote your looks, your title, your qualities, and all the rest of it. You've got precious little money, and as a gunner subaltern it will be ages before you get promotion. Why not use what advantages you have and exchange them for an income? A rich wife--"

"Not much," interrupted the boy, with a flush. "I fancy I see myself living on a woman. Besides, I'm having a jolly time now, and see no reason to tie myself up. When I do, it will be a girl I can love, no end."

"Didn't know you had got that far."

"Well, I haven't. But one never knows."

"I agree. At four and twenty one never knows."

"Oh, stop your rotting, Vance," said he crossly. "I haven't been through the Shop and out in the cold world for nothing. One would think I was an idiot, which I certainly am not. Don't you bother your silly head about me. It's Mab I'm thinking about. She wants money, as I do; but I should hate to see her marry a fellow old enough to be her grandfather, just because he's rich. I wish you'd see her and drop a hint," he ended hesitatingly.

"My dear Cannington, I know you better than I do your sister. She might resent my hints. If you really don't want her to marry this man Marr--I never heard of him, for my part--shake Dick Weston into a proposal and he can take his wife in his new airship for the honeymoon."

"It would end in a funeral," grinned Cannington cheerfully. "Dicky's always having smashes. I don't want him to experiment with Mabel, you know, old chap. Hi! Here's Murchester, and yonder's a policeman. Slow down, Vance, you can't romp up the High Street at thirty miles an hour."

"I don't see why not," I retorted, obeying orders, for the policeman really looked a suspicious character. "There! We're crawling along like a condemned snail, if that's what you want."

"I want my tea," said Cannington irrelevantly, "don't you?"

"No! I'll drop you at the Barracks and travel on to Clankton. There I put up for the night, and go up Norfolk way to-morrow."

"What's your objective?"

"I haven't got one. That is, I am simply looking round to see if I can poach on real life for a melodramatic plot. 'Adventures to the adventurous.'"

Cannington nodded. "I thought old Marr wasn't clever enough to have made that up out of his own blessed head. But, I say, how do you expect to find your plot in a motor car?"

"The latter-day vehicle of romance, my boy. Formerly your knight rode a horse, and went into the Unknown in search of the unexpected. Now he--that's me, you know--takes out his machine and looks for the expected in the Known. You understand?"

"No, confound you. What do you hope to run across?"

"An adventure."

"What sort of one?"

"How the Charles Dickens can I tell?"

"Yet you said that the Known--"

"Cannington, you wish me to spoil my epigrams by explanation. I decline to satisfy your morbid curiosity. All I know is, that the fountains of my imagination are dried up, and that I can't write a play which ought to be written if I am to earn enough to keep this car in petrol. I am, therefore--like Balzac--chasing my genius, and who knows upon what glorious adventure I may stumble."

Cannington laughed scornfully. "All the adventure you'll drop across will be in running over some old woman, or in exceeding the speed-limit."

"I care not," was my reckless reply. "I am prepared for anything."

"Don't be an ass," urged the boy politely, as we spun through the Barrack gates. "Stop here for the night, and I'll put you up. Then we can go to London to-morrow and have a ripping time. . . . What?"

"It's good of you, Cannington, and if I hadn't an income to earn I should accept with pleasure. As things are"--I stopped the car before the Mess door--"you can get down and send out a man to carry in your portmanteau."

"Have a cup of tea, anyhow," said Cannington, slipping to the ground.

I looked at my watch. "No, thanks. It's nearing six, and I have some distance to go. Don't delay me, boy."

"Oh, very well, confound you. Wait till I get my baggage and then you can buzz off. When am I to see you again?"

"The Fates will arrange that. I'll turn up sooner or later."

"If you aren't smashed up, or locked up, meanwhile," said the boy, swinging his portmanteau off the back of the car. "I'll keep an eye on the police news for the next few days. I daresay I'll have to bail you out. Well," he gave my hand a grip, "thanks awfully, old son, for bringing me over."

"Only too pleased," I muttered, beginning to move away. "Good-bye."

I had been to Murchester before, and knew the locality moderately well. Therefore, after leaving Cannington I spun through the Barrack grounds and emerged on to a somewhat suburban road, which led towards the outskirts of the town. A dampish August twilight filled the air with rapidly darkening shadows, and a marked chill in the warmth hinted at the coming night. The sun had already withdrawn behind a bank of western clouds, before vanishing over the verge of the world. I drove the machine at half speed, as there were many country carts about, and ran down a lengthy sloping hill towards a distant glimpse of green. Clankton, which is a fishing village rapidly rising into notoriety as a seaside resort, was over thirty miles away, so if I wished to be seated at my dinner by seven o'clock, it behooved me to use all the power of which the Rippler was capable. Hunger forced me to increase the pace.

Motoring was the one form of amusement which I truly enjoyed, and which a somewhat limited income earned by hard brain-work enabled me to indulge in. But the indulgence precluded my partaking in many other pleasures of this luxurious age, for the Rippler had cost much to buy and cost a considerable sum monthly to keep going. But motoring is less expensive than horse-racing and doctors' bills; and the fresh air, after enforced sedentary deskwork, swept away possible illness. As a moderately popular playwright I made a tolerably good income, although less than I was credited with earning. Still by devoting myself to two machines, a motor and a type-writer, one for play and the other for work, I managed to keep out of debt and keep my Rippler at the same time. But because the machine was a smart one, and because I was constantly on the move between whiles of manufacturing melodramas, people declared that I was a literary millionaire. As though any writer ever became a Crœsus.

I must say that I had greater ambitions than to write cheap sensational plays, and that I did write them at all was due--as it would seem--to mere chance. After I left Oxford my parents died, and--owing to their extravagances--everything was sold. I came to London with an income of fifty pounds a year. I could not exactly starve on one pound a week, but I had a sufficiently bad time, and tried to supplement my income by writing for the papers. An old actor, boarding at a house wherein I had taken up my abode, suggested that I should attempt a melodrama. I did so with his assistance, and between us we managed to get it staged at a small theatre in the East End. To my surprise, the play was a great success, being sufficiently lurid to capture the tastes of the somewhat rough audience. Since that time I had been committed to this particular form of entertainment, and try as I might I could not escape from the memory of my first hit.

But I did not surrender my earlier ambitions, as I have before stated. I worked hard at the cheap sensational plays, which were produced at second-class theatres, and saved all the money I could, in the hope of gathering together sufficient principal to give me an assured income of five hundred a year. When independent, I determined to devote myself to writing really good plays--high-class comedies and poetic dramas for choice--but meanwhile served my apprenticeship to the writing craft under the eye of the public. On the whole, I had very little to complain about, and my portion of the viands at Life's Banquet was moderately tempting, if not superlatively delicate.

I do not think there is anything more to explain about myself, save that I was not handsome, that I had never been in love, and that I occupied a tiny flat in West Kensington, where the rents are moderate. As a rule I wrote furiously every day until a play was completed, then attended to the rehearsing and saw the production. Afterwards I took to my motor, and scoured the country, partly to get fresh air, and partly because I had a chance of stumbling across incidents in real life which afforded me material for plots, situations, scenes, and characters.

At the present moment I was in search of the new and the real, intending to weave actual facts into the sort of melodrama for which Cyrus Vance was famous, or shall we say notorious, as the penny-dreadful success I had won could scarcely be dignified by an adjective applicable only to the career of Napoleon or Cæsar. But I little thought when leaving Murchester, that I was also leaving the long lane of petty success down which I had plodded so soberly, and that the new road opening out before me was one which led to--but I really cannot say just now what it led to. And in this last sentence you will see the cunning of the story-teller, who desires to keep the solution of his mystery until the last chapter. But I am a playwright and not a novelist--two very different beings. Destiny is writing this tale, and I am simply the amanuensis. Therefore you will see how infinitely more ingenious is the goddess than the mere mortal, in constructing an intricate scheme of life and in dealing with the puppets entangled therein.

So in this life-story, which starts in the middle, as it were, and travels both ways to beginning and end, blame Destiny for whatever does not please. I merely recount what happened--simply describe the various scenic backgrounds and rough out the characters. But Destiny weaves the happenings, brings about the unexpected, and solves the mystery, which is of her ingenious contrivance. And throughout I am only the clay which she, the potter, moulds at her will.

In a motor car it is much easier to go wrong on the outskirts of a town than amidst any other surroundings that I know of. When in the open, one can rise in the car and see one's way; but bewildered by streets and houses and traffic and wary policemen, and misled by those who do not know their own locality over-well, one finds a town somewhat perplexing. Making for the west, you get twisted round and emerge into open country towards the east. A single wrong road in the suburbs will lead the complete motorist astray, and will introduce him to a new country of whose geography he is entirely ignorant. Therefore some miles beyond perplexing Murchester I became aware, by questioning an intelligent rustic, that I was going away from Clankton. After some swearing and a close examination of the map, I lighted the lamps and turned on my tracks. Having gone so far out of my way, I had unnecessarily used up a lot of power, and then the inevitable happened--I discovered, to my dismay, that I was short of petrol in the tank. I had no further supply, worse luck! and unless I could obtain some, I began to see that I should have to camp in the fields, or at all events in the nearest village. But, thanks to motoring, petrol is fairly plentiful in unexpected places. If I could discover some village, I made sure of chancing upon a shop wherein to purchase petrol, and therefore was hopeful.

But as I drove the machine slowly on--for the motive power was dwindling rapidly--I found that the necessary village was conspicuous by its absence. I crawled up narrow lanes, the twists and turns of which necessitated careful steering; I dropped down the inclines of wide roads; I skirted stagnant ponds, weedy under dank boughs; and worked my slow way past mouldering brick walls, which shut in lordly parks. It grew darker every minute and was long after six o'clock, so I soon became unpleasantly aware that I needed food as much as the Rippler needed petrol. I seemed to be in for some kind of adventure, and as I had come out to look for one in the interests of the British Public, I had no reason to be dissatisfied. But I sincerely trusted that it would be a romantic one, out of which I could weave a sufficiently good plot to recompense me for the damnable circumstances in which I found myself.

The Rippler feeling hungry, as I did, groaned complainingly up a gentle ascent, topped the rise, and stopped dead after proceeding a few yards. And now mark the cunning of Destiny. If she had not brought me to my goal, she had at least led me to a place where I could obtain motive power, for in front of me I beheld a tiny old-fashioned house of weather-board walls shaded by a mellow red-tiled roof. It stood directly on the road, and was backed by a circle of high trees--elms, I fancy they were; a quaint, odd, dreary-looking cottage, which had been awkwardly converted into a shop. Taking one of the lamps I flashed the light on to a narrow door, which stood open, on to a small window to the left of the door, and on to a right-handed wider one, behind the glass of which were displayed the various goods which one usually finds in these village stores. But the sight amazed me, especially when I saw the name of Anne Caldershaw inscribed on a broad board over the window, for I could espy no village. Why did Anne Caldershaw set up her stall here, where there was no one to buy; and why was her shop not lighted up, seeing that the door was open for any chance customer? I could not answer these questions, and became aware that here was the start of a promising adventure. I felt like Alice in Wonderland, for such a shop in such a lonely woody locality was just such a thing as Alice would have chanced upon.
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