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            Chapter
       1
   

            Finley’s Return
   

         

         Dusk is in itself sinister. Bright noonday or black midnight are definite, positive, even tangible, but dusk is uncertain, mysterious, eerie. And once it begins its creeping, insidious progress, it comes faster and more inexorably with every moment, until its first gray, wavering shadows turn to dense and menacing shapes.

         At Flower Acres, the beautiful Long Island home of the Raynors, a September dusk was stretching its first long fingers of shadow across the terraces and massed flower beds. The blue spruces and yellow arbor vitae lost their color, and merged into the deepening gray, while the blossoming plants faded to nothingness.

         The sun parlor, on the south side of the great house, had reflected from its huge panes the pink and gold of the sunset, and now was dimming to grayness with the rest.

         Through the falling darkness rang out a single shot.

         In the wide doorway between the house and the sun parlor the glimmer of a white-clad figure pierced the gloom, and a door facing east and a door facing west, both swung on their hinges.

         And on the red stone floor, crumpled into an ungainly heap, lay the inert form of Douglas Raynor, its outline indistinguishable in the sudden complete darkness, till a click of a switch button sounded and the bright lights flashed out.

          
   

         Three days before, Malcolm Finley had returned from Japan.

         Not directly; he had spent the few last weeks of his two years’ absence in London and had come home from there.

         As the liner steamed up the Hudson, Finley gazed on the Manhattan sky-line with the sense of proud proprietorship that all good Americans feel in that tidy mass of rectangles. He recognized the old familiar buildings and noted the new ones with pleased satisfaction, while he responded courteously to the bromides about them from his fellow-passengers.

         The quickly successive sensations incident to landing and reaching a hotel all pleased him, and in sheer delight he noted or missed old landmarks until alone in his room at the Waldorf, he began to feel a longing for human companionship.

         Accordingly he reached for the telephone and confided his wishes to Ezra Goddard.

         “Of course I’ll dine with you,” that old chum responded. “Trusty old Waldorf, eh? Good! Be there in fifty minutes. Good-by.”

         During a somewhat lengthy and extremely satisfactory dinner, Finley learned all that he wanted to know about business, politics and friends. Goddard was a storehouse of information on these points, and guided by an occasional question, he placidly poured forth his torrents of news until Finley’s parched curiosity was fairly inundated.

         “All right, Goddard, that’s enough about the Jerrold scandal. And I’m fed up with Wall Street details. So now,—what about—Nancy?”

         Ezra Goddard looked at his host thoughtfully. “You went away when she married, didn’t you?”

         “Yes,—when she married that unspeakable man!”

         “Because she married him?”

         “Partly. Also, I had a fine opportunity offered in my Japan trip. What about the girl? Do you ever see her?”

         “Oh, often. They live out on Long Island,—fine, big estate, magnificent, really.”

         “Then he has done her well?”

         “As to setting,—yes.”

         “Is she—is she happy? Is he good to her?”

         “Can’t answer either question. You know Nancy,—if she weren’t happy she’d never let anybody know it. As to his being good to her,—he is and he isn’t.”

         “How—isn’t?”

         “Hard to put it into words. But, he’s—oh, he’s impossible!”

         “A bounder?”

         “No,—not that. But he’s a tyrant, a despot—an overseer!”

         “My God! Does he tyrannize over Nan!”

         “Does he! It makes my blood boil,—but what can one do when she resents the slightest comment on his actions, or even allusions to them?”

         “Then she loves him?”

         “She can’t. No woman could. But,—oh, there are so many sides to it all,—so many complications—”

         “Tell me all about it. If that man is unkind to little Nan—”

         “You can’t do anything. The best thing you can do, Mal, is to keep away. Raynor’s always been a bit jealous of you—”

         “Of me? What nonsense! Why, Nan and I were the merest friends—so far as any one knew—”

         “Including Nan herself?”

         “Why, yes,—I should say so. There was nothing between us—”

         “But you loved her?”

         “And do still. But I’m man enough to realize she’s the wife of another,—only,—if that other—”

         “Why did she marry him? Why, Malcolm?”

         “I don’t know, Goddard. But never mind conjecture,—give me facts. What does that brute do to her?”

         “Nothing tangible,—nothing you could lay your hand on. But he teases her, irritates her, criticizes her unjustly, and in a mean way,—until sometimes I should think she would kill him!”

         “Not Nancy,—she’s the gentlest of girls—”

         “Was. But of late she seems to be getting to the end of her rope, the limit of her patience. If it weren’t for Orry,—I almost think she might rebel openly—”

         “Why Orry?”

         “His influence is good over her. They adore each other,—I never knew a more devoted brother and sister,—and when Raynor stirs Nan up beyond endurance, Orry is the one who pours oil on the troubled waters.”

         “He never seemed to me to have much go—”

         “No, he hasn’t. Orville Kent is a dreamer, an artist. But he has a fine nature, and he also has a good sense of proportion,—a real knowledge of relative values. And so he quiets Nan now and then,—but truly it’s seldom necessary, for the girl is so well poised herself. If she ever regrets her marriage, no one is allowed to guess it from her words or actions.”

         “Bless her heart! Perhaps it isn’t so very bad. Raynor had big qualities—”

         “Yes, but also some mighty small ones! He can jab the iron into his wife’s soul, and then twist it around in the wound with a diabolical cleverness.”

         “Is she alone with him, except for Orville?”

         “Lord, no. There’s quite a household. Raynor’s sister, Miss Mattie, is there,—also a nurse.”

         “A nurse?”

         “Not exactly,—that is, she’s what they call a dietitian,—you see, Raynor has developed a hippy concern as to his health, and he lives on calories or carbohydrates or something,—anyway, they have to be weighed and counted by a trained dietary person, hence, the nurse.”

         “H’m,—an old man, apprehensive about his health is a fine mate for lovely Nancy Kent!”

         “Exactly. Why did she marry him?”

         “I’d like to go down there, Goddard. Would it be taking my life in my hands?”

         “Unless Raynor invites you, yes.”

         “Won’t he? Can’t you make him? You seem to be on an intimate footing down there.”

         “I’ll ask him, gladly.”

         “Do it now.”

         Goddard stared at the determined face before him. Tall, strong and thirty, Malcolm Finley was the sort of man who gives instructions in the full expectation of their being carried out.

         His rather fair hair was thick, and showed a suspicion of waviness as it tossed back from his wide brow. His eyes were gray and deep set and his mouth showed sweetness as well as firmness in its sensitive curves.

         But his chin was the index of his nature. Strong and square, it was the chin of a fighter, modified by wisdom and judgment. And wisdom and judgment were the prominent traits of Finley’s character.

         A most casual glance at him gave the impression of capability and efficiency with indomitable determination and persistence. Moreover, he usually spoke with a decision that cut off possible objections.

         Wherefore Goddard obediently went to a telephone and returned not much later with a mystified expression on his face.

         “I don’t quite understand it,” he said, resuming his seat at the table, and lighting a fresh cigar, “but old Raynor says he will be charmed to see you. Suffering you to come, I could have understood,—but charmed! Looks tricky to me.”

         “Meaning?”

         “That he expects to get some fun out of your visit, somehow. I told him you were home, and that I was dining with you, and that you wanted to run down to his place with me and renew old acquaintance, and he fell for it so quickly and so cordially that I can’t see through it. I thought he’d have conscientious objections of some sort. But he was positively urgent. Said for you to come with me on Friday for the week-end, and as much longer as you could content yourself there. It’s an enormous place, you know,—big as a hotel, full of servants and guests and neighbors—”

         “Neighbors? Thought it was country.”

         “Oh, big adjoining estates,—almost like an English countryside. Now, look here, Mal, you must be careful. I’m sure the old brute has something up his sleeve, and it’s most likely to be a wicked hope of catching you making love to his wife, which will give him a chance for deviltry of some sort. So carry yourself with great circumspection—”

         “Circumspection be hanged! I’ll adopt whatever attitude toward Nancy I see fit! Old friend, for choice,—but if he gets funny—”

         “He won’t get funny,—but,—he’ll take it out of her.”

         “Oh, will he! If he does, he’ll have to settle with me. Look here, Goddard, that’s why I want to go there, to see what that girl is up against. I’m not going to please myself,—Lord knows it’s a dangerous matter, anyway. For when I see Nan,—dear little Nan, again,—I shall have all I can do to hold myself in leash. But,—if that man is bothering her—”

         “I’m not sure I’ll take you, Mal, if you talk like that. Don’t stir up trouble, will you?”

         “I promise nothing. But I go.”

          
   

         And so he did.

         The two friends went down to Flower Acres in Goddard’s beautiful little roadster, preceded by a motor load of luggage and Goddard’s man.

         For that worthy citizen, Goddard, was by way of being luxurious, and had foregone the expense of married life in order to pamper himself with lavish bachelor comforts.

         As they neared the place and the full meaning of its name burst upon him, Finley stared in delight at the scene. Literally acres of flowers, late blossoms now, spread over the earth, and among and between box or yew hedges, rows of poplars and clumps of evergreens, were great beds of asters, cosmos, goldenglow, chrysanthemums, salvia and late roses, while formal gardens showed more rare and choice blossoms.

         The whole effect was a blaze, a riot of color, and the perfection of detail and harmony of arrangement bespoke a master mind back of it all, as well as the heart of a flower-lover.

         “Who does it?” asked Finley, almost in a voice of awe, as one vista after another met his eyes.

         “Nan,” said Goddard, briefly. “It’s her hobby.”

         “Well, if the brute gives her full swing like this, he can’t be all bad.”

         “Never said he was. Now, Malcolm, remember my warning. Don’t be fool enough to disregard it. Do not flirt with Nancy Raynor, nor even seem to do so. I’m positive there’s something behind this willingness of Raynor to have you here, and you must not let him have even an imaginary cause for jealousy.”

         “Oh, shut up, Goddard, what do you take me for? If you think I’m a disturber of families or a troublemaker of any sort, you’re greatly mistaken.”

         “I don’t think you are—on purpose. But—”

         “Well, shut up, anyway. If, when and as you see me going wrong it will be time enough to read me lectures,—as if I were a callow schoolboy!”

         They neared the house, whose front façade of dull red brick with white painted trimmings showed a wide and hospitable looking entrance.

         Pausing before entering, Finley turned to look at the picture. From the terrace, one first glanced over more flower acres, then some woodland of low growths, then a great stretch of uneven beach, and finally a horizon of sea and sky.

         It was so beautiful that Finley hoped in his heart his bedroom might face this way.

         Yet when, a short time later, he presented himself to the family, already at tea on the western terrace, he found the outlook even more picturesque. For here the flower acres ran to a denser wood, behind which was even now being staged a particularly theatrical sunset.

         Goddard was already there, and Finley’s arrival was a trifle dramatic.

         As he stepped through the French window from the library to the western terrace, he saw first the face of Nancy Raynor. She looked at him over the cup of tea she was pouring, and if the cup shivered a little on its saucer, she instantly stilled it, and continued her occupation.

         “Charlotte, like a well-conducted person, went on cutting bread and butter,” Finley said, lightly, though his heart was pounding as he went toward her.

         For that one startled glance of her dark eyes, that one little rattle of the cup on its saucer, had told volumes to the man seeking information.

         “How do you do, Malcolm?” she said, holding out her hand with a cordial yet detached air. “It is pleasant to meet again.”

         “Indeed it is,” he said, warmly, then catching Goddard’s significant glance, he checked his enthusiasm, and turned to greet the master of the house.

         “Mr. Raynor?” he said with a slightly interrogative inflection.

         “You know it’s Mr. Raynor,” and his host touched his hand for a moment, “why the question mark? Have you forgotten me?”

         “No, indeed;” and for once Malcolm Finley was almost disconcerted. “But the beauty and charm of your place has gone to my head, and I’m not quite sure of anything.”

         “Oh,—that is what has gone to your head, is it? The beauty of the place?”

         Not only was the emphasis unmistakable, but a brief glance in the direction of his wife added meaning to the man’s words.

         “Yes, indeed,” Finley went on, lightly. “I’ve just come from Japan, but even there I saw no profusion of flowers that so charmed my senses as your gardens here.”

         “Nor no such beautiful women as we have here?” Again the slight glance at Nancy, which was accomplished by merely moving his eyes and not his head.

         Finley felt himself clinching his hands, and with all his power of control in force, he returned, “Japan is the land of beautiful women, if one cares for that type. Ah, Orville, old chap, how are you?”

         He left Raynor and crossed the terrace to shake hands with Orville Kent, Nancy’s brother, who greeted him with a smile.

         “It’s good to see you again, Malcolm. You’ve been away a long time.”

         “Two years. You look just the same, Orry. In fact, I find little changed except the traffic laws.”

         “Prohibition?”

         “Oh, well, that’s liquor traffic law,—and, too,—is it very much changed?”

         “Miss Raynor,” Orville said, as he turned to an alert-eyed lady, who was quite evidently impatient for introduction, “I want you to know Malcolm Finley,—an old friend of ours, just back from Japan.”

         “How wonderful!” she exclaimed, “you must tell me all about it. Will you, Mr. Finley? All about the kickshaws, or whatever they are,—and the cherry-blossom carnivals and everything.”

         “Surely I will, if you want to hear it.”

         “But not now,” Orville interrupted, seeing that the good-natured Finley was willing to begin at once. “Let’s go for a stroll, Malcolm. I’ll show you the swans on the lake.”

         Feeling that the whole situation was fraught with an undercurrent of danger, Finley, after an instant’s hesitation, agreed, and the two went off.

         “I’m glad you came down here,” Kent began, soon after they left the house; “you may be able to cheer things up a bit. We’re in doleful dumps, somehow.”

         “What about? Servants leaving?” Finley asked, lightly, uncertain what line to pursue.

         “No. But Douglas is getting so queer.”

         “Mentally, morally or physically?”

         “Oh, every way. He’s fiendish to Nan—”

         “What?” and Finley’s sharp tone made Orville turn and stare at him.

         “Oh,” he said, and then fell into a silence.

         After a moment he resumed, “I say, perhaps it wasn’t a good thing for you to come either. I see you still care for her.”

         “Look here, Orville, cut that out. It’s nobody’s business whether I care for anybody or not. When you see anything in my conduct toward your sister that calls for criticism, come and tell me so. Until then, I must ask you to refrain from even thinking about it.”

         “All right, old fellow, I understand. And so I’ll tell you how I see it. Douglas is hateful to Nan, but it’s partly her own fault.”

         “I don’t believe it!” This burst involuntarily from Finley, and quickly, in order to cover it, he said: “I mean, I can’t think Nan would do anything deserving of Raynor’s censure.”

         “Censure? Oh, no. That isn’t it. But she’s never of the same mind with him,—never sees things as he does,—never really agrees with him. Yet she pretends to. And that, to a man like Raynor, who can’t be deceived by anybody, is unbearable.”

         “And just what can I do about it?”

         “Oh, nothing definite. Of course not. But I thought maybe your being here for a time would divert the current, shift the cards about, and give us all a new angle on things.”

         “You expect an unusual effect from a mere casual guest.”

         “Don’t take it so seriously. I don’t expect anything. But if you could just influence Nan a little to be more lenient to Douglas’ ways, or rather to his opinions and convictions that differ from her own. That’s the trouble, they never see things alike.”

         “But, my dear boy,—I can’t—”

         “I tell you, don’t take it like that. I don’t want you to do anything definite,—only—oh, pshaw, I thought you’d understand!”

         “Same little old Orry! Petulant, impatient and unreasonable. Well, son, I’ll do this; I’ll look about a bit, and if I can act the part of guide, philosopher and friend to your sister, you can just bet I’ll do it!”

         “Or to Douglas. He must like you or he wouldn’t have asked you down. Can’t you get round him, get chummy with him,—and then ask him to try to understand Nan better?”

         “My dear boy! Advise a husband of two years to understand his wife better!”

         “I knew you wouldn’t understand,” and Orville sighed.

         Why Did She Marry Him?

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter
       2
   

            Why Did She Marry Him?
   

         

         The house at Flower Acres faced north. On the western side a terrace and on the eastern side a veranda ran the full length of the house, and from each opened a door into the sun parlor that spread across the southern front. This sun parlor was an ideal room. Three sides and a roof of glass, with convenient curtains and lattices, it was always available for occupation or for idleness.

         On the fourth side, against the house, was a wide stone fireplace and a door opening into a rear hall. The appointments included reading tables, writing desks, card tables, cozy ingle nooks, and tempting swings and lounges of ease and comfort.

         Out here the family often had their coffee and smoked after dinner, and Malcolm Finley following the others was fighting a strong temptation to seat himself near his hostess. He had sat at her right hand at dinner, and their conversation, though of the lightest, had been intently listened to,—Finley couldn’t help noticing,—by Douglas Raynor, and also by his sister, Miss Mattie.

         Deeming it wise, therefore, he took a seat beside the maiden lady, a proceeding entirely to her satisfaction.

         “You’re one of Nancy’s old beaus, aren’t you?” she asked, her ever-present curiosity evincing itself at once.

         “Now, Miss Raynor,” Finley said, gayly, “I object to that term old beau. It makes me feel like a somewhat decrepit but well-preserved man of sixty or so.”

         “Nonsense, you know I didn’t mean anything like that. But weren’t you one of her admirers?”

         “Oh, yes,—surely none but a blind man could plead not guilty to that charge! You’re one yourself, aren’t you? You admire her yourself, don’t you?”

         “Yes,—except that I think she’s overly slim for a matron.”

         Finley gave a brief glance at the slender, lissome form of his hostess, but looked away quickly, lest his eyes linger too long.

         She sat in a swing, amid a cluster of cushions. Her small, dark head leaned back with a slight abandon, and her wistful little face was upturned to Goddard, who stood above and behind her. One black slippered foot kept the swing swaying a trifle, and her outspread hands rested on the sides of the swing.

         “Do stop that teetering, Nan,” her husband said, pettishly. “You get on my nerves with your eternal seesawing. Why can’t you sit quiet?”

         “I will, Douglas,” and the accompanying smile showed no trace of annoyance. She steadied the swing, and sat motionless, crossing her hands on her lap. Her gown was of plain black velvet, a trailing garniture of fine French flowers its only ornament. She wore no jewels, save a string of pearls, and her small, delicate face, though pale, was bright and animated.

         “Why have you so few decorations to-night, my dear?” Raynor went on, looking her over critically. “In honor of our returned traveler, you should have donned your bravest war paint.”

         “Beauty unadorned,” Nan said, smiling, but Finley saw her hands clasp tightly, as if there were a disturbing undercurrent to her husband’s remarks.

         “Not your beauty,” Raynor said. “You’re too pale, my dear, to claim that your face is your fortune.”

         “Then tell me so when we’re alone, Douglas. Personalities—”

         “There she goes again! Always lecturing me on my manners! What would you do, Finley, if you had a wife that never stopped pestering you?”

         “I’d let her pester,” Malcolm said, and his cool voice gave no sign of the anger in his breast. This, then, was the way Raynor was a brute. He baited his poor wife with absurd and unjust reproof, and held her conduct up to scorn or ridicule.

         “Yes,—one has to,” and Raynor sighed, over-emphatically. “I’ve given up trying to mend her ways,—but it is tiresome to be caught up continually.”

         “Oh, I don’t, Douglas. Don’t believe him, Malcolm, he’s teasing me. And by the way, Douglas, how do you like the new rhododendron beds?”

         “A fine question—considering you placed them exactly where I asked you not to! Why did you do that? To prove your independence of my wishes, or merely to be contrary.”

         “But, Douglas, dear, they’re just where you said you wanted them!”

         “Nothing of the sort. You misunderstood entirely. You would, of course. Oh, well, I can’t expect to have anything as I want it around this place. With your knowledge of gardens and landscapes, Nan, I should think you could see for yourself that they should be fifty feet, at least, farther from the arbor.”

         “I’ll have them changed.” Nan spoke dully, listlessly, as if she would rather change the whole garden plan than have any further dissension.

         “Yes, and spend a fortnight more of the gardeners’ time! You’ve no conception of the value of time—or of money. I should think your early days of forced economy would have taught you not to be quite so extravagant. But there’s an old proverb, ‘Set a beggar on horseback—’ and so forth, that jolly well fits you. Where you going, Orville?”

         “Out,” said Orry, shortly. “Star gazing,” he added, with a smile at Finley. “Want to go?” Finley went and Miss Raynor at once began to discuss him.

         “What a nice man he is,” she said; “but not much of a talker. His conversational powers seem limited. I couldn’t draw him out at all.”

         “Nancy could,—without half trying,” said Nancy’s husband. “I believe I’ll get some fun out of that chap. I’m a great student of human nature, as you know, Goddard, I study it as Orville studies his beloved astronomy. I believe Venus has a conjunction on to-night,—or Jupiter is giving a three-ringed circus. Want to go out there with them, Nan?”

         “No, thank you,” and she tried to speak brightly, though her husband’s voice had a nasty ring in it.

         “Devoted little wife,—rather stay with her husband,—that it? Don’t trouble yourself to say yes, for I shouldn’t believe you. Well, here comes Eva at last. Three minutes late, Miss Turner. What’s my sin to-day?”

         “Too many calories for your luncheon, Mr. Raynor. And instead of making up for it at dinner, you transgressed again.”

         “Did I? Well, it was that damned chocolate roll! I can’t resist that. I believe my wife orders it just to tempt me beyond endurance. She knows how fond of it I am. Did you, Nancy?”

         “No, Douglas, you know I didn’t!”

         “Well, why did you order it, then? I noticed you scarcely touched it yourself.”

         “Yes, Nancy,” chimed in Miss Mattie, “why did you have it? To please your guest?”

         “Yes, to please Mr. Goddard,” said Nan, bravely smiling. “You like it, don’t you, Ezra?”

         “Oh, I do,” he exclaimed, “and so does Miss Mattie.”

         “I don’t wish to have anything on the table that my brother doesn’t want there,” the prim spinster replied.

         They were rather alike, the brother and sister. Both were very thin, with thin gray hair and thin, high voices. They looked as if they were thin blooded, and though a thin veneer of culture showed on the surface, one gained the impression that beneath were very primitive and unbridled impulses.

         Douglas Raynor, tall and spare, had a hawk-like face, small bright eyes, and thin lips that closed in a tight straight line. The man was an able scholar, a most successful business man, and a loyal, upright and esteemed vestryman in the local church.

         Two years ago, when he married the lovely Nancy Kent, all the world wondered. Wondered how he ever persuaded such a dainty bit of femininity to link her life with his. He had been a friend of her father’s, who had died since the marriage, but among scores of suitors it was hard to understand Nan’s decision.

         Miss Mattie, though, saw no cause for surprise. To her, her brother Douglas was the epitome of all that was worth while or desirable. And her query was what had Douglas seen in that pale-faced big-eyed chit to make him want her. Curiosity being the lady’s strong point, she set about to find out. Her quest was unsuccessful, but she did succeed in adding no negligible weight to the burden of discomfort the mistress of Flower Acres carried.

         The next morning most of the household arose with a fixed and positive determination on at least one point.

         Nancy Raynor vowed to herself that not one word or glance of a personal or even friendly nature would she vouchsafe to Malcolm Finley. For she divined her husband was on the lookout for such and would exaggerate and distort their meaning to the discomfiture of all concerned.

         Ezra Goddard vowed to himself that he would drop another hint, a strong one, to Finley on the advisability of keeping away from his hostess.

         Miss Mattie vowed to herself she would find out the true state of affairs between Nan and Mr. Finley, and if she could find the least thing to report she would hasten to her brother with the matter.

         Orville Kent concluded that Nan was doing wrong, and he must consider carefully whether to speak to her on the subject or not.

         Eva Turner promised herself to be more careful in the matter of her employer’s diet, and to take from it and add to it certain items which she deemed would make the result more nearly what she thought he ought to have.

         And Malcolm Finley solemnly and roundly swore to himself that he would stop, look and listen a little further, and then, if he was satisfied that that old curmudgeon was really maltreating that darling girl, he, Finley, would settle the said curmudgeon’s hash—in one way or another!

         Finley would not see the members of the family until luncheon time unless by chance. And, having seen Nan out among the gardens, he concluded to make his own chance.

         He strolled forth, but by the time he was in the great maze and labyrinth of flower beds, the lady he had seen from his window had vanished.

         Doubtless she was in some greenhouse, or behind some sheltering trees, but he couldn’t find her. Wandering aimlessly, he came upon a small house,—a very small house.

         It was built near a shiny, ripply brook, and was both picturesque and comfortable in its effects.

         On its absurdly small porch sat an absurdly large man. Finley had a fleeting thought of Big Bruin in Tiny Cub’s chair.

         “Good day,” he said, pleasantly, and the man on the porch nodded indifferently.

         “Belong to the Raynor estate?” Finley’s glance took in the house.

         “Yep. Any o’ your business?”

         “Not the least. Good day.”

         “Hey, wait a minute. Don’t be so awful swift in your proceedjer. You a friend of the family?”

         “Yep. Any o’your business?”

         The man apparently appreciated the good-natured mockery, and laughed.

         “C’mon up on the porch,” he invited. “Here’s another chair.”

         “Just for a minute then,” and Finley took the proffered seat. “Wonderful gardens, these.”

         “That’s right. My work’s more wonderful, though. So’s Orville Kent’s.”

         “His is astronomy, I know. What’s yours?”

         “Bugology. Entomology, you know. And I had this shack right here by the water so’s I c’d study waterbeetles and the fifty-’leven other insects round about. Like that sort o’ thing?”

         “I think I should if I knew more about it. Are you—er—in Mr. Raynor’s employ?”

         “No; I ain’t in nobody’s employ. I’m my own master. But I make my reports—”

         What he did with the reports he made Finley didn’t wait to hear, for he caught a glimpse of Nan’s blue garden smock, and with the merest word of farewell, he strode off.

         Again, however, the quarry eluded him, and he found there is nothing easier than to lose a human being in acres of flowers.

         He stood a minute, reconnoitering when what seemed to be a young whirlwind bore down upon him.

         “Oh, sir, how do you do? Who are you? A fairy prince? Mine—come to claim my hand?” The speaker was a girl of about fourteen, her bobbed hair flying, her little frock of knitted wool open at the throat and brief at the knees, her Tam perched on one side of her tousled head, and her round, bonny young face laughing with glee.

         “I’m Dolly Fay,” she announced. “I’m a neighbor of the Raynors and I live just across that brook.”

         “There’s a man lives almost in the brook,” Finley informed her.

         “Yes, I know. Old Grim Gannon, the bug man. He collects beetles and spiders and grasshoppers and—”

         “And their ilk,” Finley finished for her.

         “Does that mean their young? Yes, he gets eggs and cocoons and, oh,—and lovely butterflies! Where you going?”

         “To look for Mrs. Raynor. Can’t you help me find her?”

         “Cert. I’ll take you right to her. You’re a real nice man. Do you like me?”

         “Very much.”

         “So do I you. Come on.”

         She ran ahead and it took Finley’s longest strides to keep up with her. At last, sure enough, she brought him to a sunken garden, whose depth had hidden Nan from view.

         “Good morning,” she said, with a little constraint in her tone but an irrepressible smile of welcome in her eyes. “Hello, Dolly,” she went on, “have you scraped acquaintance with Mr. Finley?”

         “Yes, he thinks me adorable! And I think he’s enchanting. But, Nan, I see you want to be alone with him,—so tra la la—” and she danced away, laughing at them.

         “Stop, Dolly! Come back!” but the girl-child’s ringing laughter was the only reply, and in a moment that was lost in the distance.

         There was a silence. Not awkward, not embarrassing, but fraught with weight of portent, a premonition of trouble, and yet,—a silence of surpassing sweetness.

         Wistful, pathetic, Nan’s eyes rose to meet the ones that looked down on her with infinite kindness.

         “What can I do for you?” Finley said, wasting no time in preliminaries.

         “Nothing,” she returned, blankly. “There’s nothing to be done. You see how things are.”

         “I see. Why did you marry him, Nan?”

         Though the voice was gentle, the inflection almost caressing, Nancy Raynor straightened up and turned a cold glance on him.

         “Because I chose to, Mal. I do not regret it.”

         “You don’t! Well, by Heaven, I do! The mere thought of you, you, Nan, linked to that clod, that beast—”

         “Stop! My husband is neither a clod nor a beast. He is a great man and a great scholar.”

         “Great man be blowed! Great scholar be hanged! Is he a great husband to you? Is he even a decent husband? Is he good to you? Kind to you? Answer me, Nan,—answer me!”

         Finley had grasped her two hands in his own, and stood eagerly gazing down into her frightened face.

         “Don’t, oh, don’t!” she cried. “He will come,—he’s always on watch,—and he will see you,—and he will kill me!”

         “I shall kill him,—if he has you in this state of abject fear, this condition of utter subjection!”

         “But he has,—both those things are true. I can’t help it,—and—you can’t help me.”

         “I will help you, Nan,—I must. I’m a helper first of all. I’m a fixer, a straightener-out of wrong conditions. You shall be freed from that brute—”

         “Stop, Malcolm.” Her voice was quiet now, and icily calm. “I don’t want you to say those things. They mean nothing and they hurt me.”

         “Nan,” Finley took her by the shoulders and looked deep into her dark eyes, “Nan, do you love him?”

         “How could I, Malcolm?” she said, simply. “Then why did you marry him?”

         “That I cannot tell you—”

         “You mean you will not.”

         “Yes, I mean I will not.”

         “Why, Nan? Why, Nan, dear?” Finley’s voice was tender, his gaze was compelling, but she shrank away from him, saying:

         “Don’t be kind to me—oh, Malcolm, don’t! I can’t bear it.”

         “I don’t understand, dear, but—I’m going to. I’m going to get at the bottom of this thing, and if you’re being sinned against or imposed upon I’m going to be the one to punish the scoundrel who’s doing it. You know I love you, Nan,—oh, don’t be afraid, I’m not going to tell you so, but I have always loved you, and even though you threw me over for Raynor, I’m still going to keep watch and ward that no harm comes to you.”

         “Please don’t! Please, Malcolm, don’t!”

         “Ah, so my little plan worked, did it? I followed you down here, Mr. Finley,” these opening words were followed by the appearance of Miss Mattie from around the corner of the group of evergreens, “because I felt pretty sure that you would be making love to my brother’s wife. Ah, ha!”

         Her thin old face took on a diabolical look of glee, and she peered into the face of each with a triumphant leer.

         “Why, Miss Mattie, you here?” said Finley, quickly. “That’s good. And you will have your little joke. Now, own up, you heard me asking Mrs. Raynor to have more burglar protection down here. More trained men to keep watch and ward over her valuables. Don’t you agree with me?”

         “Is that what you were talking about?” Miss Mattie said, thoughtfully, and with a shade of disappointment on her face.

         “Yes,” said Finley, delighted that he had at least partly convinced her. “There should be a small corps of night watchmen, and more house protection beside.”

         “Why does it interest you so deeply, Mr. Finley?”

         “Oh, I’m not in the business,—don’t think I’m a burglar-alarm agent, but I see the necessity for better protection. I’m surprised that so able a man as Raynor doesn’t see it that way himself.”

         “Yes, my brother is an able man, but he’s the sort whose mind is above domestic details. He leaves all such to Nan.”

         “That’s why I’m trying to persuade Mrs. Raynor to attend to it or to let me do it for her. I’ll take up the matter with your husband, if you say so, Mrs. Raynor.”

         “You were calling her Nan when I came up,” Miss Mattie spoke suspiciously.

         “Oh, we were old friends, and I believe we did use to use first names. But it’s a more formal situation now. Shall we go to the house, it’s almost luncheon time?”

         The three strolled along the flower-bordered walks, and as they reached the terrace, Dolly Fay flew to greet them.

         “Got your spooning done, you two?” she asked, shaking a merry forefinger at Nan and Finley.

         Miss Mattie’s lulled suspicions suddenly awoke again.

         She said nothing, but her thin lips came together in a straight line of faded pink, and her thin gray hair seemed almost sentient as the canny old head wagged in understanding.

         “It was you I was spooning with,” Finley said to her, with a glance of exaggerated reproach. “You called me your fairy prince,—and then you ran off and left me.”

         “Because you had found the real princess. What’s the matter, Nan? You look as if you were going to cry!”

         “But I’m not,” and the brave little face forced itself to smile, and the firm little chin set itself with an air of dogged determination. “I’ll just run to my room and change for luncheon,—there’s time if I’m expeditious.”

         Miss Mattie went too, and Malcolm Finley, in answer to a killing glance bestowed on him by the flapper, said:

         “What a beastly little brat you are!”
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