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Mount Lodge, Kensington, bore every outward sign of
  respectability. It stood detached in its own grounds, a solid, sedate,
  dignified mansion, discreetly withdrawn from the road, with a massive portico
  over its front door and a massive iron gate in its high surrounding wall.

A relic, obviously, of the austere days of hansom cabs and chaperones,
  when no lady rode on the top of an omnibus, and the glimpse of a well-shaped
  ankle would set a young man writing poetry, it gave an impression of rigid
  conventionality and seemed to stand frowning with heavy disapproval at an age
  of cocktails and night clubs, in which it declined to take part.

On the gate, as a protest against the vulgar intrusions of modern life,
  was a small metal plaque bearing the words, "No Hawkers, No Circulars." Monty
  Carr, who rented the place from a landlord who regarded as a godsend any
  tenant willing to relieve him of the rates and had not even troubled to take
  up Monty's unimpeachable references, once remarked that, had there been the
  least likelihood of the addition proving effective, he would have added the
  words, "No Police."

Not that the police had ever betrayed interest in Mount Lodge. If the
  constable on whose beat it lay had been asked what he knew of the house, he
  would have replied that it was just an ordinary residence, and continued with
  the more serious business of noting the numbers of the cars which had
  overstayed their two hours' welcome in the neighbouring park—an
  attitude of mind which Monty Carr considered to be a tribute to his skill and
  discretion. For there was little that was ordinary about Mount Lodge,

The only room patronized by Louis Creet was on the ground floor, on the
  left of the hall—a fact which, had the police ever made a tour of
  inspection of the house, must have redounded to his credit in some degree and
  would possibly have saved him from anything more serious than a fine.

In Room A, as it was called, on any night they might have chosen for their
  visit, the police, provided they had evaded the complicated system of alarm
  signals devised by the ingenious brain of Monty Carr, and had effected their
  entrance unannounced, would have come upon a picturesque scene: a spacious,
  lofty room, with heavy curtains drawn close across the windows and a thick
  pile carpet that caressed the feet; in darkness save for a patch of
  brilliance beneath a shaded electric light that hung low over the table; a
  haze of tobacco smoke; in the dimness that fringed the pool of light, the
  shadowy outlines of men and women seated around the table—white
  shirt-fronts and ivory shoulders; and, on the green cloth, ashtrays, glasses,
  a dainty wisp of handkerchief, a scattering of cards, little heaps of
  brightly coloured counters, a woman's shapely arm, a man's hand with restless
  fingers.

It was here that on one occasion a certain subaltern of the Guards, owing
  to the utterly unexpected behaviour of the ace of clubs, tossed a four-figure
  check across the table to Monty Carr and two minutes later, on the steps of
  Mount Lodge, placed the muzzle of a service revolver against the roof of his
  mouth and pressed the trigger. This inconsiderate action on the part of an
  officer and a gentleman had annoyed Monty Carr, for it was only with the
  greatest difficulty that the affair had been hushed up. Prudence, moreover,
  had demanded that the four-figure check should not be presented for
  payment.

Comparatively, however, Room A was a place of innocent amusement. Mount
  Lodge had other rooms. Since the night when, in one of the rooms upstairs,
  some puritanical young woman had started screaming, a powerful
  radio-gramophone had been installed in the hall, and the butler had
  instructions to set it going whenever occasion arose. It was set going quite
  frequently. Louis Creet, when he heard it, would glance at Monty Carr and
  give a queer sort of smile.

Tonight the radio-gramophone was silent, but none the less, as Monty Carr
  slipped a card from the pack and turned it face upwards on the table in front
  of Jacqueline Thurston, Louis gave a quick glance in Monty's direction. It
  was scarcely perceptible; his eyes just shifted for an instant to Monty and
  then returned to Jacqueline's face.

Jacqueline, as she saw that the card dealt to her was the ace of diamonds,
  could scarcely restrain the exclamation that rose to her lips. The colour
  rushed to her cheeks, and her eyes grew suddenly bright with excitement.
  Novice as she was compared with the other players around the table, she had
  learned enough from her few previous visits to the room with Louis Creet to
  realize the significance of that ace of diamonds. The ace of clubs and the
  ace of spades had already been dealt to other players, and there was only one
  card left in the pack—the ace of hearts—which could beat hers.
  Jacqueline had no idea what the chances were against Monty turning up the ace
  of hearts, but she knew that the probability of his doing so was so remote
  that it need not seriously be considered.

"Ace of diamonds, Jacqueline," remarked Monty, and glanced enquiringly
  towards her.

Jacqueline's mind was in a turmoil, and she sat staring at the card,
  uncomfortably conscious of silence in the room and of the dozens of eyes
  watching her. A chance like this might never come again as long as she lived,
  and if she staked her usual £100. But that would be idiotic. The others had
  backed their aces for £300, and their chances had been nothing like as good
  as hers; and what, if she won, would be the use of a pound to her? It would
  help her out of none of her troubles. If she missed a chance like this she
  didn't deserve to be helped. If only she dared... enough to clear up
  everything and put her straight...

"No limit tonight, Jacqueline," came Monty's voice. "Any stake you like.
  I'm here to be shot at."

The girl glanced up and nodded.

"Thanks, Monty," she said, in a voice which she hardly recognized as her
  own. "I—I'll make it—a thousand."

Monty Carr's impassive face relaxed into a faint smile. But Jacqueline did
  not see it; her whole attention was riveted on his slender white fingers as,
  steady and unhurried, they balanced his cigarette on the edge of an ashtray
  and moved towards the pack of cards in front of him.

She was making a tremendous effort to appear calm. She had seen others win
  and lose far more than a thousand pounds without the flicker of an eyelid,
  and had realized that in Room A the least display of emotion was considered
  not quite good form. She did her utmost not to fall below the Room A
  standard; but Louis Creet, watching her closely, noted the whitened knuckles
  of her hand as it rested on the table, and the pulse throbbing in her
  neck.

With a deft flick, Monty Carr slipped the top card from the pack, and as
  it fell face upwards on the table, it seemed to Jacqueline for one
  suffocating moment that all the blood in her veins went suddenly surging to
  her heart and as suddenly drained away again—to pound against her
  temples, pulsate in her throat, and cloud her eyes so that all she could see
  was a blurred vision of the card which lay exposed in front of her. Monty
  Carr had turned up the ace of hearts.

She sat rigid, her mind in a panic, conscious that critical eyes were
  watching her as she stared at the blurred red pip of the card, not daring to
  turn her gaze from it and meet the glance of Monty Carr across the table.
  Once she did that, she would have to say something to him, and she had no
  idea what she could say.

"Hard luck, Jacqueline," came Carr's voice

She looked across at him. With the hint of a smile on his thin lips he was
  coolly shuffling the cards. Jacqueline forced herself to smile "Beginner's
  luck won't hold forever," she laughed. That's a thousand I owe you, Monty.
  I'll send you a check, may I?"

One of Monty Carr's eyebrows just perceptibly rose, but he nodded, and
  began to deal the cards again Jacqueline pushed back her chair and rose

"Miss me, Monty," she said. "I'm through for tonight. Louis is going to
  take me home."

Louis Creet rose and followed her from the room and a few minutes later
  they were seated together in his limousine as it purred along Kensington High
  Street. Jacqueline was silent, gazing, with puckered forehead, at the back of
  the chauffeur's head, and nervously drumming her knee with her fingers. It
  was Louis's voice, smooth and soothing as the purr of the engine, that broke
  the silence.

"I must congratulate you, Jacqueline," he said "It was magnificent. You
  took it with a nonchalance worthy of a hardened gambler. It takes a very
  hardened gambler to smile, as you did, over the loss of a thousand
  pounds.

The girl glanced at him.

"If it had been a thousand pence, Louis, I probably shouldn't have smiled.
  But a thousand pounds—" she shrugged. "I can't pay, so why worry?"

Louis raised his eyebrows.

"Can't pay?"

"Of course I can't; and Monty won't expect me to pay. He knew the bet
  wasn't serious. He took it as a joke."

Creet pursed his lips.

"If I were you, Jacqueline," he said, "I wouldn't count too much on
  Monty's sense of humour."

She looked round at him quickly.

"You don't think that Monty might really expect—"

"My dear girl," interrupted Louis, "I'm afraid you don't appreciate the
  position. You seem to imagine, with charming feminine inconsequence, that you
  can contract a debt of honour, and then, if it is inconvenient to pay, airily
  dismiss it as a joke. But visitors to Mount Lodge don't indulge in that sort
  of joke. If they lose, they pay; if they win, they expect to be paid. Monty
  Carr will expect to be paid—"

"A thousand pounds?" She laughed. "Monty knows as well as you do that I
  couldn't write a check for ten."

Louis shook his head.

"You visited Mount Lodge as my guest, and Monty would assume that you
  would meet your obligations. I don't relish the idea of a guest of mine
  taking her winnings and shirking her losses."

"Louis, you're being poisonous."

"Only frank, my dear. If you'd won a thousand from Monty you'd have
  expected him to pay, wouldn't you?"

She gave a little shrug.

"I suppose so," she admitted, and stared again at the chauffeur's head.
  Then she turned suddenly to her companion and laid a hand on his arm.

"Louis," she said, "I've been every sort of a fool."

He smiled.

"Losing a thousand makes us all feel like that, Jacqueline—"

"Oh, I didn't mean that particularly," she interrupted. "I've made a hash
  of things all round lately, and I'm not feeling desperately in love with
  myself I haven't done a single thing during the last six months that has
  really been worth doing. I've just fooled around with a crowd of wasters and
  never given a thought to anything but chasing after some new thrill and being
  just a bit more stupidly up-to-the-moment than anyone else. But somehow
  nothing has seemed to matter since—"

She paused and shrugged her shapely shoulders.

"The fact is, I'm up to my neck in debt, and I'm scared. Fooling around as
  I've been doing costs money, and I've borrowed and run up bills, and things
  can't go on. But it's all right, Louis; I'm not going to sob my heart out on
  your shoulder. Give me a cigarette and talk of something pleasant."

Creet produced his case.

"And if luck had been with you tonight," he said, "the thousand pounds
  would have put you right. Was that the idea?"

She nodded.

"Something had to be done," she said. "Things really are pretty
  septic—I owe nearly three hundred—and messing about on the Stock
  Exchange has only made matters worse. I was crazy with worry tonight, and
  when Monty dealt me that ace I suddenly saw daylight. It looked like an act
  of Providence. With three aces out there was practically no chance of Monty
  turning up the fourth."

"And as he did so, you propose to pretend that the whole thing was a joke
  and back out of paying? It won't do, Jacqueline," he said decisively. "You
  must at least make some effort to pay him. You owe me that much
  consideration. Perhaps, after all, the simplest way out of the trouble would
  be to make a clean breast of everything to Dr. Thurston. Your father would be
  the first to say that a debt of this kind—"

She turned to him quickly.

"Father must know nothing about it," she said sharply. "I've got into the
  mess, and it's up to me to get out of it."

"It isn't a very pleasant task, I admit," said Creet. "But if you feel you
  can't face it, I should be quite willing to explain matters to your father
  for you. In fact, if you refuse to tell him and can suggest no reasonable
  alternative, I'm inclined to think it will be my duty—"

"Father is not to know," interrupted Jacqueline, with sudden vehemence.
  "He has no idea what sort of a rotter I've been making of myself lately, and
  I don't intend that he shall know. It's not cowardice; it's because it would
  hurt him abominably, and he doesn't deserve to be hurt like that. Besides,
  you don't suppose he has a thousand pounds to give to Monty, do you?"

"In a case like this, when the honour of his daughter is concerned, any
  man would do his utmost to pay the debt. I don't profess to know anything of
  your father's financial position, but I don't imagine the payment of a
  thousand pounds would reduce him to penury."

She shook her head.

"You can cut Father right out of it, Louis," she said. "He hasn't got a
  thousand pounds in the world. He's had a pretty rough time lately. He was
  saying yesterday that he was far better off as an ordinary G.P., curing
  measles and whooping cough, than he is as a specialist in Harley Street. He
  never knows now where the next five pounds is coming from. I don't care
  particularly what Monty thinks of me, but I do care what Father thinks, and I
  don't intend to let him and Mother suffer because I've been an idiot."

"All very noble and dutiful, Jacqueline," said Louis, "but unfortunately
  it doesn't help. Unless you can suggest some other means of finding the
  money, I must, in justice to myself—"

"If you dare to breathe a word to Father or Mother, I'll never forgive
  you." She laid a hand on his sleeve and glanced at him with pleading eyes.
  "Louis, promise me—please!" she begged. "They're both such dears, and
  they think so much of me, and they've had a dreadfully thin time lately, and
  I simply can't let them down. And I won't let you down, either. If Monty
  really expects me to pay, I'll manage it somehow. Leave it at that, Louis,
  will you?"

He laid a hand on hers.

"Very well, my dear," he said. "Since it means so much to you, I'll leave
  it at that."

She squeezed his arm gratefully.

"Thanks, Louis—and I won't let you down," she said again. "I'll fix
  things with Monty somehow." She smiled faintly. "And if I can't possibly pay
  him, you needn't worry. I'll make it quite clear to him that Louis Creet is
  an honourable man."

As the car pulled up outside a large block of flats she glanced out of the
  window and turned to Louis.

"I thought you were taking me home?"

He smiled as he opened the door and got out.

"Stimson is going to mix you one of his famous cocktails," he laughed,
  "and you're going to inspect my bachelor quarters, as you've so often
  promised to do. I'll take you home afterwards."

He saw her hesitation and smiled again.

"The proprieties?"

"Well, it's rather late—"

"Louis Creet is an honourable man," he laughed, and with a shrug she got
  out of the car and followed him towards the lift.
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During the two years of Louis Creet's progress from the
  position of her father's wealthiest patient to that of a trusted friend of
  the family, though she had been almost everywhere with him, from such
  innocuous amusement as is found at the Zoological Gardens to the somewhat
  less innocent entertainment provided at Mount Lodge, Jacqueline Thurston had
  never visited his flat; and now, when Stimson had relieved her of her cloak,
  she glanced curiously round the room into which Louis led her.

"If you will excuse me, Jacqueline," he said, "I've a phone call to make.
  Stimson will mix you a drink."

The girl nodded, seated herself in a corner of the big settee by the fire,
  and, when the manservant had supplied the cocktail, continued her inspection
  of the room. She had a theory that a room was always a true reflection of the
  character of its occupant; but it puzzled her to reconcile Louis and this
  apartment.

It was large and lofty, with windows in two walls; the corners were
  rounded, and the walls merged into the ceiling in graceful curves. The
  windows were uncurtained and shuttered; the floor of highly polished parquet
  was bare of even a rug, and the mahogany furniture, though obviously
  expensive, was of the plainest design without a trace of ornament. Jacqueline
  decided that it might well be the room of an austere but wealthy ascetic. She
  had never thought much about Louis Creet, but that description did not seem
  to fit him. She could not decide whether she liked the room or hated it.

The few ornaments that were in it—some pieces of choice porcelain
  and a couple of exquisitely carved ivories—she certainly liked. They
  struck her as a flat contradiction of her theory of an austere ascetic, as
  did the low, luxurious couch on which she was sitting, and the alabaster
  statuette on the mantelpiece.

It was the figure of a dancing girl, undraped, a beautiful example of the
  sculptor's art. Jacqueline picked it up, gazed at it thoughtfully, and
  suddenly replaced it. She searched for the right word to describe it and
  could not find it. But emphatically she did not like it.

Louis came in and paused at the door, gazing at her.

"The riddle is solved," he laughed. "I've always felt, Jacqueline, that
  this room just fell short of perfection, but I could never decide what it
  lacked. Now I know. It needed the presence of a beautiful woman."

Jacqueline shook her head.

"What it needs more than anything else," she laughed, "is curtains and a
  few cushions and a rug or two on the floor. At present it's rather
  like—well, a hospital ward."

With a smile he crossed the room and seated himself beside her.

"A hospital ward has the advantage of being hygienic, my dear," he said.
  "Rounded corners and no rugs or curtains are a fad of mine. Corners and rugs
  and curtains mean dust, and dust means germs. You can't be too careful."

Jacqueline smiled. She remembered now. It was common knowledge that Louis
  Creet was convinced that space was packed with innumerable millions of deadly
  bacteria intent on inhabiting his person. There was a drawer in his desk
  stocked with every conceivable drug calculated to discourage their invasion.
  She knew that he was constantly swallowing tablets from a small silver box
  which he carried in his waistcoat pocket, and that regularly once a week he
  made an appointment with her father to undergo a thorough medical overhaul,
  and as regularly telephoned to say that he was perfectly well and the
  examination would be waste of time. "A bit of a hypochondriac" was how she
  had heard her father describe him; but she had never suspected a room with
  rounded corners and uncarpeted floor. Now she understood: it was nervousness
  rather than austere taste that accounted for its bareness, and the figure of
  the dancing girl might not be so incongruous after all.

"I've just been on the phone to Monty Carr," announced Louis. "I'm afraid
  it's a case of paying up and looking pleasant. Monty took the bet quite
  seriously and is expecting your check in the morning. I'm afraid, Jacqueline,
  that unless you can find some way of settling with him he is quite capable of
  making himself a nuisance. He'd probably consider himself justified in
  approaching your father—"

"But, Louis, he mustn't—you mustn't allow him—"

"I can hardly hope to prevent him, my dear. But we will hope it won't come
  to that. Perhaps if we put our heads together we can find some way to set
  matters right. I might possibly be of some use myself."

She glanced at him sharply.

"You?"

He smiled.

"I suppose you've heard what they say about me, Jacqueline? I know. They
  say it's easier to extract a back tooth from a shark's jaw than five pounds
  from Louis Creet's pocket. But I don't think I've lived up to that reputation
  as far as you are concerned."

"You haven't," replied the girl promptly. "You've given me a splendid
  time, Louis, for the last eighteen months—taken me everywhere, bought
  me goodness knows what, and I'm terribly grateful. But a thousand pounds...
  frankly, I can't see you parting with a thousand pounds for
  nothing—"

Suddenly she stopped. She had realized in a flash what sort of return
  Louis would expect for his thousand pounds, and her heart beat a little
  faster. As she stared into the fire, avoiding his gaze, the image of the
  dancing figure on the mantelpiece came before her eyes, and she understood
  what it was that had always prompted her, when Louis had pressed her to visit
  his flat, to evade the invitation.

"Don't you realize, Jacqueline," said Louis, his voice low and caressing,
  "that you're a very beautiful woman?"

She raised her head and looked at him. Until this moment, though she had
  known him for two years, she had never really looked at Louis Creet. She had
  a general impression of him as a well-dressed, well-groomed man, who was
  always an agreeable companion and had an abundance of time and money which he
  seemed to like to devote to her amusement, but that was all. She had accepted
  him as a friend of the family, a kind of adopted uncle, and had never
  troubled to ask herself what he was really like.

Now for the first time she looked at him critically and appraisingly, and
  discerned a Louis Creet utterly different from her careless conception of
  him. For the first time she realized, with something of a shock, that he must
  be nearer fifty than forty, and that his eyes were restless and elusive. She
  noticed their heavy lids and the pouches beneath them. She saw that his lips
  were too loose, his hands too plump and white and faultlessly manicured, and
  his feet absurdly small. She saw now nothing incongruous in the presence of
  the dancing figure in Louis Creet's room. "Wanton," she realized, was the
  word which had eluded her.

"Very beautiful," repeated Louis, and caressing fingers touched her bare
  arm.

She drew back sharply.

"Louis—please! I—I don't understand."

He smiled, and his hand slid round her, drawing her towards him

"Innocent little Jackie!" he murmured. "I tell her she is
  beautiful—the most beautiful woman in the world—and she pretends
  not to understand!"

She freed herself and sprang to her feet.

"Louis, why—why are you saying all this to me? Are you mad?"

He rose.

"Why does any man tell any woman she is beautiful? You're old enough and
  sophisticated enough to know, my dear."

For some moments she stood gazing at him intently, as if trying to confirm
  the impression of that first concentrated look at him. Then:

"Louis," she said, "do you mean that you love me?"

Creet grew uneasy beneath her steady gaze. He turned and fingered the
  figure of the dancing girl.

"Would that surprise you?" he laughed. "Perhaps you don't realize how
  easily any man could fall in love with you. You and I could be very happy
  together, Jackie."

"You mean that you want me to marry you?"

"Supposing I did mean that, what would you say?"

The girl shook her head.

"Sorry, Louis, but I couldn't."

"Because?"

She shrugged.

"Larry Deans?"

"Perhaps—yes, I suppose Larry has something to do with it."

Her eyes grew suddenly bright, and she stepped eagerly forward and laid a
  hand on his arm.

"Louis," she said, "tell me—frankly—what you think. Shall we
  ever hear of Larry again? When did you last have news of him?"

"Rather more than six months ago," he replied.

"And you've heard nothing—from anyone—about him since
  then?"

"I could hardly hear from anyone but Larry himself, or from Storman and
  Elliott, who are with him, and I've heard from none of them,"

She nodded.

"You don't believe we shall ever hear of them again, do you?"

"My dear Jacqueline," said Louis, "you must realize that searching for a
  goldfield in the unexplored regions of Africa is a very risky business. Larry
  and the others are not the first who have been tempted by the prospect of
  immense wealth to risk their lives in looking for it. The legend of this
  particular goldfield is an old one, and the list of men who have set out to
  find it and have never returned is a long one. I'm afraid we must face the
  fact that Larry's name has been added to the list."

Jacqueline was silent for some moments.

"I see," she said at length. "Thanks, Louis. I suppose I've known that all
  the time, really, but I've shirked admitting it."

She stood for a while gazing down into the fire, and then she raised her
  head again.

"You knew all that when you sent Larry, didn't you," she stated rather
  than asked.

"'Sent' is hardly the word," said Creet. "You know very well the state
  Larry was in when he went—up to his ears in debt, bankruptcy
  proceedings pending, and neither a penny in the world nor the inclination to
  do an honest day's work—"

He saw the look in her eyes and paused.

"I'm sorry, Jackie," he went on. "I liked Larry. But I couldn't close my
  eyes to the fact that he was an incurable waster—"

"I won't listen," she interrupted. "I've known Larry ever since I can
  remember, and he's the finest, cleanest, whitest man—"

Louis cut her short.

"Very well, my dear," he said, smiling indulgently. "But Larry's
  spotlessness doesn't affect the case. He came to me and told me that he
  wanted to have a try at finding the goldfield, and as he hadn't a penny in
  the world he suggested that I should finance the expedition. I liked Larry
  and was sorry for him, and I was fool enough to put up the money. I have
  probably lost several thousands over it."

Jacqueline made a gesture of impatience.

"And Larry and Tubby Storman and Mark Elliott have probably lost their
  lives. Take me home, Louis, will you?"

She turned to go towards the door, but Creet's hand on her arm detained
  her.

"I asked you a question just now, Jacqueline, and you haven't
  answered."

The girl faced him.

"You mean—about marrying you?"

He shrugged.

"It was you who mentioned marriage, not I."

He lighted a cigarette with a careless air, but Jacqueline noticed that
  his hand was shaking.

"Unfortunately," he went on, "I'm not in a position to ask you to marry
  me. I'm already married."

"Louis!" she gasped. "I had no idea—"

"Few people have," said Creet. "It's not a fact I'm particularly proud of,
  and I'm trusting you to respect my confidence. I'm only telling you because I
  want to play the game with you."

"Then—then you're not asking me to marry you?"

Again he shrugged.

"There's such a thing as divorce," he said, "and there'd be no difficulty
  about that—a little later. But I was under the impression that with you
  modern young people marriage was too terribly old-fashioned to be
  considered—one of the things which simply isn't done nowadays."

The girl's hand clenched, but she managed to control herself.

"That was a bad mistake to make, Louis," she said quietly. "Why should you
  think that—of me?"

"Except that you're more than usually beautiful, Jacqueline, I've no
  reason to believe you different from other women. Nine out of ten of them
  nowadays—"

"Louis—you're foul!"

He smiled.

"The outraged-innocence role is played out, my dear," he said. "You don't
  really think me foul. You wouldn't have thought it foul if Larry had asked
  you what I'm asking you—"

With a sudden jerk she wrenched her arm free, her hand struck him full on
  the mouth, and she turned and went quickly towards the door. But Creet was
  there before her, standing with his back against it, smiling.

"Now that the play-acting is over, Jacqueline, perhaps we can get down to
  serious business."

"I won't hear another word," she flamed and made a grab at the door
  handle, but Louis caught her wrist and held it.

"Don't be too hasty, Jacqueline," he said. "After all, you're hardly in a
  position to ride the high horse, and I'm making you a very generous
  proposition. A thousand pounds is a lot of money—even for a beautiful
  woman."

She stared at him with incredulous eyes.

"You mean that—that if—"

"You will hear no more from Monty Carr," said Louis. "I can promise you
  that. Take my advice, my dear, and don't be too absurdly old-fashioned. I
  know I'm not a Larry Deans, but Larry is definitely out of the running, and
  you might find a worse substitute than Louis Creet."

He loosed her wrist and waited, watching her as she stood before him, her
  arms hanging limply at her sides, her gaze on the carpet.

"You know my answer, don't you?"

"I'm waiting to hear it."

"I've nothing to give you, Louis—even for ten thousand pounds."

His hands gripped her shoulders.

"Nothing to give me, eh? That's like all you modern girls: you'll take,
  take, take as long as a man will go on paying, and when he asks you for
  something in return he discovers you're nothing but mean, unsporting little
  shirkers. You're all the same—cheap little twisters! You play the game
  as long as you win, and refuse to pay when you lose. But you won't get away
  with that this time, Jackie—not with me."

She struggled to free herself, but he held her fast and drew her
  closer.

"If you won't pay, my dear, you've got to be made to pay."

She was helpless in his grasp. His arms slipped round her, crushed her to
  him, and his lips pressed fiercely against hers, forcing them against her
  teeth. Suddenly he released her, and stood watching as she sprang towards the
  door, flung it open and faced him.

"Louis—what a swine you are!" she flamed; and then, with a sigh: "I
  wish to God Larry were here!"

"He's not—and anyway, what use would Larry be?"

"He'd kill you," she said quietly.

"As it is," sneered the other, "the honour of killing me is reserved for
  someone else. If I'm such a swine, why don't you take it on yourself,
  Jackie?"

She glanced up and met his gaze.

"I could, Louis—gladly," she said, with quiet vehemence, and turning
  abruptly slammed the door behind her.
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The portable gramophone, balanced precariously on a pile of
  worn field baggage in the middle of the tent, struggled gallantly on. It was
  a dilapidated instrument. Eighteen months of African swamp and forest had
  left their marks on it no less than on the three men who shared the tent with
  it. Its covering was scarred and torn at the corners; its tarnished arm was
  clumsily mended with a piece of wire; its winding handle was broken, and only
  by the use of the pair of pliers which lay beside it could it be screwed up
  to concert pitch.

The record on the swaying turntable—sole survivor of the original
  two dozen purchased eighteen months ago in Cape Town—had not come
  through unscathed; but, despite its deep scratches and the two cracks which
  ran from centre to circumference, the song was still recognizable:

"How can I (click) live without (click) you? How (click) can I (click) let
  you (click) let you (click)—let you (click)—let you
  (click)—"

The rusty needle gave a jerk, skidded, rasping, across the pitted surface
  of the record, and began scraping at the centre; but none of the three men in
  the tent took any notice.

In the case of Tubby Storman this was an unprecedented display of
  indifference. Tubby was inclined to sentimentality as well as to plumpness,
  and this one surviving record, wrapped in the remnants of a khaki shirt, had
  travelled with him for the best part of eighteen months through Portuguese
  West Africa, his most treasured possession—with the exception of the
  photograph in the shabby leather wallet which he always carried in the pocket
  of his shirt, approximately over his heart.

Every night for eighteen months Tubby, stretched on a camp bed in some
  God-forsaken spot where their camp was pitched, would set his gramophone
  playing this particular record, and lie, gazing sadly at the instrument, his
  face a picture of beautiful melancholy, until the song was finished, when he
  would sigh, stop the machine, close his eyes, and with a seraphic smile on
  his chubby face proceed to snore.

On this occasion, however, he did not appear to be listening. With hands
  thrust deep into the pockets of what had originally been a pair of riding
  breeches, he was staring down with wide-open eyes at a box which stood on the
  ground at his feet. The box was lid-less, and in it was a shovelful of loose
  soil; but it seemed to fascinate Tubby, and the scraping of his last
  remaining gramophone needle failed to attract his attention.

Larry Deans, seated on a box by the tent opening, intent on cleaning a
  rifle, turned his head and glanced from Tubby to the gramophone with a glint
  of amusement in his blue-grey eyes.

"Tell me again you love me, Tubby," he said. "Kiss me on lips and brow.
  Beautiful, isn't it? But you might stop the damned thing scratching
  itself."

Tubby, apparently, had not heard, but remained staring at the box, with
  the same rapt expression on his face. The lines round Larry's mouth formed
  themselves into a smile, and he rose, crossed to the gramophone, stopped it,
  and picked up the record. As he did so, there came another click, and the
  disk was divided into two.

Larry turned to Tubby with a grin and displayed the pieces.

"Parted—for good, Tubby," he laughed.

"Thank heaven for that!" The voice came from Mark Elliott, sprawling, half
  asleep, on a mattress. "But break the news to him gently, Larry, and if he
  needs a handkerchief he can use my shirt. Portuguese West Africa is now
  almost a beautiful place. He's got no more records, has he?"

Larry dug an elbow into Tubby's ribs.

"Any more records, fat boy?"

Just for a second Tubby turned his head and glanced at the broken record;
  and then his gaze returned to the box at his feet.

"Good Lord, Larry!" he exclaimed in an awed voice. "It doesn't seem
  possible, does it?"

Larry tossed the broken record away and returned to his box.

"Take a good deep breath, old boy," he advised, "and tell yourself it's
  true."

Tubby shook his head.

"I don't know how it strikes you fellows," he said, "but it seems to
  me—well, sort of absurd. What I mean is, here's a box of dirt, the sort
  of thing you'd use for growing mustard and cress or tulips—"

"0r forget-me-nots," suggested Mark.

Tubby withered him with a look.

"There are better uses," laughed Larry, "for the soil of an alluvial
  goldfield than growing mustard and cress. Keep on staring at it, Tubby, and
  telling yourself that you're a rich man."

Tubby nodded.

"I'm doing it," he said, "but it doesn't seem to percolate. Seriously,
  Larry, what do you reckon, roughly, our goldfield's worth?"

"For the fiftieth time in the last two hours, Tubby, I haven't a notion.
  Millions, probably. Maybe hundreds of millions."

Tubby considered this for a moment, then his face lighted up.

"I tell you what it is, you fellows," he said, with the air of one who has
  made a great discovery: "If what Larry says is true, it's—it's
  romantic, that's what it is."

"Oh, Lord!" sighed Mark.

"It's a bit frightening if you ask me," said Larry. "And there are no ifs
  or buts about it, Tubby. Within two or three months you'll need a special
  staff of secretaries to deal with begging letters."

Tubby smiled.

"I wonder what Bunty will say—and the kids." he mused.

"'Daddy's a millionaire, darling—isn't he clever?'" laughed Larry.
  "What will you do with your money, Tubby?"

"If he says he'll buy a new gramophone, Larry, shoot him now," urged
  Mark.

"I'm going to buy a place in the country—a big place," announced
  Tubby. "I might have a pied-à-terre in town as well—"

"A what?"

"A flat in London is what he means, Mark," explained Larry. "What's the
  programme for the country, Tubby—growing bigger and better
  chickens?"

"Oh, a few hunters and a couple of cars and a dog or two, and that sort of
  thing. Try to remember, you fellows, if you chance to meet me, that it's
  usual to touch your hat to the squire. 'Morning, Squire!' 'Good-morning,
  farmer. How are the pigs?' 'Why, Squire, them sure do be foine, and all they
  sows got litters.'"

Mark groaned.

"The horrible thing is," he said, with a sad shake of the head, "that
  that's exactly what is going to happen. I'm going to race—have about a
  dozen horses in training and buy a house at Newmarket."

"That's sheer waste of money, old boy," reproved Tubby.

Mark shrugged.

"There'll be plenty to play about with—eh, Larry?"

"Enough for Tubby to play the squire with distinction," laughed Larry.
  "Can't you see him going round the village at Christmas time, distributing
  blankets to poor old women when they'd much rather have a bottle of gin?"

"Oh, well, a quarter share in the goldfield is worth a tidy lot of money,
  anyway," said Tubby contentedly, "and I daresay I'll throw in a bottle of gin
  as well. If you ask me, the luckiest man in this outfit is Louis Creet. We've
  had to work for our quarter share—eighteen months of swamp and forest
  and beastly mosquitoes and tsetse fly, and—"

"Fleas," said Larry; "natives of Africa. Don't forget them, Tubby."

"Not to mention 'Parted,'" sighed Mark.

"And all old Louis has had to do for his quarter share," continued Tubby,
  "is to stay at home and swallow pastilles and generally take care of his
  precious health."

"A quarter share each was the arrangement, Tubby," said Larry. "What are
  you grousing about?"

"I'm not. All I'm saying is that Louis should be feeling pretty average
  grateful to us."

"He should go down on his knees," said Mark, "and lick our boots in
  gratitude. But before he did that he'd want the boot polish analyzed, to be
  sure it wouldn't upset his delicate stomach. I never knew a bloke so windy
  about his health. What's wrong with him, Larry?"

Larry frowned.

"Physically?" He gave a shrug. "But I can't see Louis on his knees in
  gratitude to any of us over this business. He'll probably think we should go
  on our knees to him for financing the expedition. It's rough on you, Tubby:
  your boots deserve a lick from Louis, anyway. Do you realize, Mark, that we
  might have gone back with failure written in large letters across our pants
  if Tubby hadn't had the intelligence to fall into that swamp?"

"'Fall in' isn't quite correct, old boy," said Tubby. "I was simply
  looking for a solid foothold for my fourteen stone—"

"If Tubby hadn't fallen in," continued Larry, "we shouldn't have had to
  fish him out; and it was through fishing him out that we found the only
  causeway that could get us to Chumbaziri. Mark and I are grateful to you,
  anyway, Tubby."

"Oh, well, I'm glad I have my uses," sighed Tubby. "What's the next move,
  Larry?"

"To get out of this bug-ridden spot and secure our concession for the
  goldfield as quickly as we can. God knows how long it will take us. The next
  thing will be to communicate with Louis, because without him we can't get a
  move on. I've sent a boy off today to the coast with a cable to Louis,
  telling him we've located the mine and asking him to come out as soon as
  possible. If the boy gets through all right he should reach the court in
  about six weeks, and if Louis starts at once he should reach Lobito Bay
  almost as soon as we do. By the way, there's only one bathroom in the Da
  Silva Hotel, Tubby, and it's already booked in my name for the first two
  hours after we arrive there."

"Soap—and hot water!" sighed Mark. "I'm next after Larry in the
  bathroom, Tubby."

Tubby smiled.

"You fellows are forgetting the most important thing," he said. "Mind you,
  I'm all for cleanliness and washing behind your ears and that sort of thing,
  but in my case the soap and water will have to wait. There'll be
  letters—from England."

Larry rose, laid aside his rifle, and stood gazing out through the opening
  of the tent.

"You'd forgotten the letters, eh, Larry?"

"No, I hadn't," said the other quietly.

"Do you realize, Larry, that it's months since any of us had a single
  blessed line from home?"

Larry did not answer.

"For nearly six months I've heard nothing from Bunty and the kids, and
  you've heard nothing from Jacqueline—"

Larry turned abruptly and flung himself on his mattress.

"Oh, shut up, Tubby!" he exclaimed irritably. "Go to bed."

Tubby glanced at the gramophone, sighed, and stretched himself on his
  battered camp bed.

"Good-night, my brother millionaires," he said and closed his eyes.

A few moments later the stillness of the African night was broken by the
  sound of a man's voice singing:

"How can I live without you?

  How can I let you go?

  I that you loved so well, dear..."

The "dear" was sustained for several bars, a long, unsteady, rapidly
  failing note, and, as it finally expired:

"Larry!" came Mark's voice.

"Hullo!"

"What did you do with that record?"

"It's broken. I slung it away."

Mark uttered a groan.

"For God's sake, Larry, see if you can find it and stick it together
  again."
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Jacqueline walked home from Creet's flat. It took her the
  best part of an hour, but she felt that to sit still in a taxi was more than
  she could endure. She must keep moving. She did not want to think, and
  walking made thinking less compulsory. And she hoped that by walking she
  would arrive too late for the usual goodnight gossip with her father and
  mother. She could not face that half-hour of commonplace chatter tonight. She
  wanted to be alone—to slip upstairs unobserved and lock her door and
  cry. Above all else she wanted to have a bath. She felt mentally and
  physically soiled; and though tears might wash the dark thoughts from her
  mind, she was obsessed with the idea that only soap and water could cleanse
  her from the touch of Louis Creet.
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