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            I. — AT ALMA'S FLAT
      

         

         "WELL, you've got him! What do you think of him?"

         Augustus Javot's thin lips were twisted in a cynical smile as he surveyed the scene. The small drawing-room was in confusion, the furniture had been pushed against the wall in order to give the dancers a little more room. One electric wall bracket had been twisted out of shape by a drunken hand, and a great bowl of white lilac had been smashed and now lay upon the floor in a confusion of broken china and wilted blooms. At one end of the room a mechanical piano tinkled metallically and half a dozen couples swayed through the motion of a two-step with unsteady feet amidst a babble of raucous laughter and half-hysterical giggles.

         The handsome girl who stood by Javot's side let her eyes wander about the apartment till they rested upon a flushed youth who was at that moment endeavouring to stand on his hands against the wall, encouraged thereto by the ear-piercing cat-calls of one who was scarcely less sober than the amateur acrobat. Alma Trebizond raised her eyebrows never so slightly and turned to meet Javot's gaze.

         "Beggars can't be choosers," she said complacently "He isn't very impressive, but he is a baronet of the United Kingdom and has a rent-roll of forty thousand a year."

         "And the Tynewood diamond collar," murmured Javot. "It will be a new thing to see you with a hundred thousand pounds of diamonds round your pretty neck, my dear."

         The girl fetched a long sigh, the sigh of one who has dared much and has succeeded beyond her wildest hopes.

         "It has turned out better than I expected," she said, and then: "I have sent an announcement to the papers."

         Javot looked at her sharply. He was a thin, hard-faced man, slightly bald, and there was a hawk-like look in his cold eyes as he surveyed her unsmilingly "You've sent to the papers?" he said slowly "I think you're a bit of a fool, Alma!"

         "Why?" she asked defiantly "I've nothing to be ashamed of—I'm as good as he is! Besides, it's not unusual for an actress of my ability to marry into the peerage."

         "It's not exactly the peerage," corrected Javot, "but that's beside the point. He's particularly asked you to keep the marriage secret."

         "Why should I?" she demanded.

         A little smile twinkled in his eyes.

         "There are many reasons," he said significantly "and I could give you one if it were necessary. You're not going to send the announcement to the papers, Alma."

         "I've already done it," she replied sullenly.

         He made a little impatient noise.

         "You're starting badly" he said. "Sir James Tynewood was not drunk when he asked you to keep the marriage a secret for twelve months. He was particularly sober, Alma, and he had a reason, you may be sure."

         With an impatient shrug she turned from him and walked across to the balancing youth who was now on his feet holding in a shaky hand a champagne glass which his companion was endeavouring to fill, with disastrous results to Alma's drawing-room carpet.

         "I want you, Jimmie," she said, and linked her arm in the young man's.

         He turned a flushed smiling face towards her.

         "Wait a minute, darling," he said thickly, "I'm just going to have another glass with dear old Mark."

         "You're coming along with me for a moment," she insisted, and with a chuckle he dropped the glass to the floor, shivering it into a hundred pieces.

         "I'm married now eh?" he chuckled. "Got to obey the wife!"

         She led him back to where Javot stood.

         "Jimmie," she said suddenly, "I've sent the announcement of our wedding to the papers."

         He stared at her in drunken amazement and a frown gathered on his forehead.

         "Say that again," he repeated.

         "I've sent the announcement that Alma Trebizond, the eminent actress, has married Sir James Tynewood, of Tynewood Chase," she said coolly "I'm not going to have any secrecy about this business, Jimmie. You're not ashamed of me?"

         He had drawn his arm from hers and stood, the frown still upon his face, his hand rumpling his hair in an effort of thought.

         "I told you not to," he said with sudden violence. "Damn it, didn't I tell you not to, Alma?" And then suddenly his mood changed, and flinging back his head he roared with laughter.

         "Well, that's the best thing I've heard," he gasped, wiping the tears of merriment from his eyes. "Come and have a drink, Javot."

         But Augustus Javot shook his head. "No, thank you, Sir James," he replied. "If you will take my advice—"

         "Pshaw!" scorned the other. "I take nobody's advice in these days. I've taken Alma and that's all that matters, isn't it, darling?"

         Javot watched him as he went across the room and shook his head. "I wonder what his relations are going to say?" he asked softly.

         The girl turned on him. "Does it matter what his relations say?" she demanded. "Besides, he has no relations except a younger brother who's in America, and he's only a half-brother, anyway What makes you so gloomy tonight, Javot?" she said irritably "You're getting on my nerves."

         Javot said nothing, but perched on the head of the sofa he watched the girl as she joined her husband and permitted himself to wonder what would be the end of the adventure.

         The merriment was at its height when a diversion came. Alma's flat was in a fashionable block overlooking the park and the appearance of a servant in the doorway meant nothing more to Javot than that one of the tenants of the flats beneath had sent up complaints about the noise. It was the usual interruption to the gatherings which met in Alma's flat. This time, however, the servant's message was important, for Alma signalled the company to silence, and the voice of Sir James was heard inquiring: "For me?"

         "Yes, sir," said the servant. "She wants to see you."

         "Who is it?" asked Alma.

         "A young woman, my lady," said the servant, who was training herself to address Alma in this unfamiliar style.

         Alma laughed. "Another of your conquests, Jimmie?" she said, and James Tynewood grinned sheepishly for vanity was not the least of his vices.

         "Bring her in," he said loudly; but the servant hesitated.

         "Bring her in," roared Tynewood, and the woman disappeared.

         Presently she came back, followed by a girl, and at the sight of her Javot's eyes lightened.

         "That's a pretty girl," he thought, and pretty indeed she was. She looked round from one to the other of the company and she was obviously far from comfortable in those surroundings.

         "Sir James Tynewood?" she asked in a soft voice.

         "I'm Sir James Tynewood."

         "I have a letter for you."

         "For me?" repeated the other slowly "Who the dickens have you come from?"

         "From Vance & Vance," said the girl, and the face of Sir James Tynewood twitched.

         "Oh you have, have you?" he said huskily Javot thought he detected a note of apprehension in the tone.

         "I don't know why Mr Vance wants to bother me at this hour."

         He took the letter from the girl reluctantly and turned it over and over in his hand.

         "Open it, Jimmie," said Alma impatiently "You can't keep the girl waiting."

         A thin youth with a mop of red hair lurched forward, and before the messenger could divine his intention he had clipped her round the waist.

         "She's the partner I've been waiting for," he said hilariously. "Start up the old piano, Billy!"

         The girl struggled to escape but found herself pushed and swayed to the tune that was hammered forth from the piano-player and saw nothing in the vacuous faces about her but grinning approval.

         "Let me go!" she cried. "Please let me go. You ought not to—"

         "Dance, old darling, dance!" hiccoughed the youth, and then suddenly he felt a hand upon his wrist.

         "Let that lady go, please, Molton." It was Augustus Javot.

         "You mind your own damn business," said the angry young man, but with a smile Javot gently disengaged the girl.

         "I'm sorry" he murmured, and took no further notice of her captor.

         James Tynewood was opening the letter and Javot was too intent upon watching his face to interest himself in the muttered threats at his elbow. He saw Tynewood blink drunkenly at the letter and read word by word the brief communication, and then suddenly the colour left the face of the baronet and his lower lip trembled.

         "What is the matter?" asked Alma sharply; for she too had observed the signs.

         Slowly the young man crushed the letter in his hands and a look of malignity came to his face.

         "Curse him, he has come back!" he said thickly.

         "Who has come back?"

         He did not reply for a moment and then: "The man I hate of all men in the world!" he said, thrusting the letter into his pocket.

         He turned his eyes upon the girl.

         "Is there any message?" she asked timidly She was still white and shaking.

         "You can tell Vance that he can go to hell," said Sir James Tynewood. "Give me some brandy somebody!"

      

   


   
      
         
            II. — THE MAN FROM PRETORIA
      

         

         MARJORIE STEDMAN, confidential stenographer to the firm of Vance & Vance, left Park Buildings, happy to find herself again in the cool air of a spring evening. So that was Sir James Tynewood! Hitherto he had been a name written upon one of the black deed boxes in her employer's office. Sir James Tynewood! The bearer of an ancient and honoured name, a name which to her mind recalled the chivalry of ancient days—and he was a drunkard, a sot, a vulgarian who consorted with that kind of company! She shivered at the recollection.

         She reached the office in Bloomsbury after all the clerks had left. Mr Vance, grey-haired, was waiting for her in his own office and he looked at her curiously as she entered.

         "Well, Miss Stedman, did you deliver my letter?" he asked.

         "Yes, Mr Vance," she said.

         "To Sir James Tynewood?"

         She nodded. The lawyer was eyeing her more keenly.

         "What is the matter with you? You look a little pale. Have you had an accident?"

         She shook her head. "I had rather an uncomfortable experience," she said, and related what had happened.

         The lawyer bit his lip in annoyance. "I am sorry I did not think you would be subjected to that kind of treatment or I would have gone myself," he said. "You quite understand, Miss Stedman, that I could not send one of the clerks."

         "I know the message was confidential," she acknowledged. She did not tell him that she had wondered why a clerk had not taken that letter, and as if reading her thoughts the lawyer said:

         "One day you will know why I asked you to go to see—Sir James Tynewood," he said. "I am very much obliged to you indeed. I suppose Sir James gave you no answer?"

         She hesitated. "He gave me one which I shouldn't care to repeat, for it was somewhat uncomplimentary to you, Mr Vance," she said with a smile.

         The lawyer nodded. "It is a bad business," he said after a pause. "You're sure Sir James said nothing else?"

         "Not to me," replied the girl. "He said—" she hesitated again. "A lady asked him what the message was about and he replied that the man he hated had come back."

         "The man he hated!" repeated the lawyer with a sad little smile. Then with a shrug of his shoulders he rose. "It's a bad business," he repeated as he reached for his coat from the hook on the wall, and then as though changing the subject—"so we're losing you at the end of the week, Miss Stedman?"

         "Yes, Mr Vance, I'm sorry to go. I've been very happy here."

         "From a selfish point of view I'm sorry too," said the lawyer, struggling into his coat, "but for your sake I am very pleased. Has your uncle found that gold reef he was looking for?"

         The girl smiled. "No, but he has made a lot of money in South Africa, and he's been awfully good to mother and myself. You did not know Uncle Solomon, did you?"

         "I met him once twenty years ago," said the lawyer. "Your father brought him to the office one day and he struck me as being rather a character."

         He walked to the door and stood as though waiting for her to pass out.

         "You've no more work to do?" he said in surprise, as she showed no intention of following him.

         The girl smiled. "I have the statement of claim for James Vesson to type before I go," she said, and Mr Vance uttered an exclamation of impatience.

         "What a fool I am! Why of course," he said. "I ought not to have sent you out. But won't it do in the morning, Miss Stedman?" he asked half-heartedly for he knew that the statement had to be filed early.

         She shook her head laughingly. "I really don't mind staying a little late, Mr Vance," she replied. "I have nothing to do tonight, and the statement will only take me two hours, and I would much rather do it tonight than come up early in the morning."

         "Very well," said Mr Vance. "Good night, Miss Stedman. I have only just time to catch my train to Brighton. I will ring you up in the morning and you can tell me if there is any news of importance."

         Left alone, she passed into the little room leading out of the lawyer's office, and in a few minutes her typewriter was clattering rapidly as she made an attempt to overtake her arrears of work. She had reached the fourth folio of a long, dry and monotonous statement of claim, when she thought she heard a knock at the door of the outer office and paused, listening. The knock was repeated and she rose, wondering what belated client had appeared at this late hour of the evening. She opened the door, expecting to find a telegraph boy but to her surprise the figure of a man confronted her.

         He was a tall man, dressed in a shabby grey flannel suit, and she noted in that odd, inconsequential way which people have when taking their first impression of a stranger, that he wore no collar or tie. A soft white shirt, open at the neck, a battered grey Stetson hat on the back of his head, completed the mental picture. His lean, good-looking face was tanned to a dull mahogany and a pair of grey watchful eyes surveyed her.

         "Is Mr Vance in?" he asked curtly; though she noticed he took off his hat when he spoke to her.

         "No, Mr Vance has been gone ten minutes," said the girl.

         The stranger licked his lips. "Do you know where I can find him?" he asked.

         She shook her head. "Ordinarily I could tell you," she said with a smile, "though it isn't customary to give Mr Vance's private address to visitors. But tonight he has gone to Brighton to stay with a friend over the weekend, and he did not leave his address." She hesitated. "Perhaps you would like to give me your name?" she asked and he hesitated.

         "Are you likely to get into communication with him?"

         She nodded. "He will call me on the 'phone tomorrow morning to discover if there is anything which requires his attention," she said. "I could give him your name then."

         He still stood in the passage and realizing that this man, in spite of his unprepossessing attire, might be some client of importance, she pulled the door wider open.

         "Won't you come and sit down for a moment?" she said. "Perhaps you would like to write a message to Mr Vance?"

         He came slowly into the room and stood for a moment looking at the chair she had drawn forward for him.

         "No, I won't write anything," he said after a pause. "But when he calls up tomorrow will you tell him that Mr Smith has arrived from Pretoria?"

         He spoke deliberately and emphatically "You will remember—Mr Smith from Pretoria. And tell him I want him to get into communication with me at once."

         "Mr Smith from Pretoria," she repeated, scribbling down the name on a scrap of paper, and wondering how important this Pretoria Smith might be. She had a vague feeling that, although he was looking at her steadily he was not seeing her. A little frown upon his forehead spoke eloquently of his preoccupation, and she had the sensation of being looked through, rather than being looked at.

         He stared down at the desk again.

         "I will write a message," he said. "Can you give me pen and paper?"

         "There is pen and paper on the table," she laughed in spite of herself, and a dull-red flush came into the tanned face.

         "I am very sorry" he stammered apologetically, "but I am not seeing things today"

         "I had that impression too," said the girl, and a faint smile showed at the corner of the man's mouth. She went to the farther end of the room for fear he thought she might be overlooking him as he wrote; but he seemed to find some difficulty in framing the words he had to put upon the paper. He sat for fully five minutes, nibbling the end of his pen.

         "No, I won't write," he said, and put the pen down as he got up to his feet. "Just tell Mr Vance that Mr Smith of Pretoria called. I think that will be sufficient. He knows where to find me."

         There was a footstep in the corridor outside, the handle of the door turned and it opened. The newcomer was evidently in too much hurry to knock.

         "Where's Vance?" he asked as he came in. It was Sir James Tynewood, a little dishevelled and red of face..

         "Mr Vance has gone," said the girl, but Sir James made no reply He was staring at the shabby man from Pretoria.

         "My God!" he said in a quaking voice. "You—Jot!"

         They stood looking at each other, the half-drunken young baronet and the man from Pretoria, and the latter's face was fixed in an inscrutable mask. The silence which followed was painful for the girl. She sensed a tragedy here, and her quick intuitions placed her in a moment upon the side of the South African visitor.

         "Do you know Sir James Tynewood?" she faltered.

         Slowly the head of Pretoria Smith turned towards her, and he showed his white teeth in a mirthless smile.

         "I know Sir James Tynewood very well," he said, and then addressing the other, he said sternly: "You will meet me tomorrow evening at the Chase, Sir James Tynewood."

         The young man stood shaking in every limb, his face a sickly white, his head bent. "I will see you tomorrow," he mumbled huskily and staggered from the room.

      

   


   
      
         
            III. — THE SURPRISING DEBTS
      

         

         "I AM SURE something has upset you, dear. You've never been so snappy with me before," complained Mrs Stedman. Her whole attitude toward life was one of complaint, and the girl was inured to this form of persecution.

         They sat at breakfast in a tiny Brixton flat, and Mrs Stedman, who, in spite of her frequent predictions of an early demise, had managed to eat a very hearty breakfast, was sitting watching her daughter over her glasses with a disapproving frown.

         "There is nothing the matter with me, mother," said Marjorie Stedman quietly "I had rather an upsetting day at the office yesterday. Something extraordinary happened."

         "And you won't tell your own mother what it is!" repeated Mrs Stedman for the third time.

         "Don't you understand, mother," said the girl patiently, "that the business of my employer is, or should be, sacred, and that I cannot talk about it?"

         "Not even to your own mother?" murmured Mrs Stedman, shaking her head. "Marjorie, I have always given you the greatest confidence, and I have repeatedly asked you to come to me with all your troubles."

         "Well, this isn't one of my troubles really" smiled the girl. "It is somebody else's trouble which does not concern me and should not concern you, mother dear."

         Mrs Stedman sighed heavily. "I shall be very glad when you're away from that wretched office," she said. "It is not good for a young girl to be mixed up in crimes and divorces and all those terrible things one reads about in the Sunday papers."

         Marjorie rested her hand on her mother's shoulder as she walked past her.

         "Mother dear, I've told you often that Mr Vance has nothing to do with crime," she said. "We haven't had a criminal in our office for a hundred years."

         "Don't say 'our office,' my dear," wailed Mrs Stedman. "It sounds so low! And please, when we get into the country amongst people of our own class, never talk about your business. If people knew that you were connected with trade—"

         "Oh, mother, what nonsense you talk!" said the girl, losing patience at last, 'just because Uncle Solomon is sending us enough money to live comfortably in the country you don't suppose we're going to put on airs or meet people who will be shocked by my being a typist in a lawyer's office?"

         "Confidential secretary," corrected Mrs Stedman firmly. "I insist upon your being a confidential secretary. I cannot allow you to call yourself a typist, my dear. I've told all my friends that you're studying for the Bar."

         The girl groaned. "Oh Heavens!" she said.

         "It isn't what we shall be next month," Mrs Stedman went on with satisfaction. "In a year's time, when your uncle gets rich, we are going to take the beautiful house in which I was born, my dear—the country estate of the Stedmans."

         The country estate of the Stedmans consisted of three and a half acres of excellent paddock and garden, and Marjorie had once made a pilgrimage to Tynewood—Tynewood! Why that must be Sir James Tynewood's estate. She wondered if it was so, and resolved to ask Mr Vance at the earliest opportunity.

         On her way to town that morning she went over the events of the previous night. What hold had this stranger from the South over Sir James Tynewood, she wondered? She would never forget the white face of the baronet when he had caught sight of the man in shabby grey. There was terror in one face and condemnation in the other. Was it blackmail? Was it the knowledge of some indiscretion of Sir James which gave this strange man power over the other? She found it hard to accept this view. There was something in Pretoria Smith's face which precluded the possibility of such an explanation. If ever honesty and steadfast purpose shone in a man's eyes, they showed in Pretoria Smith's.

         She reached the office half an hour earlier than was usual. She did not wish to miss Mr Vance's telephone call, which came to her at eleven o'clock.

         "Is everything all right, Miss Stedman?" he asked, and then she told him of the visitor.

         "Smith?" said his voice sharply. "From Pretoria? I didn't expect him for a week. I am coming up to town straight away."

         "He left no address," said the girl.

         "I know where to find him," said Mr Vance. "Did he say anything?"

         "Nothing at all," said the girl, "beyond what I have told you. Sir James came whilst he was here." She heard his exclamation.

         "They met in the office? What happened?" asked the lawyer's voice anxiously.

         "Nothing happened except that Sir James looked awfully worried and ill and went out immediately."

         There was a long pause, and she thought he had hung up the telephone receiver.

         Presently he said: "I am coming up by the eleven-forty-five. I shall be at the office just before one. Get your lunch early. Have you seen the newspapers?" he asked.

         "No," she said in surprise. It was an unusual inquiry from him. "What has happened?"

         "Nothing, except that Sir James Tynewood is married to Alma Trebizond, the actress," said the lawyer grimly "There is going to be some bad trouble in the Tynewood family"

         Surprise was to follow surprise for the girl that day In the course of the morning came another stranger to the office—a stout, cheerful man, evidently of Hebraic origin. It was the practice of the firm to refer new business to the managing clerk; but he also was on a holiday and the visitor was shown into the girl.

         "I understand you're Mr Vance's confidential secretary?" he said. "Is it possible to see Mr Vance today?"

         She shook her head. "Mr Vance is coming to town on very important business, but I do not think that he wants to attend to any other," she said. "Is there anything I can do for you?"

         The man put his silk hat carefully on the table and took out a large pocket-book and extracted a document.

         "Well, miss, there's no secret about this," he said. "I've got to see Mr Vance some time before Monday and if I can't see him I'd like you to tell him that Mr Hawkes, of Hawkes & Ferguson, financiers, called with reference to Sir James Tynewood's debts."

         "Sir James Tynewood's debts?" she repeated, puzzled, and he nodded.

         "The young gentleman owes me twenty-five thousand pounds, borrowed on note of hand, and I'm getting a bit rattled about it. He keeps on renewing his bills and borrowing a bit more, and I want to see Mr Vance before I make any further advances."

         "But Sir James Tynewood is a very rich man," said the girl.

         "And I'm a very poor man," said the other with a grin, "and I want a bit of my stuff back."

         "Have you already seen Mr Vance?"

         The visitor shook his head. "No. Sir James has asked me to keep away from his lawyers, but matters have gone a little bit too far for me, miss. I'm a business man, and I have no respect for titles, being a democrat. The only titles that interest me are titles of property. I've kept away from Vance &Vance as long as I could, but I must have a bit on account. You see, miss, I'm a moneylender," he went on confidentially "and moneylenders know one another's business. I happen to know that Sir James has borrowed a lot of money from Crewe & Jacobsen and from Bedsons Ltd., and half a dozen other firms; and what's more, he's been going the pace in the West End. He's in debt left and right—why he owes the motor-car people in Bond Street over three thousand pounds for that car he gave to Alma Trebizond. When I saw the announcement in the paper this morning that he'd got married, I said to myself? Well, now, this is the time for me to have a bit of a marriage settlement!"

         He chuckled at his feeble jest. Then, lowering his voice: "Now, look here, miss, I'm a business man and you're a business woman. I'll tell you frankly I have got scared about this money and if you can put in a word to Vance so that my claim's settled first, why there's a handsome commission for you."

         "I'm afraid I'm not in the habit of taking commissions," said the girl coldly, "and I'm not even in a position to accept your confidence. I am merely Mr Vance's confidential stenographer, and I'm not so sure that he will be very pleased to hear that you have confided in me."

         That ended the interview and Marjorie Stedman's acquaintance with the firm of Hawkes & Ferguson.

         When Vance arrived she told him of the conversation and he was unusually grave. "Moneylenders, eh?" he said quietly. "I suspected something of that sort. Telegraph to Mr Herman to come into the office." Mr Herman was his managing clerk. "I won't bother you with this business, but Herman must go round and see these moneylenders and find out how much money this foolish boy owes."

         "But Mr Vance, isn't Sir James very rich?"

         "Very" said Mr Vance dryly.

         That afternoon, although it was Saturday there were many comings and goings at the office. Mr Herman arrived and apparently went round in a taxicab interviewing Sir James Tynewood's creditors, or as many as could be found at that inconvenient period of the week.
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